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and a collection of commonplaces about literature: Literary char
acters "are in a great measure disliked, or approved, in proportion 
to the Acquaintance the Reader, or the Audience, have before had 
with them. My Lord Foppington, and Sir Fopling Flutter, by their 
Names on the Bills, could formerly, at any time, croud the Play
house with Spectators; but that Species of Coxcombs are now as 
much out of Mode as the very Dresses in which they were repre
sented." And she concludes a long paragraph on this subject with 
the hope that the "Character I am now about to introduce will not 
be in such an unfortunate Situation, as to be esteemed a Creature 
that nobody knows; but that he will be owned as an Acquaintance 
by some Part at least of the World" (Book II, chap. viii). 

This claim to realism makes an interesting contrast with her 
brother's witty intrusions designed for the same effect. Commenting 
on Bridget Allworthy's sexual prudence, Fielding says, "Indeed, I 
have observed (tho' it may seem unaccountable to the reader) that 
this guard of prudence, like the trained bands, is always readiest 
to go on duty where there is the least danger. It often basely and 
cowardly deserts those paragons for whom the men arc all wishing, 
sighing, dying, and spreading every net in their power; and con
stantly attends at the heels of that higher order of women, for 
whom the other sex have a more distant and awful respect, and 
whom, (from despair, I suppose, of success) they never venture to 
attack" (Book I, chap. ii). The boast is the same: My characters are 
based on accurate observation of real manners. But the voice is 
masterful, able to be ironic without losing its direct power. 

What I am saying here may seem like mere tautology: inter
esting narrators are interesting. But there is much more to it than 
that: some interesting narrators perform a kind of function in 
their works that nothing else could perform. They are not simply 
appropriate to a context, though that is essential. ll They originally 

11 The "author" of Sarah Fielding's The Governess; or, the Little Female Academy, 
Calculated for the Entertainment and Instruction of Young Ladies in their Education 
(1749) is appropriate enough: "The Design of the following Sheets is to prove to you, 
that Pride, Stubbornness, Malice, Envy, and, in short, all manner of Wickedness, is 
the greatest Folly we can be possessed of .... I depend on the Goodness of all my 
little Readers, to acknowledge this to be true. But there is one Caution to be used, 
namely, That you are not led into many Inconveniencies, and even Faults, by this 

Telling as Showing 

succeeded and still succeed by persuading the reader to accept them 
as living oracles. They are reliable guides not only to the world of 
the novels in which they appear but also to the moral truths of 
the world outside the book. The commentator who fails in this 
mode is the one who claims omniscience and reveals stupidity and 
prejudice.12 

"TRISTRAM SHANDY" AND THE PROBLEM OF FORMAL 

COHERENCE 

The third kind of failure is both more widespread and more dif
ficult to grapple with: a failure of formal coherence. As I have tried 
to show in chapter v, certain qualities pursued for their own sakes 
can interfere with other qualities or effects, and in the tradition of 
the intruding narrator, omniscient or unreliable, we find hundreds 
of books in which an independent interest in this intrusive style in
terferes with other effects. The very qualities conferred by the great 
narrators can, when pursued for their own sake, transform or 
destroy the works which the narrators are ostensibly invented to 
serve. 

To many of its critics, Tristram Shandy has seemed to be one 
of the worst offenders in this regard. The "mad," "merely odd," 

Love and Affection: For this Disposition will naturally lead you ... into all manner of 
Errors, unless you take care not to be partial to any of your Companions, only because 
they are agreeable, without first considering whether they are good enough to deserve 
your Love" (pp. ix-x). 

It is impossible to know how a young lady in the eighteenth century would react to 
this highly appropriate commentary, but it is not hard to recognize that for anyone in 
the twentieth century, adult or child, it has become intolerable. 
12 Just how seriously an author can undercut his effects by the wrong kind of self
portrait can be seen in the following Preface to The History of Cleanthes, an English
man of the highest Quality, and Celemene, the Illustrious Amazonian Princess (1757): 
"The following Sheets are the Productions of a Person, who writes not for Interest, or 
the Desire of Applause, but merely for Amusement. My Situation is such, having no 
Sort of real Business, that many Hours would hang heavy upon my Hands, if I did not 
endeavour to find out divers Sorts of Recreation, in order to fill up that Space of Time." 
In case there is any reader who has not been completely discouraged by this, the heavy
footed author finishes himself off with a final blow: "At length I resolved to try my 
own Abilities: This I have done; and from the Mixture of Adventures in my Narra
tion, it is plainly to be discovered, that my Reading has been both ancient and modern, 
as my Work is a Composition, founded upon both Plans.... I write not with a De
sign to acquire Fame; and as a Proof of it, shall subscribe no Name, hoping that I 
may never be even suspected of having been AN AUTHOR." 

:.-... 
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"salmagundi of odds and ends" that took England and the Con
tinent by storm in 1760 was from the beginning seen as among 
other things a literary puzzle. Is it simply a scrambled comic novel, 
with the antics of Walter and Toby and Tristram more obscured 
by narrative commentary than any comiG subject had ever been 
before? Is it a collection of playful speculative essays, like Mon
taigne's, but with more fictional sugar-coating than Montaigne felt 
necessary? Or is it a satire in the tradition of Swift's A Tale of a 
Tub, taking in, as Sterne himself put it, "everything which I find 
Laugh-at-able in my way"? Even the many recent critics who have 
granted the work its own kind of unity, making their way con
fidently through the windings and turnings, the seeming digressions 
that turn out to be "progressive," the involutions and superposi
tions of time schemes, have been unable to agree about what kind 
of work it really is.1s 

Regardless of the position from which we try to apprehend such 
a book, the secret of its coherence, its form, seems to reside pri

_~arily in- the rok played by the teller, by Tristram, the drnmatized 
narrator. He is himself in some way the central subject hol ding 
ogetnermaterials which, were it not for his scatterbrained presence, 

would n~~r haVe seemed to be separated in the first plac~. His 
double claim-that he knows yet does not know what he is about
simply makes explicit what is self-evident in our experience from 
beginning to end: that in some ways he is giving us a novel like 
other novels, and in ~e wifj lie is"ilot. A very large part of the 
\~ole book is made up of talk about his writing chores and his 
rhetorical relation to the reader. 

In less than five minutes I shall have thrown my pen into the 
fire . . . --I have but half a score things to do in the time--I have 
a thing to name--a thing to lament--a thing to hope ... and a 
thing to pray for.--This chapter, therefore, I name the chapter of 
THINcs--and my next chapter to it, that is, the first chapter of my 
next volume, if I live, shall be my chapter upon WHISKERS, in order to 
keep up some sort of connection in my works . 

The thing I lament is, that things have crowded in so thick upon 

13 The best recent summary of the problems, together with one of the sanest assess
ments of the formal brilliance and the historical influence of Tristram Shandy, is found 
in Alan D. McKillop, Early Masters of English Fiction, chap. v. 

Telling as Showing 

me, that I have not been able to get into that part of my work, 
towards which, I have all the way, looked forwards, with so much 
earnest desire; and that is the campaigns, but especially the amours 
of my uncle Toby, the events of which are of so singular a nature, 
and so Cervantick a cast, that if I can so manage it, as to convey 
but the same impressions to every other brain, which the occurrences 
themselves excite in my own--I will answer for it the book shall 
make its way in the world, much better than its master has done be
fore it--Oh Tristram! Tristram! can this but be once brought about 
--the credit, which will attend thee as an author, shall counterbal
ance the many evils which have befallen thee as a man .. .. No wonder 
I itch so much as I do, to get at these amours--They are the choicest 
morsel of my whole story! [Vol. IV, conclusion] . 

Now what kind of a work are we reading here? Is this "telling" 
invented as rhetoric to aid in the realization of the dramatic ele
ments? What, in fact, is the dramatic subject in James's sense 
(chap. iv, above)? If we try to find an analogue in Tristram Shandy 
for the character and story of Isabel Archer, say, in The Portrait 
of a Lady, what do we find? Is it the systematic time scheme of 
events, starting with the wounding of my uncle Toby at the siege 
of Namur in 1695 and ending with-well, with what? Already we 
are in difficulties. Do the events end with the final date named in 
the work, when Tristram describes himself as sitting before his desk 
in a purple jerkin and yellow pair of slippers, on "this 12th day of 
August, 1766," "a most tragicomical completion" of his father's 
prediction that he should neither think nor act like any other man's 
child? Can we say that this is an event in the writing of the book, 
while the siege of Namm is an event in the "subject" treated in 
that writing? The final event in the "dramatic object" is-what? 
The breeching in volume six? Certainly not the events of the final 
chapter, which take place four years before Tristram's birth. The 
trip through Europe of the adult Tristram? But this is really a 
digression in the writing of the work, part of the same sequence of 
events that leads to his sitting at his desk writing the odd book 
that results from his character, which in tum results from his 
father's theories, which .. . . 

The dramatized narrator has ceased here to be distinguishable 
from what he relates. James's ideal of a seamless web of subject 



---
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and treatment has somehow been stumbled upon more than a 
century before its time-and in a work that gives an air of complete 
disorganiza tion! 

THREE FORMAL TRADITIONS: COMIC NOVEL, 

COLLECTION, AND SATIRE 

To decide what Tristram really is, we should look briefly at three of 
his ancestors. Though this book is not intended as a historical study, 
the history of narrators before Sterne happens to present to us, in 
three main literary traditions, the most crucial questions about 
the contrast between dramatic form and the rhetoric of narration. 
In a rough way the traditions correspond, as we might expect, to 
the t'l.!ree most popular hYEotheses about the form of Tr~ 
Shandy: the comic novel eXRlode.sJ; the sug;g -coated collection 0 

PhilosophiCal essays, and the miscellaneous satire. 
Even if-aily of the novelists b'; en 1749 aii'd 1760 had been 

able to create the kind of monumental comic action Fielding had 
revealed, many of them would have submerged the potential comic 
plot with their careless extensions of his carefully controlled face
tiousness. One of the most revealing works of this kind is Charlotte 
Summers, the Fortunate Parish Girl, published anonymously within 
a year of Tom Jones. 14 The narrator claims to be the "first Begotten, 
of the poetical Issue, of the much celebrated Biographer of Joseph 
Andrews and Tom Jones" (p. 3). But though he feels "under the 
strongest Impulse to mimic every Action of that Gentleman" (p. 
4), and does indeed copy a great many of the explici t devices of 
Tom Jones, the relationship of the rhetoric to the comic plot of the 
parish girl is very different. The author is, in fact, exploiting a 
temporary fashion in intrusions, and though he does a relatively 
clever job of it, the result is disunity of the most radical kind: as 
critics used to say, the manner has begun to rival the matter. 

Sometimes this drama of the telling consists of a dialogue between 
the "I" and a "Reader" with whom the true reader can more or 

14 Not dated, but generally assigned to 1749 or 1750. It has been attributed, without 
much plausibility, to Sarah Fielding. For other works written in the fifties that either 
explicitly avow indebtedness to "The King of Biographers" or show clear signs of having 
been deeply impressed by his narrative manner, see Bibliography, Sec. V. 
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less comfortably identify. More often, it is a dialogue between the 
"I" and a ridiculous, hypothetical reader who is as much a comic 
character as any other in the book. "Beau Thoughtless" and "pretty 
Miss Pert" and "grayhair'd Mrs. Sit-her-time" and "Dick Dapper
wit" are constantly intruding in a "passion" to complain about the 
story or the characters' behavior. The most curious instance of this 
independent drama of the telling is an audacious bit of tomfoolery 
concerning one pair of "readers," Miss Arabella Dimple and her 
Maid Polly. "Pray, Ma'am, where shall I begin, did your Ladyship 
fold down where you left off?--No, Fool, I did not; the Book is 
divided into Chapters on Purpose to prevent that ugly Custom." 
They struggle with their memories: "Now I think on't, the Author 
bid me remember, that I left off at the End of--I think it was the 
6th Chapter. Turn to the 7th Chapter, and let me hear how it 
begins-Polly reads, 'Chapter the 7th,-The Death of my Lady 
Fanciful's Squirrel. .. .' " Miss Dimple interrupts: "Hold, Wench, 
you read too fast; and I don't understand one Word of what 
you are saying. . . . I must not have got so far-Look back to 
the End of that Chapter where the Blookhead [sic] of an Author 
bids us take a Nap, and remember where he left off.-O la, Ma'am, 
I have found it; here it is. As your Ladyship said, he says ..." (I, 
68-69). She reads the conclusion of chapter four, a passage the 
reader has already encountered some pages previously. She then 
goes on reading aloud for sixteen pages, and then the narrator 
intrudes: "But the Reader must remember Polly, Miss Dimple's 
Maid, is reading all this while. She had just come to this Length, 
when she looks about at her Mistress and finds her fast asleep .... 
It's time to put an end to the Chapter, when pretty Miss Dimple 
sleeps over it."15 

Such mock readers are played off against the elaborate self
portraiture of the narrator, a half-clown, half-oracle who is only 

15 For other instances of this mirror-within-a-mirror effect see the quotation from Gide's 
Counterfeiters given among the epigraphs to this chapter, and Mark Harris' The 
Southpaw, in which there is one chapter, labeled "II-A," giving an account of the nar
rator's reading of chapter xii to his friends. They object to section after section of 
chapter xii, and he expunges and expunges again until only one sentence is left. This 
sentence then begins chapter xiii; there is no chapter xii. 

http:Jones.14
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remotely related to any inferable author. It is as if the author had 
deliberately chosen to imitate his "Father F--g" only on the 
capricious side, taking seriously, as Fielding does not, the "Doc
trine, that an Author, in spite of all critical Authority, has an ab
solute Right to digress when and where he pleases, and to amuse 
himself and his Readers with any thing that comes uppermost in 
his Head, whether it has any Connection with the Subject in 
Hand or not" (I, 28-29). Needless to say, in pursuit of this doc
trine the poor parish girl is often forgotten, as Tom J ones never 
really is, for dozens of pages on end. What purports to be a comic 
novel has been torn into bits and fragments by facetious intru
sions. I6 

A very different effect is produced by a similar air of caprice in 
the works of a second tradition, that of the unifying rather than 
disruptive self-portraits best exemplified by Montaigne. In a long 
line of works leading up to and away from Montaigne's Essays, 
Sterne had encountered elaborate and whimsical commentary as 
an end in itself, more or less divorced from any other narrative 
interest. Montaigne's book, a rambling collection of opinions about 
this and that, owes whatever dramatic coherence it has to the con
sistently inconsistent portrait of the author himself, in his char
acter as a writer, and the "Montaigne" who emerges is as fascinat
ing as any fictional hero could be. Like Tristram, he tells us a great 
~eal about his moral anj EEy'sica~ch'!!.acteristics, enough, perhaps, 
to- justify his claim to "paint himself." But he gives us much more: 
a running account of the writing of the book as it is written, and 
thus a running portrait of his character as a writer. "I presented 
my self to my Self for Argument and Subject. 'Tis the only Book in 
the world of its kind, and of a wild and extravagant Design; there 
is nothing worth Remark but the Extravagancy in this Affair: for 
in a Subject so vain and frivolous, the best Workman in the World 
could not have given it a form fit to recommend it to any manner 

16 I have given a fuller account of this as well as other pre-Shandean comic novels of 
the fifties in "The Self-conscious Narrator in Comic Fiction before Tristram Shandy," 
PMLA, LXVII (March, 1952), 163-85. 

Telling as Shmving 

of Esteem" (11,85).17 He discusses in great detail his qualifications 
as an unskilled man undertaking to write a book that will be truer 
than other men's books. His "Fancy and Judgment do but grope 
in the dark," and he writes "indifferently of whatever comes into 
my Head" (I, 214). He has "naturally a Comick, and familiar 
Stile; but it is a peculiar one, and not proper for Publick business, 
but like the Language I speak, too Compact, Irregular, Abrupt and 
Singular" (I, 398). Like Tristram Shandy- following h~en wherever 
it leads, he works "without 12,remeditation or design, the first ward z 

De[ets the secondhand so- to..the~end of the Chaptei ' (1,400). He 
clefendshiS""""digressions with precisely Tristram's manner: "This 
~eary -is a~~f~~~my Subject. I go out of ~y wgy, but 'tis ~r 
,:pon the accoun _o t~~ce ~an ov~rsigh"t. Mr Fancies~w one 
another, b~om~~ great d~stance;~ anCll~to~r~e 
ani5tner, but 'tis with an_ob!iq\JS gg~ .. ,.Lloy.£ a ~ti.ck..MarcP 
py leaps and skips ..." (III, 348-49). He predicts, foreshadowing 
Tristram's prophecy of forfy volumes, that he will proceed "in
cessantly and without labour ... so long as there shall be Ink and 
Paper in the World" (111,263). And like ~tram .h.e 'llgu~ 
~ntly:md at length with his Rostul~cLreaders: uWell, but some 

o~ill say'" t£ me, th~ design of making a ma_n.l..,se.1f thesu~ 
hi§ writing, were indee2..!~sablecf1nly 1in rare and famous Men. 
. .. It is moS'ttru e,'fc onfess it, an now ver.y wejl,)hat a Trades
man will scarce lift his EyeS-trom h is work to look at..a,ILmdina,ry 
i'i1a"i1." ~ .. Otlfers have been-ei1'CottfJ...g:a to speak oi themseh.es.,..be
0iuSet..l~y-Ioundtn~ ,?ubiz.t worthy and ricJ1; I, .2n the contrary, 
'!!.l1 the bolder, bx..reason the Subject is S9 F0.9r Sl»u teril, that I 
car:ng"t besuspected of Ostentation" (I~ 541,542). 

The full effect of all this dIscuSsion of his character as a new kind 
of writer cannot be grasped unless one rereads the book with an eye 
on this matter alone; it can certainly not be given by quotation. But 
it is important to recognize that Montaigne's only claim to formal 
coherence is provided by the very material which many self-respect

17 Because it was most inAuential on English fiction, particularly through John Dunton 
and Sterne, I use the Charles Cotton translation. My page numbers are to the second 
edition, London, 1693 . 

........ 


http:themseh.es
http:11,85).17
http:sions.I6


229 Author's Voice in Fiction 228 

ing modern novelists would automatically reject as disruptive and 
inartistic. Perhaps as much as one-fifth of this work is made up of 
mere commentary. 

It is true that it is not a novel; there is no sustained narrative in 
the Essays. But it presents for that very reason an excellent oppor
tunity to study commentary when it has no function other than to 
be itself. What is more, if we look closely at the "Montaigne" who 
emerges from these completed pages, we cannot help rejecting any 
simple distinction between fiction and biography or essay. The 
Montaigne of the book is by no stretch of the imagination the real 
Montaigne, pouring himself onto the page without regard for 
"aesthetic distance." Despite his endlessly repeated claim to "present 
me to your Memory, such as I naturally am" (II, 718), we find him 
often confessing to self-transformations. Phrases like "as far as a 
respect to the public has permitted me" are to be found in almost 
every statement of his intention to portray himself. "In moulding 
this Figure upon my self, I have been so oft constrain'd to temper 
and compose my self in a right posture, that the Copy is truly taken, 
and has in some sort form'd it self. But painting for others, I repre
sent my self in a better colouring than my own natural Complexion" 
(II, 543). "Now, as much as Decency permits, I here discover my 
Inclinations and Affections ..." (III, 329). "And withal a man 
must curl, set out and adjust himself to appear in publick ..." (II, 
75). Curl and adjust himself he certainly does: we need no research 
into the facts of his life to know it, we who have learned to read be
hind the curling and adjusting of the self-conscious narrators of 
Proust, Gide, Huxley, and Mann. 

It is this created fictional character who pulls the scattered 
thoughts together. Far from dispersing otherwise coherent ma
terials, as intrusive commentary does in Charlotte Summers, in this 
work it confers unity-though still of a casual kind-on what would 
otherwise be intolerably diffuse. And in a long stream of works after 
Montaigne, Sterne could have found similar effects.18 

The third Shan dean influence, which I must treat more briefly, 
is to be found in innumerable satires and burlesques, from Rabelais 

18 See Bibliography, Sec. V, C . 

Telling as Showing 

through Erasmus and Swift to a host of minor folk in the decades 
immediately before Tristram Sllandy. Since the rhetorical intent 
of these works is evident to every reader, the function of the 
dramatized spokesmen, whether fools, knaves, or sages, is usually 
quite clear; no one accuses them of mad incoherence. Yet in some 
respects works in this tradition come eyen closer than Charlotte 
Summers and the Essays to what we find in the "radically new" 
Tristram Shandy. 'YJ1ile in the comic novels using a self-conscious 
narrator, the organization of the story Itself was oIJ:!inarily inde
renderrtOf the narrator's iiihusious, in works like A Tale of a Tub, 

the narrator is much more central: as in Tristram Shandy, his char
acter alters the very design of the work, the fundamental nature of 
t lle"'j?'i"ggr.es.sion from one_cfiapter fo_tlie 'iext. When Swifes grub
street hack "intrudes," the quality of the intrusion is radically differ
ent from anything we have seen so far; even if precisely the same 
words were used by the narrators of Charlotte Summers and A 
Tale, in the one case there would be a genuine intrusion into more 
fundamental matters, and in the other the "intrusions" would 
themselves be in tegral to the effect. Just as Tristram Shandy is the 
mad kind of book it seems because of the life and opinions of the 
man it is about, so the hack's Tale of a Tub (as distinct from 
Swift's) is the atrociously poor thing it seems because of the as
sumed literary opinions and intellectual habits which the book is 
attacking.19 The "author" is, in fact, the chief object of the satire. 

THE UNITY OF "TRISTRAM SHANDY" 

Butin combining the three traditions, Sterne has created some

19 See Bibliography, Sec. V, C. 

http:attacking.19
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thing genuinely new: since Tristram, unlike Montaigne, is really 
trying to tell a story, his struggle as a writer has itself a kind of plot 
form impossible in Montaigne. Though this action disrupts the 
comic action that he pretends to be relating, the two are really in
terdependent, like Swift's story of the three brothers and the grub
street narrator who tells that story. And yet, unlike what we find in 
A Tale ot a Tub, the action of writing a book does not seem here 
to be shown simply for the sake of making fun of other writers or 
their opinions; despite the great amount of incidental satire, the 
action of Tristram in writing this book seems, like the great comic 
actions of Tom Jones or Don Quixote, to rise above any satirical 
intent, to exist ultimately as something to be enjoyed in its own 
right: the satire is for the sake of the comic enjoyment, and not the 
other way round. 

The comple*ity ef this comic action can best be seen by distin,: 
guishing two aspects of Tristram's nature, the ridiculous and the 

~ sympathetic. en thea-ne hand;Sii'iCe many of Tristram's difficulties 
are--of-nrs"twn making, his action is like any traditional comic ac
"timl-viewedD~ctators who know better than the character. It 
produces the kind of dramatic irony that we experience when we 
see Tartuffe making love to Orgon's wife, knowing, as Tartuffe does 
not, that Orgon is under the table: that is, we laugh at him, and 
we look forward to his comic unmasking. On the other hand. since 

J ristram is in--1!l9...nY.J~espects admirable, we are on his side. He is up 
against insurmountable obstacles that we all face-the nature of 
!me, the nature of our unp! edictable minds, and the nature ofhu

man animality as it undercuts all of our efforts to attain to the ideal. 
~l~fh-efirst of these aspects Tristram is a hopeless i 1lf0!!lR~e,!!. 

Sterne places his bumbling forty-one-year-old hero at his desk in his 
~udy, as if on a stage, dressed in whims.i£l!!...gar~ and flinging ink 
about him as he writes. His fire-has been hopelessly botched by the 

.. clumsiness of his begetti~g, the crushing of his nose at birth, the 
confiisi6n 6fhis naming, and a variety of other disasters peculiar to 
he Shandy household. With such a man in charge, our expectation 

of comic catastrophe ,is of course far different from that in comic 
novels like Torn Jones, or even Charlotte Summers. Though we 

Telling as Sho\\ling 

hope to see ever more embarrassing disasters for the young Tristram 
and his uncle Toby, we expect even more to see the adult Tristram 
caught in ever. increasing narrative difficulties. t is always highly 
probable that his story will not get to!sL .his f~}lures are ~s~ aI)y. 
Yet it isalso more and more Rrobable thaU he_story ~b€--wants-tO' 
telrwiTIoe tola:sm-ce-it is obvious that from his own viewpoint he 
is -en jOymg success afte r success. When h<:.concludes, we maKethe 
discov ery tIlat we balf expectt d all along. "L-d! said my mother, 
what is all this story about?--A COCK and a BULL, said Yorick-
And one of the best of its kind, I ever heard." A pitifully comic 
anticlimax indeed, after all the brave promises. And yet the longer 
we look at his concluding volume, the more signs we see that he 
has succeeded very well in telling the story he had in mind, ridicu
lous as that story may be. 

The telling of his story is in itself comic chiefly because there is 
nothing in t he nature~ his §..ubject, when viewed as material for a 
conventional comic novel, that should require all of this com pIe·x
ity. The cnaos is all oLhis own making. Sterne and the reaaer~are' 
always awareO'f the existence of a clear, ~imple chronology of events 
that could be told in a hundred pages without difficulty. We have, 
in f:rct:;-only-two simRle story threads: Tristram's conception, birth, 
naming, circumcision, and breeching, and uncle Toby's courtship 
ocffieWiCTOwWaaman. The two are juggled adroitly throughout 
the nine volumes, and t he ninth volume nicely finishes offwnat 
Tristram has told us again and again is his "choicest morsel," the 
story, which he has "all the time" been "hastening" to tell, of how 
uncle Toby got his modest}' by courting the Widow. 20 The ironies 

f_ 

that""f.lp-erate against Tristram depend on the contrast between this 

20 See Theodore Baird, "The Time-Scheme of Tristram Shandy and a Source," PMLA, 
LI (1936), 803-20; James A. Work's edition of Tristram Shandy (New York, 1940 ), 
Introduction, pp. xlviii-Ii; and mv "Did Sterne Complete Tristram Shandy?" Modern 
Philology, XLVII (February, 1951 ), 172-83. For an intelligent expression of skepti
cism about my claim that Sterne had "all the time" been planning to complete his 
book with this "choicest morsel," see McKillop, Early Masters, pp. 213-14. It is true, 
as McKillop says, that there are "innumerable other ways of not telling of Tristram's 
life and opinions" besides telling uncle Toby's story. But my claim rests on the fact 
that none of these other possible ways is rhetorically heightened by repeated promises 
from Volume Ion, and particularly by such promises given at the end of each sepa· 
rately published instalment. 
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~ssential sim~icity....Jncl the ian~c..£haos that Tristram mak@-s of 
it. In the servIce of this contrast, it is obvious that the greater the 
actual simplicity and the greater the seeming complexity, the fun
nier Tristram's narration will seem. We have, in fact, found a work 
of which we can say the more commentary the better. 

But there are aspects of his struggle to write his book which force 
the reader-perhaps especially the modern reader-to take his side. 
His two story-threads are simple, after all, only when they are con
sidered as if they were material for a traditional novel. If an honest 
writer really tries to render, as Tristram does, the inner reality, the 
full truth about how his life and opinions are related to each other 
and to truth itself, then he is in trouble; in fact, his battle is a hope
less one from the beginning. Yet we are made to think that the ef
fort is a meaningful one, even though hopeless. Compared with all 
of the artifices used in conventional novels to ignore the problem of 
how the fictional world relates to the real world, Tristram's effort 
seems a noble one; we who have learned the lessons about the su
preme value of reality taught by Ford and others (chap. ii, above) 
may even overrate Tristram's effort and miss some of the ridicule 
Sterne intends. But in any case we cannot help sympathizing with 
him in his struggle, however humorously expressed, to get at the 
inner reality of events, always elusive, always just beyond the artist's 
grasp. If we read with sympathy Henry James's talk about these 
problems, how can we deny the same sympathy to Tristram? "Real
ly, universally, relations stop nowhere, and the exquisite problem of 
the artist is eternally but to draw, by a geometry of his own, the 
circle within which they shall happily appear to do SO."21 Nobody 
knows what James means better than Tristram, and at times his de
scription of his problem reads like a comic version of James. It is 
interesting, for example, to stand back and watch the two masters 
of amplification struggle with the rendering of time: 

This eternal time-question is accordingly, for the novelist, always 
there and always formidable; always insisting on the effect of the great 
lapse and passage, of the "dark backward and abysm:' by the terms 
of truth, and on the effect of compression, of composition and form, 

21 Preface to Roderick Hudson, in The Art of the Novel, ed. R. P. Blackmur (New 
York, 1947), p. 5. 

Telling as Showing 

by the terms of literary arrangement. It is really a business to terrify 
all but stout hearts into abject omission and mutilation, though the 
terror would indeed be more general were the general consciousness 
of the difficulty greater.22 

That stout heart, Tristram, as conscious of the difficulties as James, 
puts the problem somewhat more concretely: 

I am this month one whole year older than I was this time twelve
month; and having got, as you perceive, almost into the middle of 
my fourth volume-and no farther than to my first day's life-'tis 
demonstrative that I have three hundred and sixty-four days more 
life to write just now, than when I first set out; so that instead of 
advancing, as a common writer, in my work with what I have been 
doing at it-on the contrary, I am just thrown so many volumes 
back-was every day of my life to be as busy a day as this-And why 
not?-and the transactions and opinions of it to take up as much 
description-And for what reason should they be cut short? as at this 
rate I should just live 364 times faster than I should write-It must 
follow, an' please your worships, that the more I write, the more I 
shall have to write-and consequently, the more your worships read, 
the more your worships will have to read.... write as I will, and 
rush as I may into the middle of things, as Horace advises,-I shall 
never overtake myself-whipp'd and driven to the last pinch, at the 
worst I shall have one day the start of my pen-and one day is 
enough for two volumes-and two volumes will be enough for one 
year.-[Vol. IV, chap. xiii.] 

Sterne and the reader, it is true, share this plight with Tristram 
only in reduced form; part of the comedy is that even here Tristram 
has chosen to go beyond what Sterne or James would think reason
able. But Sterne faces, like the reader, the world of chaos in fleeting 
time as it threatens the artist's effort to be true to that world with
out lapsing into chaos itself. It is hardly surprising that modern 
critics have tried to account for the whole book as a battle with 
time, or as an effort to ascend from the world of time into a truer 
world. It is more than that, but in the valiant figure of the little 
eccentric we do have a prefiguring of the many modem narrators
in Joyce, Proust, Huxley, Gide, Mann, Faulkner, among others
who dramatize James's message by fighting the reader's hopeless 
battle against time. 

22 Gp. cit., p. 14. 
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Obviously to talk of eliminating commentary from the narrator's 
arsenal as he conducts this battle would be absurd. The battle is 
shown in the commentary; telling has become showing. Every com
ment is an action; every digression is "progressive" in a sense more 
profound than Tristram intends when he boasts about getting on 
with his story. 

SHANDEAN COMMENTARY, GOOD AND BAD 

After Sterne had extended commentary in quantity and quality un
til it dominated the whole book and created a new kind of unity, 
various aspects of Tristram Shandy were imitated in work after 
work, at first in overwhelming numbers and then trailing off to a 
steady trickle of works on down to the great outburst of self-con
scious narrators in the twentieth century.23 

The difference between good and bad again here, as in reliable 
narration, cannot be easily illustrated with excerpts. A foolish in
trusion in a wise work can yield its own kind of delight; a foolish 
intrusion in a foolish work merely compounds boredom. 

Some of the intrusions of Thomas Amory's John Bunde (1756), 
for example, might not seem badly out of place in Tristram 
Shandy: "I have little right to pretend to any thing extraordinary 
in understanding, as my genius is slow, and such as is common in 
the lower classes of men of letters; yet, my application has been 
very great: my whole life has been spent in reading and thinking: 
and nevertheless, I have met with many women, in my time, who, 
with very little reading, have been too hard for me on several sub
jects" (p. 274). Throw in a dash here and some livelier diction 
there, and it would pass for Tristram's. But when we know from the 
context that this is not in any sense ironic, that it is intended as 
straightforward praise for the understanding of women, it becomes 
amusing in a sense not intended by Amory. On the other hand, 
many of the intrusions of Swift's grubstreet hack into A Tale of a 
Tub are in themselves stupid in the extreme. Though careful read
ing reveals Swift's genius at work everywhere, it would not be hard 
to find fairly extensive quotations which, if read straight, would be 
as dull as Amory's: 

23 See Bibliography, Sec. V, C and D . 

Telling as Showing 

I hope, when this Treatise of mine shall be translated into Foreill 
Languages, (as I may without Vanity affirm, That the Labor of 
collecting, the Faithfulness in recounting, and the great Usefulness 
of the Matter to the Publick, will amply deserve that Justice) that 
the worthy Members of the several Academies abroad, especially 
those of France and Italy, will favourably accept these humble Offers, 
for the Advancement of Universal Knowledge .... And so I proceed 
with great Content of Mind, upon reflecting, how much Emolu
ment this whole Globe of Earth is like to reap by my Labors. 

The narrator here is a dull and foolish man, but the book he 
"writes" is a great one partly because of the contrast between his 
role and that of the implied author. 

Two requirements for success are, then, appropriateness to a con
text and usefulness within that context.24 But though necessary, 
these will not insure success. One could name dozens of failures in 
which the commentary is appropriate and functional in exactly the 
same sense as in Tristram Shandy. In all of them a dramatized nar
rator pretends to give one kind of story but really gives another; in 
many of them there is a good deal of comic detail about how the 
hero came into the world, and about how his character determines 
the kind of book he writes. All of the narrators intrude into their 
ostensible stories "whenever they please" to discuss their own opin
ions, and all pride themselves on their wit and eccentricity. One 
could write an accurate description of their mental habits that 
would make them sound identical. We might then claim to have 
found a true literary genre, and we could formulate rules of style for 
the intruding author that all prospective commentators must fol
low. But what would we then do with the fact that the very words 
spoken by one narrator to great effect will seem footling and inad

24 In general the successful imitations have been based on a discovery of new uses for 
this kind of narrator. Diderot and Bage, for example, both succeeded with genuinely 
new works. Diderot, in Jacques Ie fataliste (1796; written 1773), created a narrator 
who illustrated, in the fatalistic principles that governed his writing, the fatalistic 
principles which govern the book and life itself. Bage, in Hermsprong (1796), embodied 
his satirical message, somewhat in the manner of Swift, in his narrator's imperfections. 
On the other hand, when there is little reason for such narration other than fashion 
(The Man of Feeling [1771]), or when the imitation is so patent as to seem mere 
plagiarism (Yorick's Meditations [1760]), or when the commentary seems to serve 
mainly an immature exhibitionism in the author (Hemingway's DeatIl in the After· 
noon) the result is of course unsatisfactory. 
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missible when spoken by another narrator who seems to be trying 
for precisely the same kind of effect? What rules can we formulate 
to show us which of the following three passages comes from one 
of the "great books" -it really is on the Chicago list-and which are 
from books that are almost completely and properly forgotten? I 
have altered a few proper nouns. 

1. And, now I pray all critics existing and possible, since I have let 
them into the secret of my genius and humour, to muster up all the 
animadversions they are capable of, on the Life and Opinions I am 
going to write. I no more know myself yet than the man of the 
Moon, what sort of Life, and what sort of Opinions they are likely 
to turn out: but supposing (to avoid the imputation of self-suffi
ciency,) that they will deserve something more than a supercilious 
treatment from the critics, I think it proper to give them here notice, 
that the moment they read this paragraph, they may judge them
selves, by my special permission, authorized and privileged, to pre
pare their arms, ordinary and extraordinary, for exterminating them, 
if they have power to effect it; as for their good will, I make no 
doubt of it. ... 

2. Upon looking back from the end of the last chapter and survey
ing the texture of what has been wrote, it is necessary, that upon this 
page and the five following, a good quantity of heterogeneous matter 
be inserted, to keep up that just balance betwixt wisdom and folly, 
without which a book would not hold together a single year: nor is 
it a poor creeping digression (which but for the name of, a man 
might continue as well going on in the king's highway) which will 
do the business--no; if it is to be a digression, it must be a good 
frisky one, and upon a frisky subject too, where neither the horse 
or his rider are to be caught, but by rebound. The only difficulty, is 
raising powers suitable to the nature of the service; FANCY is capricious 
--WIT must not be searched for-and PLEASANTRY (good-natured 
slut as she is) will not come in at a call, was an empire to be laid at 
her feet.--The best way for a man, is to say his prayers-

3. My Life is a continued Digression, from my Cradle to my Grave; 
was so before I was born, and will be so after I am dead and rotten
the History of which I have been sweating at the best part of this 
seven Years; and having now with great Pains and Industry, charge 
and care render'd compleat, and ready for the Press, I first send out 
this First Volume by way of Postilion, to slap-dash, and spatter all 
about him, (if the Criticks come in his way) in order to make 

Telling as Showing 

Elbow-room for all the rest of his little Brethren that are to come 
after. My Name is TRISTRAM SHANDY, alias-'Twas just upon my 
Tongues end, if 'thad been out, I'd ha' bit it off . ... 

As great a Coward as I am, there may have gone I know n't how 
many particles of a Lyon into my Composition, and as small as my 
Body is, my great Grandfather might be made out of a Whale or an 
Elephant. You remember the Story of the Dog that kill'd the Cat, 
that eat the Rat,-for I love to Illustrate Philosophical Problems, 
with common Instances for the use of the less knowing part of the 
World,-why just so here ... but I am apt to think (between 
Friends) if there be any thing in't, that most of the Lyoness Parti
cles rambled somewhere else, to another Branch of the Family; and 
that more of the Sheep, the gentle Lamb, or such harmless innocent 
Creatures Rambled into my Composition. 

Even the reader who knows Tristram's style well enough to recog
nize that his is the second of these three might have trouble in de
fending not simply its superiority over the other two, but its claim 
to greatness in contrast to their deserved oblivion. Yet the source 
of the first, The Life and Opinions ot Bertram Montfichet, Esq. 
(1761), is a wretched imitation almost impossible to read for five 
pages on end. The third, John Dunton's Voyage Round the World; 
or, a Pocket-Library (1691), though far superior to Montfichet, is 
intolerably tedious when compared either with Montaigne's Essays, 
which it frequently copies at length, or with Sterne's work, which 
borrows from it heavily. 

It is hard to formulate a general description of the purposes or 
techniques of Tristram Shandy that will not fit both other works 
precisely. Why, then, is Sterne's work so much better, not only in 
its over-all effect but even in the texture from line to line, from 
comment to comment, when we put the comments back into con
text? Sterne knew the answer, at least in part. "I have undertaken, 
you see, to write not only my life, but my opinions also; hoping and 
expecting that your knowledge of my character, and of what kind 
of a mortal I am, by the one, would give you a better relish for the 
other: As you proceed further with me, the slight acquaintance 
which is now beginning betwixt us, will grow into familiarity; and 
that, unless one of us is in fault, will terminate in friendship.--O 
diem prcec1arum!-then nothing which has touched me will be 
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thought trifling in its nature, or tedious in its telling" (Vol. I, chap. 
vi) . 

Our knowledge of his character does, indeed, make everything 
that has touched him seem worth talking about. Our friendship is 
in one sense more complete than any friendship in real life, because 
we know everything there is to be known about Tristram and we 
see the world as he sees it. Our interests correspond with his inter
ests, and his style is thus used in a larger context that helps to give 
it life; in this respect our relationship is more like identity than 
friendship, despite the many respects in which we "keep our dis
tance" from him. Montfichet tries rather half-heartedly for this 
same effect, but with his wretched Aunt Dinah and Uncle Dick, 
Parson Yorrick (sic), and Doctor Rantum, he surrounds his com
mentary with signs that it comes from a despicable man. While 
"nothing that has touched" Tristram "will be thought trifling in its 
nature," everything that has touched Montfichet, whether his am
biguously sexed uncle or the philosophies of Descartes and Locke, 
is defiled; we thus find ourselves judging each detail in its own 
right, unillumined by any general radiance. "Don Kainophilus," 
Dunton's narrator, succeeds somewhat better, but his character will 
not sustain the burden placed upon it; his wit is feeble, his wisdom 
often foolish, his claims to be one jump ahead of the cleverest 
reader often belied by our ability to predict his moves far in ad
vance. 

But Tristram is Tristram. 

I wish either my father or my mother, or indeed both of them, 
as they were in duty both equally bound to it, had minded what 
they were about when they begot me; had they duly consider'd how 
much depended upon what they were then doing;-that not only 
the production of a rational Being was concern'd in it, but that pos
sibly the happy formation and temperature of his body, perhaps his 
genius and the very cast of his mind;-and, for aught they knew to 
the contrary, even the fortunes of his whole house might take their 
tum from the humours and dispositions which were then upper
most:--Had they duly weighed and considered all this, and pro
ceeded accordingly,--I am verily persuaded I should have made a 
quite different figure in the world, from that, in which the reader 
is likely to see me.-Believe me, good folks, this is not so inconsid-

Telling as Showing 

erable a thing as many of you may think it;-you have all, I dare 
say, heard of the animal spirits, as how they are transfused from 
father to son .... Well, you may take my word.... 

Take his word we do, but only part of the time, and the resulting 
delightful ambiguities permanently enlarge our view of the possi
bilities of fiction . 

But Sterne enlarges our view of its problems as well. We take his 
word only part of the time; of all the many problems the reader of 
Tristram Shandy shares with the reader of modem fiction, that of 
the narrator's indeterminately untrustworthy judgment is most im
portant here. 

With his own confusions, he makes our path a troubled, insecure 
one. The history of unreliable narrators from Gargantua to Lolita is 
in fact full of traps for the unsuspecting reader, some of them not 
particularly harmful but some of them crippling or even fatal. 

Consider the difficulties in the following simple passage, written 
by Tristram's ancestor, "Don Kainophilus, alias Evander, alias Don 
John Hard-Name," in Voyage Round the World: 

-but O! my Mother, O! my dearest Muz! why did you leave me? 
Why did you go so soon, so very soon away,-Nurses are careless, 
sad careless Creatures; and alas the young Evander may get a knock 
in his Cradle if you dye.... Your Death leads me to the House of 
weeping;-it spoils all my Pastimes, dissipates all my Remains ... 
persecutes me, destroys me, makes a Martyr of me, and sets my very 
Brains a Rambling agen, as much as my Feet have been :-But what 
does all this avail,-could I get all the Irish Howlers . . . to hoot and 
hollow over her Grave, they'd never bring her to Life agen,-for she 
was dead.... -If you ask what she was, that I'll tell you,-she was 
a Woman, yet no Woman, but an Angel. 

Is this sentimentality intentionally comic? Perhaps. But it is hard 
to be sure. There is no direct clue to guide us. The context is itself 
equivocal, though the full page of panegyric that follows seems at 
many points to be serious. Even if we take the trouble to look up 
the biography of Dunton, and discover from his Life and Errors 
and other sources that Evander's Mother as described in the Voy
age corresponds point for point with Dunton's own, with dates and 
characteristics matching as well as they would in an ordinary serious 
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autobiography, we still cannot be sure. Our problems in determin
ing the author's distance in such a comic work are, in short, similar 
to our problems in reading much serious fiction since James. Once 
the author has decided to go away and send no letter,25 the reader's 
task in trying to determine just how far away he has gone can be a 
troubling one indeed. Though the narrator may frequently trip 
himself up, the reader will know that he has done so only if his own 
sense of what is sane and sound is better-that is, more nearly like 
the departed author's-than is the narrator's. By drawing such am
biguous practices into the mainstream of fiction, Sterne developed 
a kind of reliance on the reader's superior judgment that had for
merly been required only in esoterica and in some forms of ironic 
satire.26 

The most extreme form of this new burden on the reader comes 
whenever there is tension between the compassionate effect of inti
macy with a narrator or reflector and the distancing effect of char
acteristics we deplore. As we have seen in Tristram Shandy, when
ever a narrator reveals a fault, the fault itself tends to repel us, or at 
least to make us laugh at him, while the act of honest self-revelation 
tends to attract us. 

This double, and sometimes contradictory, effect is one of the 
major subjects of Part III. But before we turn to the modern im
personal novelists who have wrestled with it, we should look closely 
at one earlier triumph in the control of distance. Since it should be 
a work in which a self-revealing protagonist is to be loved as well as 
judged, Jane Austen's Emma is a natural choice. 

25 Rebecca West, Henry James (London, 1916), p . 88. 

26 See William Bragg Ewald , Jr., The Masks of Jonathan Swift (Cambridge, Mass. , 
1954): "One cannot, as in A Tale of a Tub, ironically condemn Horner for ... his 
failure to understand the Church of England . . . unless one's readers are aware that 
Horner has excellences which cannot be touched by such criticism . Mistakes have been 
made when critics have tried to interpret Swift in the light of their own idea of a 
norm rather than his" (p. 188). It should be noted that the decision about this 
type of distance can seem less important in comic fiction than it is in satire or serious 
fiction. Sterne and Dunton can survive vast quantities of downright misunderstanding 
of their intentions, without the reader's suspecting that anything is wrong. This in· 
determinacy and seeming permissiveness can of course serve as a protective device 
for the weak author. If, for example, Sterne's grammar is weak, he needn't worry: 
we will surely attribute the grammatical errors to Tristram. 
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Jeremiah Grant, Esq . ... (1763); (k) [Francis Gentleman], A Trip to 
the Moon .... By Sir Humphrey Lunatic, Bart. ( York, 1764-65); (1) 
[Samuel Paterson], Another Traveller! ... By Coria~, Jr. (1767); (m) 
Sentimental Lucubrations, by Peter Pennyless (1770); (n) [Richard 
Griffith], The Koran: or, the Life, Character, and Sentiments of Tria. 
Juncta in Uno, M.N.A. or Master of No Arts. The Posthumous Works 
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ot a late Celebrated Genius, Deceased (1770 ); (0) Herbert Lawrence, 
The Contemplative Man; or, The History ot Christopher Crab, Esq. 
(1771 ); (p) [Henry Mackenzie}, The Man ot Feeling (Edinburgh, 
1771); (q) [Richard Graves), The Spiritual Quixote (1773); (r ) Yorick's 
Skull; or, College Oscitations. With some remarks on the Writings on 
Sterne, and a Specimen ot the Shandean Stile (1777); (s) [George 
Keate], Sketches trom Nature; taken and coloured, in a Journey to Mar
gate (1779); (t) Continuation ot Yorick's Sentimental Journey (1788); 
(u) Flight ot Inflatus: or, the Sallies, Stories, and Adventures ot a W ild
Goose Philosopher. By the author ot the Trivler (1791); (v ) The Ob
servant Pedestrian (1795); (w) 'William Beckford, Modern Novel Writ
ing, or the Elegant Enthusiast ... A Rhapsodical Romance ... (1796 ) . 

After 1800 perhaps a majority of all novels have some "Shandean" in
trusion, and there are still many works that are obviously imitative 
throughout, e.g., (x) [Eaton Stannard Barrett], The Miss-Led General; 
a Serio-Comic, Satiric, Mock-Heroic Romance (1808); (y) John Galt, The 
Provost (1822); (z) [W. H. Pyne], Wine and Walnuts; or, After Dinner 
Chit-Chat, by Ephraim Hardcastle, Citizen and Dry-Salter (1823); (zz) 
Duodecimo, or The Scribbler's Progress. An Autobiography, Written by 
an Insignificant Little Volume, and Published Likewise by Itself (1849). 
See also the many Shan dean devices in better-known authors: in Thack
eray, especially his contributions to The Snob as an undergraduate at 
Cambridge; in Balzac (e.g., Le peau de chagrin); in Poe (see especially 
the short story, "Lionizing," which even has a treatise on Nosology); in 
Dickens, in Melville, and of course in Trollope. Needless to say, this 
listing is radically incomplete. For a good, though somewhat inaccurate, 
bibliography of Sterne's influence in France, see F. B. Barton, Etude 
sur l'influence de Laurence Sterne en France au dix-huitieme sit:~c1e 
(Paris, 1911), especially the bibliography reprinted from Pigoreau, pp. 
154-57. For additional imitations and burlesques, see Wilbur L. Cross, 
The Lite and Times ot Laurence Sterne (New Haven, 1929), pp. 230-231, 
271, 282-85. 

D. A GALLERY OF UNRELIABLE NARRATORS AND REFLECTORS 

In general I have excluded works discussed in the text. Though I have 
weighted the list, for obvious reasons, toward the more difficult kinds of 
unreliability, the presence of works like "The Spectacles" should remind 
the reader that the kind of irony I have called unreliability can range 
all the way from unstated but palpable brutality or stupidity to the 
baffling mixtures of some contemporary fiction. I should add that, al
though the presence or absence of unreliability says nothing about 
literary quality, my list is in part based on judgments of merit: I have ex-
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eluded many shoddy imitations of Sternc in the nineteenth century and 
almost as many novels about novelists in the twentieth. To save space I 
must list only one work for each author, though most of them have suc
cumbed again and again to the heady wines of secret communication. For 
further titles especially from recent years, see Cumulated Fiction Index: 
1945-60, ed. G. B. Cotton and Alan Glencross (London, 1960); most of 
the novels listed as "First Person Stories" (pp. 198-217) and "Experi
mental Novels" (pp . 178-79) provide examples of unreliable narration. 
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