
 NOT FAR INTO THE FIRST VOLUME OF LAURENCE STERNE’S TRISTRAM 

SHANDY, WE ARE PRESENTED WITH THE DEATH SCENE OF YORICK, THE  

country parson who plays a central role in the novel. Yorick has 

barely made his appearance before his death is lamented in one of 

the novel’s most arresting passages. his death scene is unexpected 

and out of sync with the way the story has been told so far. Readers 

are not yet aware that events transpire according to a system all their 

own; nor do they realize that in Tristram Shandy death is implicit 

in the lives of its characters as perhaps in no other novel, certainly 

no other comic novel, of the last half of the eighteenth century. Of 

course, in Tristram Shandy there is no law about when things hap-

pen or how they relate to matters around them, except some supple 

notion of memory and the association of ideas, as articulated by 

John Locke.1 Still, Sterne, who uses the self-efacing parson to repre-

sent himself, has made no bones about his ill health and how short a 

time he has for writing his novel, and in that sense this scene could 

be placed anywhere and it would be perfectly intelligible. One critic, 

at least, reads the novel as a direct relection of Sterne’s awareness of 

his own mortal illness.2

Sterne’s knowledge of his impending death makes Yorick’s death 

scene resonate all the more powerfully. Like many of his near con-

temporaries in the age of sensibility, Sterne here dilates on his own 

death, and he does so in terms that are both uncannily familiar and 

new in ways that my reading of this passage aims to reveal. What re-

sults is one of the most beautifully depicted death scenes of the eigh-

teenth century. Like homas Gray’s representation of his demise in 

“An Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard” or the fantasies of his 

own end that Tennyson spins in commemorating Arthur Hallam’s 

death in “In Memoriam,” this rendering of death is self- relective: it 

attempts to confront mortality directly and to make some sense of 

the inal scene, and it also means to tell us something about the life 

it brings to a close, as well as about life itself. Sterne does that and 

more in this amazing passage, revealing his feelings and exploring 
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the character of Yorick at the same time that 
he presents death as an arresting igure.

Of course, other commentators have 
noted Sterne’s relection on his mortality in 
these pages. Ross King says, “[T] he scarred 
or diseased body is so ubiquitous in Tristram 

Shandy that, despite the novel’s humor, read-
ers may be forgiven for dwelling more on in-
firm and suffering figures than on Sterne’s 
buffers of mirth” (124). Clark Lawlor goes 
even further, to suggest that “disease time 
traumatizes the narrative of Tristram Shandy; 
but there is also a teleology to the time of con-
sumption itself that increases its danger to the 
narrative and its author, who will write as long 
as he lives” (152). Readers are hardly aware of 
illness or disease when this death occurs. As 
I said above, we are just being introduced to 
Yorick when we learn about his death. It is 
typical of Tristram to think about death when 
he is presenting a life, and that is surely one of 
the most salient features of the novel.

he most important, and less frequently 
discussed, aspect of this death scene is the 
presence of Yorick’s companion in these inal 
moments. Just before Yorick closes his eyes 
forever, Eugenius steps into the room to ofer 
friendship and support. Most accounts of this 
novel, and of A Sentimental Journey, identify 
Eugenius as Sterne’s close, lifelong friend John 
Hall- Stevenson.3 he death scene begins with 
these two men clasping hands: “Yorick, look-
ing up in his face, took hold of his hand,----
and, ater thanking him for the many tokens 
of his friendship to him, for which, he said, if 
it was their fate to meet hereater,---he would 
thank him again and again” (1: 33; vol. 1, 
ch. 12). hese gestures express mutual devo-
tion, to be sure, but the hope that “their fate 
[be] to meet hereater” expresses something 
more than simple friendship. Yorick tries to 
push the friendship beyond death in a gesture 
that reminds us of a different kind of male 
intimacy. In this hope that the friends will 
spend eternity together, Sterne gives Yorick a 
git like no other—no one but Eugenius can 

share this intimate occasion, no one means as 
much to Yorick, and no one else can promise 
as contented an aterlife; and this gives us an 
understanding of friendship that challenges 
all but its most profound assessments. In a 
moment, I will turn to the language of friend-
ship codiied by Montaigne and his classical 
forebears, but before I do I want to make sure 
that we understand what Sterne is depicting 
here. Nothing less than the language of the 
elegiac tradition has emerged, almost magi-
cally, in this early section of the novel.

By invoking the elegiac tradition, Sterne 
writes his own epitaph, as it were, and sug-
gests that the only form of elegiac mourning 
he understands, in keeping with the elegiac 
tradition, is between men. Ross King, in a 
wonderfully perceptive essay about Tristram 

Shandy, notes, “[P] rocedure of textual com-
pensation for loss testiies to a speciic view 
of the powers and uses of language” (124). 
And later in the same essay, he adds, “Why 
the wounded body should seek compensa-
tion through performative language has been 
suggested by Shoshana Felman, who argues 
that the speech act by its very nature—as 
both speech and act—interweaves language 
and body, pointing to the indissoluble rela-
tions between the linguistic and the physical” 
(125).4 What is remarkable about these terms 
of analysis is not merely their perspicuity but 
their refusal to mention the elegiac tradi-
tion, in which this attempt at consolation and 
compensation for loss in language is most 
deeply rooted. Indeed, the best elegiac writ-
ing is performative in the ways that Felman 
and King suggest. Still, it is stunning that 
Tristram Shandy has not been placed in this 
tradition, where it belongs.

When Yorick and Eugenius speak, their 
emotional bond and sense of impending loss 
become even more intense:

He told him, he was within a few hours of 

giving his enemies the slip for ever.-----I hope 

not, answered Eugenius, with tears trickling 
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down his cheeks, and with the tenderest tone 

that ever man spoke,---I hope not, Yorick, said 

he.--Yorick replied, with a look up, and a gen-

tle squeeze of Eugenius’s hand, and that was 

all,--but it cut Eugenius to his heart. (33–34)

It is perhaps a commonplace for men of sen-
sibility to cry, but the tears in this case are 
so clearly the tears of impending loss that 
we might be forgiven for taking them more 
seriously than other tears of sensibility. he 
tears trickling down Eugenius’s cheeks mark 
the men’s mutual devotion. Yorick’s jaunty 
description of death as a means of “giving his 
enemies the slip” only makes Eugenius sad-
der: this indomitable spirit in Yorick is what 
he will miss. He knows he will not be able to 
replace the simple quirks of Yorick’s person-
ality. he tenderness in his voice as he says 
the three words “I hope not” is answered by 
Yorick’s “gentle squeeze” of Eugenius’s hand. 
his touch, anticipating an entire elegiac tra-
dition, crosses the boundary between two 
human beings and ofers a kind of consola-
tion that can answer the lack that is always 
looming in elegy. In later elegies, from Walt 
Whitman’s to Wilfred Owen’s, the moment of 
touch is crucial and ofers the hope of reach-
ing beyond the grave (Moon; Das). What Ten-
nyson would not have given for such a touch 
from Hallam! He pleads for it, imagines it, 
even feels it—but never as palpably as Euge-
nius does here, where Yorick’s dying git, his 
touch, cuts Eugenius “to his heart.”

As this conversation continues, its con-
tours take even more interesting shape: 
“Come,--come, Yorick, quoth Eugenius, wiping 
his eyes, and summoning up the man within 
him,-----my dear lad, be comforted,---let not 
all thy spirits and fortitude forsake thee at this 
crisis when thou most wants them” (34). Eu-
genius becomes the man to Yorick’s lad in this 
passage, and if this coniguration of friendship 
familiar from Plato and beyond is not enough 
to remind us why this is a crucial transforma-
tion, Sterne’s language can help us. Eugenius 

summons up the man within him, asserting 
a manliness he might not really feel. He does 
so for the sake of his friend; and as he does so 
the friend slips almost automatically into the 
role of the lad, chided and encouraged as if less 
manly or ready to face the world. From what 
we know of Yorick, this may well describe his 
personality, and more than once he seems 
childish in his behaviors and responses, as 
critics have been happy to point out (Sedgwick 
67–82; Mullan; Markley 227–28). Instead of 
criticizing the man of feeling on those grounds 
here, we might be tempted to celebrate the 
mode of friendship that enables the older man 
to instruct and inspire the younger one. Here, 
the man who is older (in spirit only) ofers the 
perspective of health to his ailing friend, and 
ill health renders Yorick almost a child. his 
is a beautiful transformation, and it lets Euge-
nius ofer advice and even some hope.

his does not sustain Eugenius for long, 
however, and soon he again dissolves in tears 
and tries to accommodate his friend’s loss:

[W] ho knows what resourses are in store, 

and what the power of God may yet do 

for thee?——Yorick laid his hand upon his 

heart, and gently shook his head;---for my 

part, continued Eugenius, crying bitterly 

as he uttered the words,—I declare I know 

not, Yorick, how to part with thee,——and 

would gladly latter my hopes, added Euge-

nius, chearing up his voice, that there is still 

enough let of thee to make a bishop,---and 

that I may live to see it. (34)

Eugenius tries to ofer hope, even the power of 
God, to assist Yorick in recovery. By invoking 
God in his desperation, Eugenius does what 
mourners have done from the time of the clas-
sical elegy: they challenge the supernatural to 
prevent loss or to redress it.5 In this case, Eu-
genius seeks an intervention that would de-
liver Yorick from his pain and place him in 
a public position once again. If Yorick gently 
refuses this hope, he does so in the awareness 
that he has few moments to live. More tears 
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are the result, and Eugenius is “crying bit-
terly,” even as he is “chearing up his voice,” 
once more to chide and challenge Yorick. his 
encounter reaches its climax, however, as Eu-
genius inally utters the brutal truth: “I know 
not, Yorick, how to part with thee.” Who has 
not said or felt these things at the bedside of 
a loved one? When I say that the love implicit 
in Yorick’s words gives them meaning, this is 
a statement not about knowledge but about 
intimacy and its devastating loss.

In his essay “De l’amitié” ‘On Affec-
tionate Relationships,’ Montaigne describes 
friendship this way: “souls are mingled and 
confounded in so universal a blending that 
they efface the seam which joins them to-
gether so that it cannot be found” (211–12). If 
this description deies a commonsense notion 
of friendship and places it in a realm of inti-
macy closer to what I have elsewhere called 
the conjugal, it surely makes sense to connect 
it to the ideal of elegiac friendship embodied 
by Yorick and Eugenius. Montaigne deines 
the “perfect friendship” as “indivisible: each 
gives himself so entirely to his friend that he 
has nothing left to share with another. . .  . 
In this friendship love takes possession of 
the soul and reigns there with full sovereign 
sway” (215).6 he friendship these men share 
in Yorick’s final moments—expressed in 
touch and glance—begins to approximate the 
ami tié that Montaigne describes. When Der-
rida discusses ideas like these, he emphasizes 
the inaccessibility of the state they describe. 
He suggests that the language of friendship 
always requires a projection beyond death. 
Admittedly, he is talking more about Aris-
totle than Montaigne when he makes this 
challenging statement: “If philía [“afection”] 
lives, and if it lives at the extreme limit of 
its possibility, it therefore lives, it stirs, it be-
comes psychic from within [a] resource of sur-
vival. his philía, this psukhé [“soul”] between 
friends, survives. It cannot survive itself as 
act, but it can survive its object, it can love the 
inanimate” (13). If survival is the key, then 

what Derrida underlines is its elegiac quality. 
He does not say that directly, but he is talking 
about how impossible it is to fulill the ideal 
language of friendship anywhere but in mem-
ory. At another point, Derrida says, “Friend-
ship tells the truth—and this is always better 
let unknown. he protection of this custody 
guarantees the truth of friendship, its am-
biguous truth, that by which friends protect 
themselves from the error or the illusion on 
which friendship is founded—more precisely, 
the bottomless bottom founding a friendship, 
which enables it to resist its own abyss” (53). 
This abyss is approached directly and chal-
lenged, if not overcome, in the best poetry of 
the elegiac tradition. Sterne seems to under-
stand this implicitly, and he predicates this 
commitment ceremony between friends on 
death. his places the friendship in the elegiac 
tradition and explains why it lourishes there.

In the little drama that follows, Eugenius 
tells Yorick that “there is still enough let of 
thee to make a bishop”; but Yorick answers, us-
ing his let hand (because his right still clings 
to Eugenius) to take of his cap and exclaim 
about the blows his poor head has received. He 
cannot give up, it seems, without his charac-
teristic joking, and Eugenius sees deeply into 
these words. Yorick compares himself to Don 
Quixote’s sidekick, Sancho Panza, imagining

that I might say with Sancho Pança, that 
should I recover, and “Mitres thereupon be 
sufer’d to rain down from heaven as thick as 
hail, not one of ’em would it it.”———Yorick’s 
last breath was hanging upon his trembling 
lips ready to depart as he uttered this;---yet 
still it was utter’d with something of a cer-

vantick tone;--and as he spoke it, Eugenius 
could perceive a stream of lambent f ire 
lighted up for a moment in his eyes;----faint 
picture of those lashes of his spirit, which (as 
Shakespear said of his ancestor) were wont to 
set the table in a roar! (34)

In calling up Cervantes and employing a 
“cervantick” tone to give his sufferings a 
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comic edge, Yorick is not joking; rather, he 

invokes a profoundly comic vision of death 

and loss: comic, that is, in the context of this 

friendship. Yorick takes his last breath as he 

attempts to entertain his friend. The bond 

between these two men is represented in the 

lambent � re in Yorick’s eyes, which illumines 

the moment of death with the glow of male 

friendship shining from within. 

 Near the end of the passage, Eugenius 

recognizes that the last breath inspired this 

touching moment, and he sees what it means 

and walks away: “Eugenius was convinced 

from this, that the heart of his friend was 

broke; he squeez’d his hand,——and then 

walk’d so� ly out of the room, weeping as he 

walk’d. Yorick followed Eugenius with his 

eyes to the door,----he then closed them,—

and never opened them more” (34–35). � is 

� nal squeeze of the hand expresses the love 

that these men have shared, and as Eugenius 

walks away crying, Yorick “followed Euge-

nius with his eyes to the door,” almost as if 

their souls communicate in this silent look. 

It is these eyes that Yorick closes never to 

open, eyes that have gazed on Eugenius with 

the deep love of friendship. � e passage con-

cludes with a description of the simple marble 

slab that marks Yorick’s grave, the slab that 

Eugenius has placed there, with the three 

words that “serv[e] both for his epitaph and 

elegy”: “Alas, Poor yorick” (35). 

 What is so devastatingly beautiful about 

this passage, including the epitaph and the 

famous black page (� g. 1), is its invocation of 

this tradition but also its unmistakable place 

as one of the most moving eighteenth- century 

articulations of what this tradition can mean. 

Yorick and Eugenius in this scene ful� ll the 

consolation of mourning a� er which so much 

elegiac writing strives. Sterne has established 

in the � rst volume of his nine- volume mas-

terpiece the terms under which we are to pro-

ceed. Peter J. de Voogd, in his essay “  Tristram 

Shandy   as Aesthetic Object,” makes the o� en 

underappreciated point that this novel can be 

viewed as a “‘coextential’ verbo- visual whole.” 

Instead of supplementing the text or illustrat-

ing it in a typical way, a coextential relation 

between word and image happens “when the 

text’s verbal and visual elements are so in-

nately interwoven that they form an aesthetic 

whole. Text and picture cannot be separated 

from one another without serious loss” (109–

10). Voogd makes this point by considering 

various pages of the text and how their visual 

conception contributes to their meaning. No-

where is this clearer, I would add, than in the 

presentation of the black page and the epitaph 

for Yorick. � e black page does not represent 

the anticipated loss in some way, but it does 

express that loss as powerfully as, if not more 

powerfully than, the words that surround it. 

� e conception is staggeringly complex in its 

simplicity. “Alas, poor Yorick” has never been 

so deeply felt. 
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 In an essay on the ideology of the el-
egy, I have talked about the expressions of 
loss that elegies perform as the precondition 
for the articulation of same- sex love. Sterne 
anticipates the elegiac moment by showing 
the love and imagining its loss. In so many 
ways extraordinary, here   Tristram Shandy   in-
vokes the elegiac tradition only to rewrite it 
in terms that make the emotions of loss even 
more powerful because they are founded in 
physical, living intimacy—not the intimacy 
between a lover and a corpse, as in the classi-
cal elegies of Bion or Moschus, but rather the 
intimacy of the friend who o� ers companion-
ship at the moment of death and in the here-
a� er. What could be more consoling? 

 This consolation answers the loss that 
is such a constant in the novel. If loss is the 
precondition for everything that transpires 
in the novel’s nine volumes, the consola-

tion that friendship o� ers puts that loss in a 
context and gives it positive meaning. As a 
result, I would raise the black page from an 
extraordinary feature of the novel’s form to 
an expression of the terms through which all 
life transpires. “Et in Arcadia ego” ‘I too am 
in Arcadia’ says the image of mortality in the 
pastoral setting. Sterne’s black page says as 
much if not more: it reminds of death, and it 
asserts death as the condition of life and love 
and humor. But it commemorates death as an 
act of remembrance that de� es mortality at 
the same time that it celebrates it. Yet death 
is death, and Sterne’s black page could be 
considered the rock of the real in the novel: a 
dark glimpse of an unsymbolizable condition, 
the condition that gives coherence to every-
thing around it. 7  � us, the novel sits on the 
knife- edge between the culturally symbolic—
family, friendship, society, and love—and the 

FIG. 

Pages from Laurence 

Sterne’s The Life and 

Opinions of Tristram 

Shandy, Gentleman; 

vol. 1; 2nd ed. (Lon-

don: Dodsley, 1760); 

Google Books; Web; 

4 Dec. 2015.
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hideous reality of human experience that a 
scene like this one heightens and transforms.

NOTES

1. Sterne cites Locke’s concept more than once, but per-
haps nowhere more vividly than shortly before the death 
scene, when he laments the connection his mother made on 
the irst Sunday of the month: “from an unhappy associa-
tion of ideas which have no connection with nature, it so fell 
out at length, that my poor mother could never hear the said 
clock wound up,—but the thoughts of some other things 
unavoidably popp’d into her head,—& vice versâ;—which 
strange combination of ideas, the sagacious Locke, who 
certainly understood the nature of these things better than 
most men, airms to have produced more wry actions than 
all other sources of prejudice whatsoever” (1: 7; vol. 1, ch. 4).

2. In his study of time in Tristram Shandy, Clark Law-
lor says Sterne “incorporates the idiosyncratic rhythms 
of his disease into the narrative . . . , whether it be done 
consciously or unconsciously” (149).

3. Sterne always had “high regard” for Hall- Stevenson, 
whom he met as a student at Cambridge (Tristram Shandy 
3: 73–74nn33.4–6, 34.19–22). See also Ross 42.

4. King is citing Felman’s The Literary Speech Act 
(92–94).

5. For this and other features of the elegy form, see 
Sacks 1–37.

6. For Alan Bray, some of the language of intimacy has 
a traditional valence that challenges modern interpreta-
tions (140–77). See also Lamb.

7. I am alluding here to the work of Slavoj Žižek, whose 
he Sublime Object of Ideology outlines how such a Laca-
nian construct comes to be almost inevitable: “his, then, 
is symptom: a particular, ‘pathological’, signifying for-
mation, a binding of enjoyment, an inert stain resisting 
communication and interpretation, a stain which cannot 
be included in the circuit of discourse, of social bond net-
work, but is at the same time a positive condition of it” (75).
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