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A Story Painted to the Heart? TrtSfram %hand}'
and Sentimentalism Reconsidered
Sterne’s sentimentalism has been, at best, of marginal Interest to our gw,,
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{ Tristram Shandy, and the writing of A Sentimental Jour-

of Sterne’s willingness to, as Gardner D. Stout puts it,
aste in working this sentimental vein' (AS), p. 10).
in the background here, there appears to lurk the still-potent
for literary sentimentalism was substantially fuelled
< of a host of Lydia Languishes. Accordingly, Rufus
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Lacrifice his own preference for wit in the inte
i for pathos, only a very partial reading of the ‘amours’ of Toby and
s Wadman could conclude that bawdy has been eclipsed by pathos and
antiment. However stung Sterne might have been by the strictures of the
wiewers, the later volumes of Tristram Shandy continue to present the
ame misture of robust comedy, satirical wit and pathos that character-
“*!hf' carly instalments. Rather than being an aberration of Sterne’s
“‘-“‘V""ill years, tearful scenes of brotherly affection, the pathetic and
dective representation of death or deathbed scenes, and the portrayal of
s a good-natured man are consistent features of Tristram Shandy.
:;:“i.r:::il«““ rc.i(]‘”'\‘ dismiss Tristram Shandy’s scenes _of pafhos as obvi-
“ironic, we might at least pause to consider an ‘epitaph’ that Sterne
Melor Mrs. James in 1767:

('"f”""\. and labour'd urns but vainly shew,

I\n idle scene of decorated woe. ‘

\t::d“*‘"“ companion, and the friend sincere,
no mechanic help to force the tear.

37 (June 1768). p. 323.
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and functions of sentiment In Tn'm.ﬂ';l.\l have most often been brought to
rather reductive (-\plnnamry.n'mdols,l“t"lh(“r sought to rehabilitate poten-
bear on Sterne. Typically, eritics I.m\'t s lTriQIr;HH Shandy with mid-century
tial mawkishness by vaguely ﬂSSOCl:;“.'.‘g )Ivkthat Sterne‘is clearly a satirist
moral philosophy, or h"."c asspEn ‘#ll'ln-ld “sentimentalism’. In both cases,
of an Lthau:cnll_\‘ n.mno.hthw entlt,\’;..l‘t;”". St it 5 culhisdl e
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in spite of the fact that the first instalment of the Sermon.s of Mr. Yoric
ran to more lifetime editions than Tristram Shandy, so little effort has
bheen made to comprehend its pathos and sc.-ntiment f'rom_ the perspective
of Anglican theology and pulpit rhetoric. Thus we ha\"c l'gnored not only
the most obvious, but also what is surely the most fruitful context for
comprehending the nature of sentimentalism in Tristram Shandy.
Sterne’s comment in the preface to the Sermons that ‘the sermons turn
chiefly upon philanthropy’ (Sermons, p. 2) is open to considerable misun-
derstanding, but should remind us of the centrality of the Anglican clergy
in their society’s urgent and ubiquitous debates about the nature of man.
Nevertheless, in spite of the influence of Crane’s consideration of the Lat-
itudinarian contribution to the construction of the ‘Man of Feeling’ as an
idealised tvpe, the majority of even the most insightful recent discussions
of sentimentalism either ignore Anglicanism altogether or fail to move
beyond many of Crane’s mistaken assumptions. Far from endorsing the
naively optimistic view of the fundamental goodness of human nature
that is often attributed to them, Sterne and his fellow Anglicans,
fhrnughoul the long eighteenth century, recommended the social virtues
1;} a way Flm! was both (‘ough-mind(-d and ‘sentimental’ (to the extent
that Anglican sermons aimed snmullaneously to address the heads and
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or 18 > c\P"'".[ Happiness and Defence from Society, when there is
may «‘-‘:m‘ Sympathy in the Politick as there is in the Natural Bod\;
the -*“l here is @ mutual correspondency and Communication of Purt;.
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The musical mclz‘lphor is, of course, common to sef'l.nlur and religious

*. < alike, but for our purposes the explicitly political and practical
“,.un:s.;){ \orris conception of 'sympathy’is particularly noteworthy. The
n.l;illlir:'ul import of 'sympathy’ is, perhaps, given an extra edge in a sermon
:I)Ii\hl'd within two years of thc Glf)rl?us Rcvolutlon.'l lowever, through-
out the next century, the Anglican insistence on.thc importance o.f pity,
wmpathy and philan‘lhrop) hzfd as rrn.lch‘to d'o with the cl:for( to stir and
ajole congregations into lhe.lxm.d .of ngl?t belief and r'|ght ‘bch-fa\‘lour(hm
would most conduce to society's Happiness and Defence’ as it did with
the recommendation ol: certain virtues for their own sake. This is not to
question the sincerity of the Anglican effort, nor to underestimate the doc-
winal importance of, and the anti-stoical and anti-Hobbesian impulse
behind. the endorsement of ‘Pitifulness and Compassion’. Rather, it is to
argue that when the Anglican clergy discoursed on good nature and fel-
ow feeling they were exhorting moral reform and not complacently cele-
brating the autonomy of naturally benevolent humanity.’ The divines were
no more able to close the gap between the ideal and the reality of socia-
bility. virtue and compassion than the moral philosophers or ‘literary’ sen-
imentalists. But where this gap often registers itself in unresolved
wntradictions in much secular sentimentalism, the Anglican model was
atleast able to provide clearer answers in the form of orthodox teachings
about the nature of fallen humankind.

In his recent study of Latitudinarian theology, W. M. Spellman argues
that one of the key strategies of Anglican practical divinity was to attempt
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: adi he story as parodic 4
humane one’ (TS, 5.405) [220]. For a reddll.‘ji:)g:erne with an e\ll’aor:]lg
satirical to hold water we surely have .t(? |c'r(:kes——a penchant which shoy
nary penchant for deception and P,ma.lwtint with dedicating the story
little sign of surfacing elsewhere. Not Lon'end the SpenaEin manuse}ipt
Lady Spencer, Sterne went so.lar.as wfb volumes 5 and 6—before the
copy in advance of the publicatioh &% & 5Ly qualities (LY, p. 108
reviewers had singled out the episode for its l 1 and Lt Daare h'(i
n. 1).* Add to this Sterne’s clear pride tbat (;.lrrlltbl ‘uin ‘oui vy a
found ‘sublime’ the image of the recording ange 0‘ g very diffi ‘ear
the 'sin’ of Toby's oath (Letters, p- 150), upd lt,-b,e’-b(::‘;;:iom' helrelt'ult
indeed to support the suggestion lha.ll Sternes Sl; iy do‘we . are
ironic. For no other passage or episode in Iristram ! ‘m_ <) s ve so
many indications of Sterne’s own position, l?ut Ro l.r'“'j ;" m)' ‘nowl-
edge, has let these details impinge upon their discovery of irony in the
scene.

To be sure, the facts cited _
cunning plan to dupe both his friends and his gene Mv—
instance at least, perhaps for obvious reasons, no one ha‘:s posite such a
conspiracy on Sterne's part, but the tone and manner of ‘1 hc~ Story-of L
Fevir concluded’ have, seemingly, been enough to convince Tristram
Shandy's modern commentators that irony rather than pathos lt?forms the
whole episode. Yet, given that the narrative of Le FC\'er offers a rare
instance when Toby's philanthropy is presented as active and hence pro-
ductive, we need at least to ask at what or whom Sterne’s putative irony is
directed. If at the literary sentimentalists, which writers might Sterne be
satirising® If at ‘sentimentalism’, whose version is he attacking—the
divines’, the moral philosophers’ or perhaps even his own unguarded effu-
sions? That we do not have convincing answers to any of these questions
might in itself suggest that we may have been looking in the wrong
directions.

In the fifth of Norris' Practical Discourses, “The Importance of A Reli-
gious Life considered from the happy Conclusion of it’, Sterne found this
passage:

above might just offer evidence of Sterne’s
ral readers. In this

When [ shall lie faint and languishing upon my Dying Bed, with my
Friends all sad about me, and my Blood and Spirits waxing cold and
slow within; when I begin to reckon my Life not by the Striking of
the Clock, but by the throbbing of my Pulse, every stroke of which
beats a Surrender to the Pale Conqueror, in this gre}ll Ebb of Nature,
when the Stream of Life runs low [ . .. ] and the wheel at the Cis-
tern can hardly turn round its Circle, it will then be no Pleasure or
I(h:)‘r:mf(,)(x;:t:: r:::] (tl'(;[:.alilmglfs%)ulllurljcﬂecl upon the great Estate that I

got, up amily and Name that | have raised | . . . | only
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ihat. in lhcjirs( sentence of the concluding chapter of Le Fever's story
;}:{ rnv;tulrnc hl() }()rrls and not Ecclesiastes for his own ‘and hardly could
lear by the slicks 1 round its circle’ (TS, 6.10,511 [272]), is made
clear by the sli Sty I IS
¥ the slight but identical departure of both writers from the

4. Arthur H, Cash, Laurence Sterne:
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5. Norris, Practical Discourses, pp. | e Later Yo

ars (1 4
65-66, ondon: Routledge, 1986) [Editor).
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o1, what Sterne offers is a lypogrflphi(.:ully dramatised version of
In d'h'td thbed scene, perhaps bespeaking his efforts to compensate for
Norte (t[tlhc intonation, pauses and emphases of pulpit delivery,
:1“;5‘:;:‘ of Sterne’s c()l]tc‘ml)()rfiric*s. familiar with pulpit oratory in which
ath v regularly and [)anthc’t‘lcanll)' evokc:*d f9r moral ends, would, I think.
hlnt' hoen surprised I?)- Slelzl.w‘s dt"bl to {\oms here. But the fnodern criti-
(;l consensus that Sternes u)ncherl.l 1S 1_0 Pf"(’d.\" the sentimental tone
neans that we need to explore the implications of the .borrowing more
;humughl." Because of the nature of the verbal echoe.'s'. it seems unlikely
hat Sterne would have cxpccle(.l even readers l:amlhar with Norris to
Jetect the ‘theft' —although we might recall that Norris is one of the three
jivines whom Sterne considt:rcd as a source for Homenas' plagiarisms in
e ‘Rabelaisian Fragment'.” Nor does this seem to be an example of
Barthes conception of intertextuality, in which Norris" words fortuitously
ind their way into Tristram Shandy as it intersects with the ‘innumerable
centres of culture”® Rather, it is probable that Sterne turned to the com-
nonplace book which served him in the composition of his sermons and
bis fiction. In all likelihood, Norris’ deathbed scene was included amongst
shost of entries on mortality—entries which Sterne would have found
particularly useful when preparing funeral sermons.”

If, therefore, Sterne is parodying the language of ‘sentimentalism’in the
final chapter of the Le Fever episode then we must surely conclude that
Norris, and the Anglican discourse of which he is a part, are amongst the

Bt aliered the first edition’s ‘wishfully’ to ‘wistfully’ because the rediscovered mammn\pl of
“LeFever episode sugpests that the former was a compositor's misreading. See Melvyn New.
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satiric stance throughout Tristram Shandy: *W ha}t contusioni—wha
mistakes!—fiddlers and painters judging by their eyes and ears,—
admirable!—trusting to the passions excited in an air sung, or a story
painted to the heart, instead of measuring lh‘vn_’t”l)y a ql'uldrant
(TS, 3.preface.233) [126]. That quadrant wielders of different kinds are
the consistent butts of Tristram Shandy's satire has been accepted by most
of Sterne’s critics, but the essentialist faith in art addressed to the passions
has proved of less interest. Such essentialism, however, partakes of the
widespread cultural response to politeness, commercialism and ‘worldli-
ness’ and as such is neither insignificant nor naive.! At the
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