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“Setting something at least in motion”: Reading Tristram Shandy
Whereas, in following my uncle Toby’s forefinger [over the map] with hers, close thro’ all the little turns and indentings of his works—pressing sometimes against the side of it——then treading upon it’s nail——then tripping it up——then touching it here——then there, and so on——it set something at least in motion.

Both the practice and the study of human culture comprise a network of symbolic exchanges. Because human beings are not angels, these exchanges always involve material negotiations…. To participate in these exchanges is to have entered…the textual condition.


Jerome McGann goes on to compare the textual condition to sexual intercourse, for “love and text are two of our most fundamental social acts. We make love and we make texts, and we make both in a seemingly endless series of imaginative variations” (3-4). What this juxtaposition of love and text makes clear is that both figure a highly complex system of exchange, dialogue, and—yes—even conflict. What is even more important, for textual scholars, editorial theorists, and literary critics, is that this interplay is recorded in what McGann has called the bibliographic code. Excavating the visual peculiarities of Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy as bibliographic coding draws the foundations for richer, more nuanced, and more informed reading. The above epigraph, therefore, thematically fraught with the material qualities of text, serves as the interpretive center of my essay. Tristram’s history of his uncle’s “amours” with the Widow Wadman provides a model for the reader’s participation in the textual condition. We read Sterne’s “picture of [himself]”
 in the same way that Toby falls in love with the Widow Wadman: by following his work close through all its “little turns and indentings.” And love, like text, is anything but clear, as I’ve learned by teaching introductory literature courses.


Sterne’s work, characteristically, is replete with a broad assortment of little turns and indentings. With its marbled, black, and blank pages, its Latin, French, and Greek, its blackletter, its squiggles, wiggles, dashes and flourishes, Tristram Shandy delights in the materiality and controlled indeterminacy of reading the printed page. Since its publication serially, between 1756 and 1767, critics have commented on its visual, typographic, and narrative peculiarities of the text; in fact, no critical discussion of this “novel”
 is complete without such attention. The oddities on account of which Samuel Johnson announced that Tristram Shandy “did not last”
 have actually made it one of the most returned-to of early novels. Surprisingly, these peculiarities have not been addressed within the context afforded by bibliographic coding, though some effort has been made to theorize the spatial and material impact of the text.
  This essay is an attempt to read Sterne’s attention to the bibliographic and material aspects of textual construction according to a logic of performativity; I invoke performativity as the principle structuring the act of reading with/in Tristram Shandy. 

Those scholars who discuss the appearance of Tristram Shandy tend to invoke the neoclassical aesthetic theory of ut pictura poesis, which conceived of the literary arts as pictorially imitative. The problem with this is simple; the literary arts are a completely different medium, and the connection is only one of analogy. Given this framework, the opacity of language will always present a problem. From a pictorialist perspective, narrative is always doomed to failure, because this tradition privileges the image (and its rhetorical corollary, sound) as primary and more naturally transparent. The goal of language is to do what the image does—which is, ostensibly, immediately confront the reader with meaning. William Holtz, for example, one of the most attentive readers of Sterne’s display, approaches Tristram Shandy as a meditation on the imperfection of words.
  For Holtz, the “picture” approaches communicative transparency, and Sterne’s typography becomes merely a series of “gestures” that, “despite their expressive and kinaesthetic power,” are nonetheless “reductions” of “free movement” to “graphic, static symbol[s].” 
  The deliberate, even obsessive, presence of Sterne’s typography, in other words, is a method of highlighting “the essential inadequacy of printed language,” of calling attention to the “mechanical imposition of static form on the movement of human awareness” (252, 253).
 For Eugene Hnatko, Tristram Shandy’s logic of symbolic representation stands in for “all the aids in [oral] communication lacking to the writer”; he goes on to summarize: “Sterne is a master voice painter in the medium of typography.”
 Again, Michael Vande Berg Vande argues that in the typography of Tristram Shandy one can read the transition from rhetorical to structural grammars, and further, that Sterne’s extravagant typographical display “suggests his…hostility toward…the limitations of the printed word.” 
  Roger Moss takes these arguments further, urging that we view the text in terms of space, but he ultimately claims that Tristram Shandy is an unreadable book; this argument revives the same kinds of claims about incommunicability and dislocation that earlier critics made.
 For Moss, Sterne’s self-conscious typography instructs the reader in the “failed collusion of the mental with the physical” (200). Even Frédéric Ogée, a theoretically-savvy critic of the last decade, reads Tristram Shandy as engaging in an “utopian communicative project.”
 All these critics draw on aspects of Sterne’s bibliographic coding to reiterate a theme of failed communication; they highlight the ways in which the typographic peculiarities of Tristram Shandy draw attention to what cannot be represented in print 

What is interesting about this brief history, however, is that not one of these critics—and no later critics—refer to the visual aspects of Tristram Shandy as “bibliographic coding,” even though these visual aspects are directly related to the medium and practice of printing.
 An examination of Sterne’s print devices as aspects of bibliographic coding allows us to consider interaction—between characters, between reader and text—as always-already mediated.
 Under this lens, ‘perfect transparency of sense’ becomes a moot point; the issue that Tristram Shandy raises for its readers is not the impossibility of ‘perfect communication,’ but rather that communication succeeds because of mediation. Further, one notices that, for these critics, all Sterne’s typographic frisks tend toward the same unspeakable, unutterable end. What they miss—and what a bibliographic perspective affords—is the special form of intercourse between these frisks and the linguistic code of which they are both a part and outside of which they stand. 

While I agree that the typographic devices and visual excesses of Sterne’s text draw attention, as they must, to the constructedness of Tristram’s narrative, they do not forestall or impede meaning, as the pictorialists would have; rather, they provide other—and othered—ways of creating meaning. What almost all critics of Sterne’s visual coding hint toward, but do not actively embrace, is the dramatic, even performative impetus of Tristram Shandy’s bibliographic code.
 Sterne is interested in making us read, making us interact with the text on a physical, material level; indeed, it becomes necessary—even morally so—to read with one’s whole body. As Tristram notes of Obadiah’s unfortunate knotting of Dr. Slop’s bag, “every hasty man can whip out his penknife and cut through them.——‘Tis wrong. Believe me, Sirs, the most virtuous way, and which both reason and conscience dictate—is to take our teeth or our fingers to them” (1.III.10.198). These “knots,” of course, represent not only literally, but also figuratively and figurally—just as Tristram’s “Life and Opinions” are knotted, they are also visualized as such in the knots and marblings of the bibliographic code. Tristram Shandy demands a sort of reading that is thick with the scent of print; but it is also iconic, aural, material, mock-sentimental, 
 and gestural—in short, Tristram Shandy demands that we read, as Toby and the Widow Wadman make love, performatively. With that in mind, let’s take our teeth and fingers to the text. 

II. Reading Bibliographically, Reading Performatively

Properly understood, this text, every text, is unique and original to itself when we consider it not as an object but as an action. (McGann 183)

Read, read, read, read, my unlearned reader! read…I tell you before-hand, you had better throw down the book at once; for without much reading, you will no more be able to penetrate the moral of the next marbled page…than the world with all its sagacity has been able to unravel the many opinions, transactions and truths which still lie mystically hid under the dark veil of the black one… (1.III.36.268).

Tristram sets out to write his “Life and Opinions,” but ends by writing his uncle Toby’s amours with the Widow Wadman. On one hand, then, Toby’s amours are a giant digression from the task he’s set himself. But on the other, Toby’s amours offer the best route for Sterne to write Tristram writing his “Life and Opinions.” Tristram is not out to take the shortest route between two points; he’s there to smell the flowers, as it were. A similar argument can be made about the production of meaning in Tristram Shandy. When Jerome McGann writes that texts are actions, not objects, he lays the groundwork for a theory of textuality as performative. Text doesn’t exist “there,” floating somewhere behind the bibliographic and linguistic codes; it exists in, as Tristram says, “all the little turns and indentings of the [work].” Meaning, that is, is constructed through the material act of reading; it is not forestalled or impeded by the printed page. 

Texts abound in Tristram Shandy, as critics have often pointed out. Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy, Locke’s Enguiry, the Spectator papers, The Pilgrim’s Progress, Don Quixote, Cicero, Dennis, Coke, Euclid, Ficino, Samuel Johnson, Homer, Horace, Montaigne, Rabelais, Shakesepare, Seneca, Swift, Niccolo Targatlia, Virgil, quite a bit of Aristotle, and much, much more: intertextually, Tristram Shandy is a gold mine.
 In addition to what Judith Hawley calls “genuine works,” however, Sterne has also constructed Tristram Shandy of a series of fictional internal texts. In her “pseudo-bibliography” of the works—legitimate intertexts, partially spurious, and wholly fabricated—holding Sterne’s work together, Hawley excavates the library internal to Tristram Shandy. As she writes, “[c]oncentrating on the archaeology of the text, we might pay too little attention to its surface, to Tristram’s parade of learning” (10). The textual “surface” to which she refers includes Yorick’s sermons, Toby’s “(short) list of the virtues of Widow Wadman,” his “Plain Stories” and myriad maps, Walter Shandy’s Tristrapaedia and Dissertation upon the word ‘Tristram’, Dr. Slop’s Treatise on Midwifery, five letters from various characters read in the course of the novel, marriage settlements and other legal documents, and other miscellaneous texts like receipts, bills, and fictional portraits.
 On top of all this, Tristram Shandy itself appears in its own narrative; Tristram often self-consciously refers to his own act of literary creation. Significantly, Hawley includes neither Tristram’s engravings of his narrative path throughout the first five volumes, the marbled page, the black page, the imagined portrait of Widow Wadman, nor the two engravings by Ravenet and Hogarth.
 This would seem to indicate that Hawley views these aspects of bibliographic coding not as bibliographic coding, but as narrative aides of a different order. In short, the texts—of any sort—that appear in and as Tristram Shandy literally compose the surface; further, they actively solicit our composition of Tristram Shandy. 
To illustrate Sterne’s investment in and thematization of the compositional quality of Tristram Shandy, two of the more commented-upon “frisks” need to be addressed. Not only textually convoluted—even recursive—but also visually so, Tristram Shandy employs myriad devices to engage the reader, on a physical level, with the material surface of the page. First, Tristram supplies his readers with a celebrated “blank page” (2.VI.38.567) in which we are invited to inscribe our “fanc[ies]” of Widow Wadman. Ogée reads the blank page as a fold
 connecting author, narrator, and reader in an “utopian communicative project.”  Implicitly situating his reading in the pictorialist/sentimentalist tradition sketched above, he writes that “[t]he blank page is the assurance of a good re-presentation, and therefore, a good interpretation” (262). I argue, instead, that the only good interpretation is an inter-penetration; that is, an invested, interested, and physical interaction with the variegated surface of the text.
 The obsessive visual presence of the text, combined with its equally obsessive, even cluttered textuality, urges one to take seriously the possibility that, instead of lamenting the necessity of mediated representation, Sterne instead revels in it—and asks us to do so, as well. The text actively solicits the reader’s entanglement with the material surface of the page—not to leave it blank, but rather to fill it with still more “impure” mediations. Tristram asks the reader to leave her mark, to prove that she has read precisely by leaving a mark:

[insert figure]

By recreating the Widow Wadman from his linguistic hints, we add to the bibliographic code. 

Accordingly, the blank page is eternally variable; however, it is not therefore productive of an unmediated and utopian schematic of communication. Ogeé ultimately concludes by finding the blank page paradigmatic of Sterne’s larger narrative project, which is to “escape the…syntactic and temporal corset of writing and reading” (268-9). As “a chasm or gap in the temporal unfolding of a novel” itself created to shuck off this corset of materiality, the blank page most perfectly represents the entirety of Sterne’s work. The assumption that writing and reading is like a corset—restrictive, binding, uncomfortable—belies the information encoded in the publication history of the first edition (to which, notably, Ogeé did not return). In the publication history of the first edition, we can clearly see Sterne highlighting the reader’s duty to “become entangled” in the act of reading, for he takes great care to construct a controlled environment in which this entanglement can occur. 

From letters between Sterne and his publishers, we learn that the author conscientiously oversaw the birthing of his text to the world; famously, he wrote to his second publisher, Robert Dodsley, that he “propose[d]…to print a lean edition, in two small volumes, of the size of Rasselas, and on the same paper and type, at [his] own expense” (Letters 81). Further, the York publication of the first edition of the first two volumes allowed him constant attendance at the press of Ann Ward.
 Melvyn New, in the Introduction to the Florida Edition of Tristram Shandy, notes that Sterne’s habit was to personally supervise the publication of his works (830), and that not since the publication of A Political Romance
 had he left the printers to their own devices.  What is surprising about this is not that Sterne wished to have full control over the physical appearance of his text; rather, it exhibits the extent to which Sterne wished to give his nine volumes a highly unified appearance. This unified appearance seems to contrast with the excesses and visual peculiarities of the narrative display. Sterne specified that Ann Ward print Tristram Shandy on paper as similar as possible to that used by Dodsley for Johnson’s Rasselas; he also specified the typeface and physical dimensions of the volumes. It is for this reason that the first two volumes of the first edition were, until the 1970s, thought to have been printed by Dodsley.
 Between the fourth and fifth volumes, Sterne changed publishers from Dodsley to Becket and Dehondt; again, examination of the first editions reveals that all previous bibliographic parameters remained highly consistent. Indeed, volumes 1 and 2 are virtually indistinguishable from volumes 3 and 4; all are similarly indistinguishable from volumes 5 through 9. The point, here, is that despite working with three different printers, Sterne produced nine separate volumes sufficiently alike in format, size, paper, typeface, and ink to fool textual scholars for centuries. Sterne obviously had an interest in bibliographic unity of this kind; he chose to situate his internal performance of narrative mediation within a highly codified—even corset-like—external textual appearance.
 He has deliberately constructed a safe space, as it were, in which to play without fear of repercussion.

Thus, the internal bibliographic coding—what previous scholars have referred to as the “visual” dynamics of the text—proffers a sort of Geertzian thick description of the corresponding linguistic coding. Indeed, Tristram does not merely entangle himself in the thickness of his bibliographic descriptors; rather, makes this entanglement the very end and means of reading. The marbled page that Tristram cites as the “motley emblem of [his] work” entangles the reader as does the blank page; however, instead of engaging the reader’s pencil, it invites the reader to trace the bubbles and streaks with her finger.
 In the printer’s proofs to the 1794 edition, the printer has included a telling note to the bookbinder: “[he] is desired to cover both sides of this leaf with the best marbled paper, taking care to keep the folio lines clear, and to preserve the proper margins” (see figure below).  These instructions one can safely assume to have originated from Sterne’s own conceptualization of the marbled page’s display; in the first edition, one can clearly see the marginal folds that Dodsley introduced to ensure that the marbling was confined to the space of the text. Thus, Sterne clearly conceived of the marbling as occupying the same level as the text that ordinarily flows inside the margins. Further, as Peter J. de Voogd has pointed out, the variability of the marbled page is not contingent solely upon different print runs; because of the individual processes employed to marble each page, every marbled page differs from every other marbled page.
 Modern editions restrict this integral variation by reproducing a single image in each copy; for early readers of the text, however, each volume would have been noticeably different.
 Each text, in other words, is properly unique to itself only when considered as an action, not an object.

The performative quality of Tristram Shandy is perhaps most clearly articulated through a double lens of form and content. As the marbled and blank pages performatively integrate form and content, so too do Tristram’s imagistic conceptions of his own work. At the end of volume 6, Tristram includes an engraving of “the four lines [he] moved in through [his] first, second, third, and fourth volumes” (2.IV.40.571). He goes on to include another image of the “precise line…described in” volume 5, as well:

[image pgs. 152-3 here]

What is interesting about this is threefold. First, Tristram conceptualizes his narrative as a journey through space and time—as physical movement (see figure xx at end). Second, his narrative can be represented in a “precise line,” as the marbled surface stood in for printed linguistic signifiers. And third, illustrating what Peter de Voogd has termed the “co-existentiality” of word and image,
 these lines are both narratives rendered imagistically and images rendered narratively.  The bumps, dips, and angles of which these “precise line[s]” are composed ostensibly represent digressions, or “step[s]…out of [the] way.” But they also figure as knots of the sort that Tristram urges us to attack with our teeth and our fingers. Ironically, the interpretive knot figured by the straight line is perhaps the most Gordian.  Though the “excellency” of the straight line is not what Tristram is after, it presents repeatedly in the text—as the dash. 

[figure…]

One of the most incendiary of topics for scholars of Tristram Shandy’s bibliographic coding has been the dash, which ranges in size from one to even four, five, or six ems in length; it is the single most prevalent typographic device throughout the entirety of the novel. When does a dash become a straight line? When does a straight line become a dash? Part of Tristram’s visual joke, here, is that a dash is always a straight line, and vice versa. Sterne’s text, it seems, is as replete with straight lines as it is with curving frisky lines. Indeed, the curved line, the straight line, and the dash all occupy the same bibliographic level; the straight line in figure xx below is actually typographically constructed of dashes.  The question of whether or not his narrative will approximate the “right line,—the path-way for Christians to walk in!…——The emblem of moral rectitude!…——The best line!” is not contingent upon whether or not he digresses, but how we read his digressions, of which the straight line figured above is one of the most witty. The best line, according to cabbage-planters and Archimides, might be the “shortest line…which can be drawn from one given point to another,” but is it any more or less innocent than the line that zigzags, loops, and curvettes? The zigzag is surely more interesting…. I prefer to think of it as a question intentionally left unsolvable, though not unapproachable—a paradox maintaining the reader in an uncertain, questioning, and therefore productive state. 

As readers of Tristram Shandy’s knotted surface, we are given an inordinate amount of freedom.  The only thing we are asked to do is engage it, entangle ourselves in it; hence, the potentially unfinished status of the project, and the possibility that it is, quite simply, a “Cock and Bull story.” The freedom that Corporal Trim expresses in the flourish of his stick is, indeed, the same freedom that allows Sterne to print the flourish, Tristram to digress, and the Widow Wadman to seduce Toby over his map.  Tristram Shandy, an image of Tristram’s mind, is “a large uneven thread, as you sometimes see in an unsaleable piece of cambrick, running [untowardly] along the whole length of the web” (2.VI.33.558). And the only conclusion at which this large, uneven text expects us to arrive is that there is no easy answer:  

In the case of these knots then, and of the several obstructions, which, may it please your reverences, such knots cast in our way in getting through life——every hasty man can whip out his penknife and cut through them.——‘Tis wrong. Believe me, Sirs, the most virtuous way, and which both reason and conscience dictate—is to take our teeth or our fingers to them. (1.III.10.198) 

The object of Tristram Shandy’s bibliographic topography, in other words, is to “set something at least in motion.” In the scene perhaps most emblematic of the textual condition, Tristram weaves narrative out of a few smudges and pinpricks found on a map of Bouchain stored in his father’s library. Tristram recounts his imagination of the Widow Wadman’s attack with deliberate attention to the textual and physical loci of communicative exchange. Taking Toby’s pipe out of his hands in order to facilitate more intimate physical communication, the Widow commences her attack over the map of his fortifications on the bowling green:

extend[ing] her right hand; and edging in her left foot at the same movement, [she] take[s] hold of the map or plan, or upright, or whatever it was, and with outstretched neck meeting it half way,—[advances] it toward her; on which…Toby’s passions were sure to catch fire——for he would instantly take hold of the other corner of the map in his left hand, and…begin an explanation. (2.VIII.16.676) 

Thus, the scene of love-making is set. Toby and the Widow, each holding a corner of the map, trace with their forefingers all the convolutions, the “little turns and indentings of his works.”  Following Toby’s finger over the map with hers, the Widow executes a masterful assault; Tristram’s imagination is set on fire; the text is born. Her deft maneuvers, “as quick as thought,” at once “opened a communication, large enough for any sentiment to pass or repass…. By bringing up her forefinger parallel…to…Toby’s——it unavoidably brought the thumb into action——and the forefinger and thumb being once engaged, as naturally brought in the whole hand…. Mrs. Wadman had it ever to take up…with the gentlest pushings, protrusions, and equivocal compressions” (2.VIII.16.676-8). Significantly, it is through their knotted fingers that “a communication” is “opened.”  

Tristram steeps his description of the Widow’s attack in the language he reserves for descriptions of his own process of composition; his text meanders and protrudes, he digresses and pushes on. 
 Indeed, one cannot but imagines a coincidence between the path taken by these intertwined forefingers over Toby’s map and the sinuous paths taken by Tristram over the first four volumes (see engraving above). Tristram lingers at the scene of reading, deliberating over the smudged maps and papers left in his father’s possession:

[I]n a bundle of original papers and drawings which my father took care to roll up by themselves, there is a plan of Bouchain in perfect preservation (and shall be kept so, whilst I have power to preserve any thing) upon the lower corner of which, on the right hand side, thee is still remaining the marks of a snuffy finger and thumb, which there is all the reason in the world to imagine were Mrs. Wadman’s; for the opposite side of the margin, which I suppose to have been my uncle Toby’s, is absolutely clean: This seems an authenticated record of one of these [amorous] attacks; for there are the vestigial of the two punctures partly grown up, but still visible on the opposite corner of the map, which are unquestionably the very holes, through which it has been pricked up in the sentry-box—— (2.VII.17.678-79)

The scene of reading Tristram sets before us is triple; as we contemplate him contemplating the map, he reconstructs the performance suspended between Toby and the Widow’s hands. Tristram notes that the plan has been perfectly preserved, “and shall be kept so” while he has “power to preserve any thing.”  He details the “remaining marks of a snuffy finger and thumb” and the pin pricks “still visible on the opposite corner”; further, he reads these marks as an authentic record of the amorous attack, which itself metonymically stands in for the act of reading materially. Ultimately, then, Toby’s amours have been imaginatively recreated under the aegis of marked textual remains, much like my act of reading has been recorded through the sketch of Widow Wadman (figure x). Tristram Shandy, a tale of making love and making texts, preserves the archaeology of textual production in its bibliographic topography.


Setting before us the not-so-simple task of reading performatively, Sterne complicates the material surface of his work with myriad turns and indentings. Like Toby and the Widow, his readers follow these turns and indentings, in the process discovering not only the nature of love, but also the nature of text. As Tristram writes in volume 2, when we “can get on no further,—and find [ourselves] entangled on all sides of this mystick labyrinth,—[his] Opinion will then come in, in course,—and lead [us] out” (2.VI.37.565). 
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