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TRISTRAM SHANDY

MAJOR CHARACTERISTICS

▸ Rather than the gradual progression of plot, Tristram 
Shandy is made up mostly of lengthy digressions. 

▸ Non-linear, non-chronological and non-plotting 

▸ Typographical experiments: blank pages, all-black pages, 
asterisks, etc. 

▸ Full of bawdy humors





SO WHAT IT’S 
ACTUALLY ABOUT?



TRISTRAM SHANDY

1ST PLOTLINE: THE LIFE OF TRISTRAM

▸ Conception (interrupted) 

▸ Birth (accident during labor leading to the protagonist’s 
permanently flattened nose) 

▸ Christening (mispronounced and misspelled name: 
Trismegistus —> Tristram) 

▸ Circumcision (accidental)



TRISTRAM SHANDY

2ND PLOTLINE: THE LIFE AND FORTUNE OF UNCLE TOBY

▸ Injury in the groin during the military expedition 

▸ Recovery (but unable to ‘take further actions,’ as it were) 

▸ Obsession with military siege and fortification 

▸ Courtship with the widow Mrs. Wadman 

▸ The novel ended abruptly speculating the possibility of 
future marriage between Uncle Toby and Mrs. Wadman 
and the misfortunes which are likely to follow…



YOU SHALL SEE 
THE VERY PLACE..



TRISTRAM SHANDY

INFLUENCES

▸ Typographical novelty or arrangement of a block of letters into 
shape is nothing new. Many 17th-century poets, especially the 
metaphysical poets, have experimented with shaped poems (called 
‘hieroglyphics’). 

▸ The novel, however, broke all sorts of supposed rules and decorums 
in the age when the rules about novel writing were being laid down. 
Humorous, daring, digressive, and somewhat dirty—Tristram Shandy 
can be considered the first anti-novel in the English language. 

▸ The precursor of the modernist technique of ‘stream of 
consciousness.’



GEORGE HERBERT’S ‘THE ALTAR’ & ‘EASTER WINGS’



ROBERT HERRICK’S ‘THE PILLAR OF FAME’
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A SENTIMENTAL JOURNEY

LITERATURE OF SENSIBILITY

▸ Reason VS Emotion 

▸ It used to be thought that a strong or uncontrollable emotions in 
men is a sign of weakness or an illness, resulting from the 
imbalance of bodily humors. 

▸ Melancholy, an English malady 

▸ At the close of the 18th century, it became fashionable to express 
one’s own emotions or to indulge in one’s sadness or tears. 

▸ Emotions and sympathy, like reason, can lead to better 
understanding of ourselves and our fellow humans.



“I sat down close by her, and Maria let me wipe the 
tears away as they fell, with my handkerchief. I then 
steeped it in my own - and then in hers - and then in 
mine - and then I wiped hers again - and as I did it, I 
felt such undescribable emotions within me, as I am 
sure could not be accounted for from any 
combinations of matter and motion.”

YORICK, A SENTIMENTAL JOURNEY


