
THE CREATOR OF TRISTRAM SHANDY 
A discussion by T. A. Jackson of Laurence Sferne, one of Britain's "big four" pioneer novelists, and 

the times in which he lived. A writer who reflected his country. 

Recently a Laurence Sterne Exhibition was 
held in Moscow—at affroximately the 
same time that the British Broadcasting 
Comfany was serializing Tolstoy's "War 
and Peace." The two events had a com­
mon significance: the eagerness of two 
f copies, allies in a world struggle, to know 
more of each other's culture. For as the 
name_ Tolstoy signifies, the world over, the 
great traditions of Russian literature, so is 
Laurence Sterne regarded as one of the 
most distinctively English of all British 
writers.—The Editors, 

BY COMMON CONSENT, Richardson, 
Fielding, Smollett and Sterne con­
stitute a Big Four. Between them 

they opened a new epoch in English litera­
ture, the era of prose fiction, of the novel. 
I t is as one of a group of outstanding inno­
vators that Sterne can best be understood; 
and the phenomenon of the group itself is 
best understood in turn when it is noted 
that their period of productivity was also 
the formative period in which developed 
the economic and technological movement 
which, when in full flood, became apparent 
to all as the Industrial Revolution. 

T h a t is to say: theirs was the period in 
which production by simple manufacture 
culminated, and began to pass over into the 
modern machine industry, the factory sys­
tem, and the age of steam. 

Do the Big Four show any prescience 
of this? They do not. W h y should they? 
But they are acutely aware of something 
we can recognize (while they could not) 
as a concomitant phenomenon, the attain­
ment of an era of apparent equilibrium and 
finality. 

n p o USE an analogy: as a great wave is 
•^ about to break upon the shore, there is 

an, instant in which the reared up mass of 
water hangs poised in seemingly stable 
equilibrium. For that instant it seems as if 
all impetus has been expended, all conflict 
has been resolved, and finality has been 
achieved. I t is the illusion of an instant 
only, but for that instant the illusion is 
complete and compelling. 

Just such an instant in the wave-pro­
gression of England's history is summed up 
and reflected, in the work of the Big Four, 
and by none of them more vividly than by 
Laurence Sterne. 

i t is a stable England they depict; one 
in which np surface froth and scurry pre­
vents us from seeing and examining every 
detail at leisure. T h e wave is never so clear 
and translucent as m the instant before it 
breaks, and the England of Tristram, 
Shandy and of Tom- Jones stands out in 
similar clarity. W e seerti to be able to dis­
tinguish every tree and flower, every sheep 
and cow in the meadow, let alone every 
character and oddity in the village. 

' I ^ HAT is the secret, as well as the abiding 
charm of the little world of Shandy 

Hall and its vicinity. I t is a little England 
in itself, compact and self contained: an 
England in which every character is distinct 
to the point of oddity, but with the English 
oddity of normality carried to excess. 

Walter Shandy ("my father") is an 
oddity when in his armchair, with an ap­
paratus of mock learning, he seeks to re­
duce everything conceivable to rule and 
system.. Ou t of his armchair he is as shrewd 
and competent in prattical aflFairs as one 
could wish. He is, like Mr . Pickwick, a 
merchant successfully retired. His wall 
fruits are a source of legitimate pride. Even 
his bull is as good a bull as ever, if it were 
only given a fair chance. Mrs. Shandy, his 
wife ("my mother") is an oddity, likewise, 
but only through excess of wifely normal­
ity; only through her placidly non-under­
standing willingness to assent to anything 
and everything her husband chooses to say. 
W h e n it comes to doing she knows better 
than to listen to anything contrary to the 
dictates of her native common sense. 

Uncle Toby is odd enough when he be­
strides his hobby-horse, but even then he is 
only doing the normal thing more thor­
oughly than it is usual to do it. Wha t is 

more normal than for a military officer, re­
tired, to take a professional interest in the 
campaigns in which he can no longer play 
a part? W h o can doubt that during his 
period of service he was as competent as a 
company commander as he was shrewd, 
honest, and kindly as a man? So it is with 
Corporal T r im , with the, maids Susannah 
and Bridget in their respective kitchens, 
with Dr . Slop, Parson Yorick, and Widow 
Wadman over the way. Each is an oddity, 
but only through excess of normality. T h u s 
the oddity of each is cancelled out by and 
cancels the oddity of all the rest, yielding 
the result of a normal functioning com­
munity in which the variety of each is a 
function of the practical normality and 
community of the whole. 

In short. Shandy Hall is England, and 
England only a larger Shandy-Hall. 

n P o us this has it poignancy: for Shandy 
•*• Hall, despite its self-perpetuating sta­

bility, was doomed soon to pass away. 
Smollett was the last of the Big Four 

to die'; and when he died, in 1771, the 
preliminary rumblings of the American 
Declaration of Independence could already 
be detected. Three years earlier Sterne had 
made his last "sentimental" journey in 
France, without detecting anything to in­
dicate that the titanic upheaval of revolu­
tion lay only a score of years ahead. And 
Sterne was not the only one deceived by the 
surface appearance of assured calm. 

At the opening of the era Swift, seeing 
not the slightest hope for the drastic altera­
tions he yearned for, burst both his heart 
and his brain in an explosion of savage in­
dignation. Voltaire, more philosophically, 
accepted the fact that stabilization had come 
—possibly to endure interminably^with a 
grimace, a shrug, and an arhbiguous slogan: 
" W e must cultivate our garden." Tristram. 
Shandy which began in the year in which 
Candide appeared ( 1 7 5 9 ) , concludes, as 
Candide does, with a sting in its tail—only 
in Sterne's case it was more a fire-cracker 
than a sting: 

" L o r 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." 

Because the period was one in which 
history seemed to-have come to a halt, it 
was ideally the period in which all the pre-
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vious development was summed up and 
brought to fruition. Returning to England 
from a trip to the Continent, Sterne notes 
with a new awareness that England is a 
land of medium-sized dwellings. There are 
no vast palaces, and no vast aggregations 
of squalid hovels either. No one is embar­
rassingly rich; few, if any, are distressingly 
poor. Virtually every man has a moderate 
competence: sufficient to justify keeping a 
hobby-horse in its stable, and ensuring 
leisure in which to ride it. 

Since the clamor and urgency of events 
had died away, men were set free to see 
each other, astride their respective hobbies, 
and rejoice in the seeing. Or , as sturdy 
Will Hazlitt put it: " I t was seen to be high 
time that the people, as well as being repre­
sented in Parliament, should also be repre­
sented in books." 

n p H E process of which this was the con-
, summation began with the great geo­
graphical discoveries on the eve of the six­
teenth century. 

At that date England still formed part 
of the organic totality of European polity: 
the system which had its twin, peaks in the 
Empire and the Papacy. T h e discoveries 
themselves; the taking of Constantinople 
by the Turks which largely occasioned the 
discoveries; the Renaissance; the Reforma­
tion; the commercial and manufacturing 
developments which resulted from all these 
stimuli; all together resulted in a destruc­
tion of the old unity and the creation of an 
entirely new alignment. 

By the time the impetus had been ex­
hausted England had gone through "pro­
longed struggles, through a whole historic 
process, transforming circumstances and 
men." I t had experienced three revolutions, 
the Reformation, the Revolution of 1640-
49, the (Whig ) Revolution of 1688—and 
a whole string of wars, civil and foreign. 
When, at last, the Englishman had time 
(and breath) to spare to notice and remark 
upon it, a new England faced an altered 
world in an entirely new relation. 

England in 1500 was geographically 
separated from Europe, but in all other 
respects it was part of it. In 1720-60 such 
a view would have seemed preposterous. 

T o English eyes, in 1720-60, the Con­
tinent seemed a dreary expanse inhabited 
exclusively by incomprehensible "foreign­
ers." Despite a much wider disparity of 
externals, the Englishman felt more at 
home with the inhabitants of the Indies, the 
Spice Islands, or Far Cathay—with whom 
he could conduct a mutually profitable 
trade, than with these Continentals nearer 
to hand. And since intercourse with the 
Continent was constantly being interrupted 
by perennial wars with the King of France 
and his allies, the Englishman accepted his 
isolation as a thing fore-doomed, and, in its 
way, a compliment to his self-reliant inde­
pendence. Englishmen's minds turned in­
ward to contemplate and find diversion in 

the infinite variety of the little world of 
England itself. 

The preoccupation of the Big Four, and 
their great successors, Scott, Jane Austen, 
Dickens and Thackeray with "characters" 
—not to say character itself—is an aspect 
of the English national consciousness of 
difference and separation in general. It is 
something quite other than ignorant smug­
ness and self-satisfaction. I t is an historical­
ly-begotten product of the fact that time 
and again Englishmen have been forced, 
willy-nilly, to take into their own hands the 
solution of their own destinies. Time and 
again they have had to fight half the world 
—"one down, t'other come on"—and not 
a few of their own kings and governments 
into the bargain. I t was that, or—decima­
tion and enslavement. 

Sterne was not only an Englishman of 
his period, even though he chanced to be 
born in Ireland ("are kittens pints of ale 
if they're born in a pub?" )—he wâ s by'' 
descent, by education, and domicile a York-
shireman. And Yorkshire, then as now, was 
the most English county in England. I t is 
also the county in which whimsicality and 
eccentricity is most highly relished, and 
most successfully combined with shrewd 
competence in practical affairs. I t explains 
much in Sterne if we remember that the 
Yorkshireman, even more than the Eng ­
lishman in general, can afford to be senti­
mental to extravagance, since his native 
horse sense; guards him against being im­
posed upon. 

T h a t likewise gives the clue to the York-
shireman's (and the Englishman's) dis­
tinctive conception of heroism as no more 
than homeliness and horse sense persisted 
in despite difficulty and discouragement. 
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Uncle Toby is unquestionably a comic char­
acter; but he has the right to be comic, 
because he is not only one of the kindliest 
and quietest souls alive, but also a hero. 

W e might miss this aspect of Captain 
Shandy were it not that in moments of 
surprise or abstraction he invariably whis­
tles Lilliburlero—the Marseillaise of the 
English Revolution of 1688. By this we 
are not only reminded that Captain Shandy 
played a manful part in that revolution, 
and the wars resulting. W e are minded 
also that Enghshmen in general, today, as 
in 1760, won the right to be individuals by 
their, obstinate steadfastness through three 
revolutions and a whole historical succes­
sion of wars and vicissitudes. 

V ^ y H E N the citizens of London, during 
•^ ' the blitz period of 1940-41 made 

their way in their hundreds of thousands 
day after day, by enforced deviations of 
route and over unexpected obstacles, to 
reach their places of work—or the spots 
where those work places had been—at their 
customary hours, they may not have whis­
tled Lilliburlero, but they were heroic in 
the true. Uncle Toby, English tradition. 

And that brings us within sight of the 
solution we are seeking, the reason for the 
spontaneous discovery in England and in 
the Soviet Union of close affinities in their 
respective national literatures. 

T h e same geographical discoveries which 
set in train the historical process which ef­
fected, temporarily, England's separation 
from Europe had a concomitant effect in 
Russia of the reverse order. As England 
forged ahead, economically, socially, and 
politically, Russia, as a result of the diver­
gence of world trade from land routes to 
the sea, suffered a setback, followed by dis­
integration and retrogression, economic and 
political. -•* 

As England drew away from Europe in 
the west, Russia was as effectively left be­
hind by Europe in the east. In each case a 
gap resulted, producing a sense of isolation; 
which, in turn, threw each nation back 
upon the cultivation of its own intellectual 
and moral resources. 

T h e result was inevitable. When in the 
fullness of time the gap in each case devel­
oped its own negation, and Britain and the 
Soviet Union found themselves allies in the 
newest phase of the Liberation W a r of 
Humanity, each was ripe for recognizing 
the parallelism of their respective histories, 
and of the literatures in which those his­
tories find expression. Looked at thus it is 
seen to be the most natura;l thing in the 
world that Moscow should discover, and 
rejoice in, sn English an English writer as 
Laurence Sterne, while London discovers, 
with equal delight, so Russian a Russian 
writer as Tolstoy. 

After all, just as there is a parallel be­
tween Lilliburlero and the Marseillaise, so 
there is between both and the Internation­
ale. And certainly no two nations were 
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ever better fitted by experience to under­
stand and to appreciate tlie desirability of a 
state of things in which "the full and free 

development of each is a condition for the 
full and free development of all." 

T . A. JACKSON. 
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A GARLAND OF STRAW, by Sylvia Townsend 
Warner, Viking. $2.30. 

\ BOOK like this can be a salutary shock 
"^^ to some young progressive writers. 
W e have been fighting a long time for the 
right to mirror the whole real world in 
our work—fighting the blind slugs who 
whimper that Ar t has no concern with 
Politics. T h a t battle is all but won today; 
it is practically impossible to find any men­
tally healthy writer ys'ho would seriously 
maintain that the enormous political strug­
gle of our time is taboo to artists. Nearly 
all authors have realized that their words 
must be bullets. But overenthusiasm in the 
fight to admit politics has led some artists 
and critics to forget that you cannot make 
a novel out of political theory alone. A 
creative contribution is necessary—the un­
derstanding of politics and economics in 
terms of their effect on individual human 
lives. Nor, indeed, is a writer's political 
knowledge complete and accurate until he 
can grasp how it works on real men and 
women. 

Forgetting this fact, some progressive -
writers fail to clothe the dry boneSjjOf po-

" litical generalization with living and breath­
ing flesh. Poems may try to be not only 
sonnets but Back-the-Attack editorials, 
plays may interrupt themselves to deliver 
lectures on economics. Human beings in­
terest such writers less for themselves than 
for their symbolical value—a guerrilla 
leader will stand for the Spirit of T h e E m ­
battled Farmers, a village schoolmaster will 
incarnate t h e Hesitant-but-Finally-Cou-
rageous Middle Class Intellectual. T h e re­
sult—to cite only one branch of literature 
—is a big black hole where there should 
be a vital Ameriqan anti-fascist theater. 
And then we wonder unhappily why every 
word is a bullet that misses. 

Along comes Sylvia Townsend Warner 
with a collection of brief, apparently slight 
short stories, and teaches us how to do our 
job. For in assuming that straight political 
analysis is the creative writer's best and 
only contribution to victory, many of us, 
writers and critics, have neglected our job. 
T h a t analysis, by itself, is not enough for 
us to give. I t must be made; and it can 
best be made in strictly expository forms 
of prose—the editorial on a specific subject, 
leading to specific action; the radio appeal, 
the journalist's report, the analytical essayf 
or such a masterpiece of its kind as Earl 
Browder's recent speech, which never once 
turned aside from its subject to introduce 
extraneous decoration or the irrelevance of 
a purely emotional appeal. But the great 
contribution of creative writing is its emo­

tional appeal. You cannot write something 
that is both poem and editorial, because it 
will be no good as either. T h a t is to say, 
you cannot make a good poem out of a 
specific political point that means something 
today and nothing tomorrow. Wha t you 
can and must do is to build your poem on 
the underlying political, emotional, human 
truth which inspires the specific actions of 
yesterday, today, and tomorrow. T h e n you 
will have a chance of making a permanent 
emotional impression on your reader, as 
creative art,must. 

' I ^HE distinction between expository and 
creative writing is not just a piece of 

pedantry. T h e two do not mix, not be­
cause there are rules against it, but because 
the mixture simply does not ignite. I t makes 
dull, preachy, and mechanical narrative, 
and it keeps readers away in droves. Hence 
only by showing political forces acting 
upon real individuals can the creative writer 
make his true contribution to victory. In 
poetry, we hatve lately seen Stephen Benet's 
unfinished but magnificent Western Star 
bring democracy to life—and not by 
speechifying about democracy, but by por­
traying, in beautiful and heartbreaking 
flashes, some of the men and women who 
made it and were forgotten. There is not 
a word about this war in Western Star; yet 
no one can read it without being strength­
ened for this war. And Sylvia Warner , 
with A Garland of Straw, shows that what 
can be done with the epic poem can be 
done with the perhaps less impressive form 
of the prose sketch. 

T r u e , these stories have been cut and 
trimmed to suit the slick-paper magazine's 
insistence on dainty miniatures. And that 
insistence has, in the last twenty years or 
so, seriously impoverished our short stories. 
Their characters have been reduced per­
force to dolls undergoing delicate moods, 
their action has stressed the insignificant. 
T h e great tales of Kipling and Conrad 
might easily go begging for a market to­
day—-too long. Some of the stories in A 
Garland of Straw have suffered from this 
compulsory briefness and lightness, espe­
cially when Miss Warner tries to make 
points so subtle that they just aren't there. 
For instance, there is a trifle about a highly 
insane Trotskyite and Jane Austen, which 
neither a lifelong devotion to Jane Austen 
nor a shuddering acquaintance with various 
Trotskyites ( I use Black Flag) has helped 
this reviewer to translate. But at her best, 
and an incisive, burning best it is. Miss 
Warner proves that two thousand words 
need not be inferior in human values to two 
hundred thousand. 
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