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! The life and opinions of Tristram Shandy, (self-titled) Gentleman is a long afternoon in a 

pub—stretching into evening perhaps/perhaps it only makes sense to talk and sit until the last 

call—he is, after all, a man on decent fortune and awful luck. The conversation , published in 1

1759, brings the reader (yes, every last ******* you of them) so close to Tristram Shandy as to 

taste the smoke from his pipe—his father’s pipe? His besieged uncle’s?—what a family tree to 

fall out of, hitting all the branches on the way down!—with the roots down in Rabelais and 

Joycean birds nests up in the leafy fingertips. What is a novel, anyway? What with the white 

wigs bobbing in argument, the Forty-Five calling for the head of the one to go bobbing down the 

cobblestones —just a seed, budding and blossoming and newly to the trimming. Laurence 2

Sterne is a deft gardener—able to snip without seeming to held the shears.—What’s in a novel, 

anyway? Leaves, cut and bound(,) by any other name, would sound as sweet. Sterne sips 

Mojitos in the shade and simultaneously thins the canopy. By virtue of his titular character and 

comic narrator (and narrator of uncommon characters and comic titillations) Sterne acquires the 

necessary distance to play with his words—pushing anecdotes around his plate like green peas.

—Didn’t your mother ever teach you that it’s rude to do so?—idle games with thoughtful food. 

Sterne has crafted an anti-narrative of uninhibited style—a unique evening at the theatre: 

enjoying a great performance from the comfort of centre stage.—“May he be satisfied with the 

honour of being called the freest writer of all times, in comparison with whom all others appear 

stiff, square toed, intolerant, and downright boorish!” (Nietzsche, Human 113).!

! “The continuous development of art”, from the toga’d Greeks on up to the Marxists, “is 

bound up with the Apollonian and Dionysian duality—just as procreation depends on the duality 

 “Writing, when properly managed, (as you may be sure mine is) is but a different name for 1

conversation” (Sterne 87)
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of the sexes” (Nietzsche, Birth 33). And in the development of the novel—what did Sterne 

procreate with in order to conceive Shandy? What does Shandy have to do with carrying that 

bundle of joy—the novel novel—to term?—From the first fingernails to the colours in the eyes? 

One would imagine quite a bit, theoretically, and almost nothing, practically—save for knocking 

over the printing plates while touring the press. And yet the novel has never been the same, 

never quite sobered up on the morning after Shandy’s drunken exploitation of narrative form—a 

story which “will roam backward and forward in time according to the associative principles of 

resemblance and contiguity rather than rigid temporality” (Drury).—Who has time for that? !

! The narrative arc of Sterne’s novel is not parabolic. Not the slow climb, sudden summit 

and long fall the world has come to accept as the form of a story.  No, what we have here, ladies 

and gentleman, is a literary revolution, or a revolt (at the very least) against that which has been 

accepted as proper form .—Where before has an author been so “self-consciousness about 3

narrative convention” (Drury) as he overturns them? Sterne writes—or Shandy says—or Shandy 

said that Sterne wrote—“There was so, and ’tis subject of the next chapter to set forth what that 

cause and crotchet was….we left my uncle Toby in the middle of his sentence” (Sterne 75).  

Instances of conversation and self-awareness between Shandy and the reader is a constant 

occurrence throughout the novel —evidence of the aforementioned proximity to Shandy, which 4

enables his fractured style . Sterne’s seeming incomprehensible structure, the speed with which 5

images and subtext flip past the windshield “disrupt narrative in order to promote a kind of 

reading very different from that of the novel” (Drury). !

 Nietzsche’s description of the Dionysian: “Now the slave is a free man; now all rigid, hostile 3

barriers that necessity, caprice, or impudent convention have fixed between man and man are 
broken” (Nietzsche, Birth 37)

 “I know that there…” (pg. 7), “I must first…” (pg. 96), “I have dropped…” (pg. 115), “——We’ll 4

not stop…” (pg. 329)

 On Sterne: “His squirrel-soul sprang with insatiable unrest from branch to branch” (Nietzsche, 5

Writer 113)



! When interrogated about his literary experimentation, with the hanging light smacked 

and sent swaying above his head, he simply responds with “All I know of that matter is,——

when I sat down my intent was to write a good book” (Sterne 153). But he has done more (or 

less) than that. He has written one of the first and finest volumes of existential inquiry—has 

become both Dionysus and Apollo, has looked through the Universal “I” and seen himself as we 

see him, the “one truly existent subject” (Nietzsche, Birth 55).!

! This concept of the universal “I” is an old Nieztschean theory grounded in his conception 

of the world as an aesthetic phenomenon —a concept which turns existence into a drama, or,—6

more appropriately-a tragedy, in which all the people are merely actors, yet they experience the 

play whilst playing their roles.—All the world is a stage, I suppose. These actors, through the 

production of art can transcend their little watchtowers of finite observance. They can be both 

object and subject, overcome the self. “This self is not the same as that of the waking, 

empirically real man, but the only truly existence and eternal self resting at the basis of 

things” (Nietzsche, Birth 50). The coupling of Dionysian and Apollonian artistic energy as a 

single, unified aesthetic method—how academic!/polite applause from the balcony—permits the 

artist to create with the identity of the universal “I”. !

! Dionysus and Apollo exist as the party and the requisite hangover of artistic energies. It 

is by these Gods—one of wine, one of headaches—that Sterne is able to overcome individuality 

and transcend to that “I” which speaks for all of existence, which is both objective and 

subjective. The conflict between the aesthetic theories of Dionysus and Apollo—seemingly 

irrevocable—is, ironically, resolved by art. !

! Dionysus, the God of wine and revelry, is identified by the festivals he inspired in Ancient 

Greek society. And what festivals! Not quite the quiet meeting of the minds, or lighting of the 

 “we have our highest dignity in our significance as works of art—for it is only as an aesthetic 6

phenomenon that existence and the world are eternally justified” (Nietzsche, Birth 52)



tree, no. Instead, “extravagant sexual licentiousness” (Nietzsche, Birth 39) and, presumably, the 

over consumption of grapes (of the Wasteland, I think, and not of Eden) before they turn sour. 

This “analogy of intoxication” (Nietzsche, Birth 36) is the most accurate empirical representation 

of Dionysus. Consider Woodstock in 1969 as the modern equivalent of these mass spectacles. 

And, in considering, consider lying in the mud on August 17: your head fed by hallucinogenics—

so a part of the crowd of 500000 revellers that you have become the “primal unity” (Nietzsche, 

Birth 49)—half a million puppets throwing their strings into Grace Slick’s hands, an experience 

of “complete self-forgetfulness” (Nietzsche, Birth 36). This is the constitution of Dionysus—a 

breakdown of “impudent  convention” (Nietzsche, Birth 37), an artistic abandonment of the self

—an embrace of the “subjective artist” (Nietzsche, Birth 48) on the grounds of aesthetic unity.!

! Tristram Shandy, as an embodiment of Dionysian artistic energy, is not, I think, a far cry 

from the truth. Indeed, Sterne seems to treat his pen as a pulpit—this simile, however, is not 

entirely fair,——as far as pulpits go it is refreshing (and contradictory) to hear him preach what 

he practices. This sermon, delivered to the congregation with all the spirit of poor Yorick—a 

“scattering [of] his wit an humour” (Sterne 24)—is Shandy pining away for a reader who 

understands him. He writes that “I would go fifty miles on foot, for I have not a horse worth riding 

on, to kiss the hand of that man whose generous heart will give up the reins of his imagination 

into his author’s hands,——be pleased he knows not why, and cares not wherefore” (Sterne 

145). Not only is this a representation of Sterne’s intent—to record and represent existence and 

the fracturing of it all, to show what it’s like to hop between a thousand plateaus —it is also his 7

call to the readers to take up the Dionysian along with him. “Often as much reader as 

author” (Nietzsche, Writer 113), Sterne implores us to abandon ourselves to his ever changing 

whim, the same self-forgetfulness which defined the consumption (and—naturally, the abuse of) 

Dionysian art. !

 A Thousand Plateaus, Capitalism And Schizophrenia, published by Gilles Deleuze in 1980.7



! The nature of a Dionysian festival is one of chaos and confusion, where impulse and 

schizophrenic thoughts are brought down from Mount Sinai carved into tablets. Confused chaos 

is inseparable from Shandy as a character, let alone a narrator. Conceived in confusion—an 

infernal question at the moment of his fathers…—culmination , with the apparent disinterest of a 8

parent in the act—Shandy is born to a life of being “right and wrong at the same 

moment” (Nietzsche, Writer 113). By extension here too is Sterne setting out the confused and 

chaotic nature of his own work; opening what is presented as autobiography with a subject’s 

discussion of the shortcomings of his own conception. !

! Despite the claim of many students who, exasperated with Shandy and his endless 

digressions, have tossed the novel aside to be buried beneath their laundry, or turned it into a 

coaster, or simply—with an air of reverence—placed it gingerly back upon the shelf never to 

opened again, there is an underlying method to Sterne’s seeming madness. The representation 

of the Apollonian in Tristram Shandy is exemplified as “his work operates outside the jurisdiction 

of the modern pendulum clock” (Drury) and yet shows “measured restraint” (Nietzsche, Birth 

35) —an Apollonian artistic force. !9

! Just as Dionysus can be conceived through the analogy of intoxication, Apollo can be 

understood through the analogy of dreams , an artistic theory which considers “nothing 10

unimportant or superfluous” (Nietzsche, Birth 34). Evidenced in the digressive  tendencies of 11

“Pray, my dear, quoth my mother, have you not forgot to wind up the clock?————Good G—! 8

cried my father, making an exclamation, but taking care to moderate his voice at the same time,
——Did ever woman, since the creation of the world, interrupt a man with such a silly question?” 
(Sterne 5)!

 Restrains himself strictly to “the train and succession of ideas” (Sterne 91)9

 “I wish I could write a chapter on sleep” (Sterne 230)10

“Tristram later explains that the "machinery" of his work has "two contrary motions" - !11

"progressive" and "digressive" - a principle that he says was suggested to him by the two 
movements of the earth in its diurnal rotation and annual orbit” (Drury)



Shandy as a narrator, Tristram sees fit to include even the minutest detail of each anecdote, 

chasing down his thoughts with all the speed of Obadiah fetching Doctor Slop’s bag of 

instruments. !

! The role of Apollo in the artistic duality in question/is to question the mad impulses of the 

Dionysian—as the objective artist Apollo is able to step back (slowly, as a man from a beast)—

from the immediacy of Dionysian satisfaction and make universally intelligible that ecstasy 

which can only be compared to that moment when one has consumed enough alcohol that they 

dread sobering. “We find it impossible to believe in any truly artistic production…if it is without 

objectivity, without pure contemplation” (Nietzsche, Birth 48). This objectivity, which turns art 

intelligible—like a roadmap for a Pollack painting, or whatever it is that he does with colour and 

brushes—is reflected in Yorick’s sermon as read by Trim, where Shandy lays out his purpose 

clearly, with none of the bells—and whistles, sparklers, banners, disclaimers, etc…—attached to 

most of his discussions.The mind, Sterne writes, “is conscious of the web she has wove;—

knows its texture and fineness” (Sterne 100). Shandy’s autobiography, composed not just of his 

life but also of his opinions, is the mind-web of it’s narrator; here, then (and hear, ye)—is the 

objectivity evident in the narrative. The Apollo who brings bottles of water and aspirin for the 

morning after so that the revellers can sit, and talk, and laugh, and half remember the antics of 

the moonlight of the night before.!

! Sterne, inhabiting both—and simultaneously—the Dionysian and Apollonian artistic 

realms reaches the experience of the universal “I”, and becomes (virtue of this aesthetic 

cocktail) both subject and object, culminating in “this mingled and divided state of 

mind” (Nietzsche, Birth 52). The beers finished, with the hangover in view, Shandy sits across 

the reader in a pub and laughs. He once wrote of the desire to “have taken a chair and gone 

softly, as you would to a dioptrical bee-hive, and look’d in,- - view’d the soul stark naked;- - - 



observed all her motions,—her machinations;—traced all her maggots” (Sterne 59). It seems 

that he has fulfilled that desire: crafting existentialism by fixing Momus’s glass in his own chest. !
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