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The publication of Laurence Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey Through France and ltalyin 1768 marked a
seminal shift in the landscape of the English novel. Positioned as a reaction against the didacticism and rigid
structures of 18th-century literature, the work introduced a prototype for the subjective, emotive travelogue. This
technical analysis explores the intricate mechanics of Sterne's narrative style, the structural evolution of the 'Oxford
World's Classics' editions, and the critical framework of 'sentimentalism' as both a literary movement and a
philosophical inquiry.

The Theoretical Framework of 18th-Century Sentimentalism

To understand A Sentimental Journey, one must first deconstruct the core concept of Sentimentalism. In the
mid-1700s, 'sentiment' was not merely an emotional state but a complex psychological and physiological
mechanism. Influenced by the philosophy of John Locke and David Hume, sentimentalism posited that morality was
derived from the 'senses' and our capacity for sympathy. Sterne’s protagonist, Mr. Yorick, serves as a vessel for
this theory, navigating the world not to document monuments or politics, but to measure the 'vibrations' of his own
heart in response to human encounters.

Key Mechanisms of Sternean Sentiment

¢ The Sympathetic Reflex: The belief that witnessing the distress or joy of another triggers an immediate
physiological response (the 'pulse’) in the observer.

e Subversion of the Grand Tour: Conventional travelogues of the era, such as those by Tobias Smollett, focused
on objective facts. Sterne pivots to the subjective internal state, prioritizing a conversation with a lady over the
dimensions of a cathedral.

e Mischievous Eroticism: Sterne frequently blends high moral sentiment with double entendres and subtle
sexual tension, a technique known as 'the Sternean dash' between purity and prurience.

Technical Analysis: Structure and Narrative Architecture

Sterne’s narrative architecture is characterized by non-linear progression and fragmentary construction. Unlike
the traditional picaresque novel, where events follow a causal chain, *A Sentimental Journey* operates on a
principle of association. A single object (a snuff-box) or a physical gesture (a hand-shake) initiates a cascade of
reflections that supersede the physical journey.

The Role of the Narrator (Yorick)

Mr. Yorick, a character previously introduced in Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, represents the 'man of feeling.' However,
technical analysis reveals Yorick as a self-aware construct. He is simultaneously a sincere seeker of connection

and a parody of the overly sensitive traveler. This duality is maintained through a complex first-person narrative
voicethat frequently breaks the fourth wall to address the reader, challenging the reader's own sentimental
capacities.

Comparative Evaluation: Sterne vs. Smollett

The technical impetus for A Sentimental Journey was partly a rebuttal to Tobias Smollett’s Travels through France



and Italy(1766). Sterne famously parodies Smollett as 'Smelfungus,’ a traveler who views everything through a
lens of cynicism and physical discomfort. The following table highlights the structural and thematic divergence
between these two approaches.



Feature

Primary Objective

Narrative Focus

Tone

Thematic Core

Sterne’s 'Sentimental' Approach

Emotional and moral refinement.

Internal psychology and human
interaction.

Playful, erotic, and subjective.

Universal brotherhood and sympathy.

Smollett’s 'Objective’ Approach

Documentation of facts and
grievances.

Architecture, politics, and logistics.

Cynical, pedantic, and authoritative.

Cultural critique and national

superiority.

Structure Fragmentary and episodic. Linear and chronological.

The Oxford World’s Classics Edition: Critical Apparatus

The Oxford World’s Classics edition, particularly those edited by lan Jack and Tim Parnell, provides a technical
framework that extends beyond the primary text. This edition is characterized by its inclusion of Sterne’s 'Other
Writings," which are essential for a holistic understanding of his development as a writer.

Technical Breakdown of 'Other Writings'

1. A Political Romance: Sterne’s first published work (1759). It serves as a technical case study in ecclesiastical
satire. Based on a dispute within the York Minster, the work uses a 'watch-coat' as an allegory for church positions.
Its suppression by the church authorities catalyzed Sterne’s shift toward the more abstract humor found in his
novels.

2. The Journal to Eliza: A series of letters written to Eliza Draper. This text provides a raw, almost clinical look
at the pathology of sentimentalism. Where *A Sentimental Journey* uses sentiment for humor, the *Journal*
reveals the dark, obsessive side of ‘feeling.’

3. The Sermons of Mr. Yorick: These provide the theological backbone for Sterne’s fiction. They demonstrate
how Sterne integrated the Anglican latitudinarian tradition (which emphasized reason and benevolence) into his
narrative personas.

Procedural Implementation: How to Analyze Sterne’s Narrative Dash

One of the most distinct technical features of Sterne’s writing is his use of punctuation, specifically the long dash
(—). For the technical writer or literary analyst, interpreting these dashes is crucial. They serve several functional
purposes:

The Taxonomy of the Sternean Dash

¢ The Elliptical Dash: Used to signal a transition between thoughts that the reader must bridge using their own
imagination.

* The Erotic Dash: Acting as a placeholder for actions or words that would be censored by 18th-century
standards, allowing the 'mischievous eroticism' to remain implicit.

¢ The Rhythmic Dash: Creating a staccato pace that mimics the irregular heartbeat of a person in a state of
high emotion.

Case Study: The 'Pulse-Feeling' Scene

In one of the most analyzed chapters, Yorick feels the pulse of a French grisset. Technically, the scene is structured



as a medical examination, but the language used is highly suggestive. The narrative tension is sustained by the
interruption of the 'dash,’ forcing the reader to negotiate the boundary between a scientific observation and a
romantic encounter. This is a primary example of Sterne’s subversion of professional discourse(medical/
scientific) for the purpose of sentimental play.

Comparative Matrix of Critical Editions

When studying Sterne in a professional or academic capacity, the choice of edition significantly impacts the
analytical outcome. The Oxford World's Classics edition is often compared with the Penguin Classics and
Norton Critical Editions.



Edition Type Target Audience Key Features Technical Depth

Oxford World’s Classics Scholars & Students Includes 'Other Writings'; High (Focus on textual
comprehensive history).
explanatory notes by Tim
Parnell.

Penguin Classics General Readers Introductory essays Medium (Focus on
focusing on cultural readability).

context; standard text.

Norton Critical Edition Advanced Researchers Extensive collection of Maximum (Focus on
contemporary reviews and historiography).
modern criticism.

Operational Challenges in Sternean Satire

Analyzing Sterne presents unique challenges due to the specificity of 18th-century satire. For instance, in A
Political Romance, the technical references to the 'Good Warm Watch-Coat' refer to specific legal and political
maneuvers within the Diocese of York. Without the annotations provided in the Oxford edition, the modern reader
risks missing the failure modes of the satire—where the humor is so localized that it loses its universal
applicability.

Troubleshooting Obsolete Satire

* Contextual Mapping: Use the Oxford 'Notes on the Text' to identify historical figures hidden behind Sterne’s
pseudonyms (e.g., Archbishop John Gilbert).

¢ Allegorical Decoding: Recognize that physical objects in Sterne’s world (coats, snuff-boxes, starlings) are
often symbolic placeholders for complex social or psychological states.

e Sentiment as a Mask: Be aware that Sterne often uses 'excessive sentiment' as a technical mask to mock the
very characters he seems to be praising.

Synthesis of Broader Implications

The enduring relevance of A Sentimental Journeylies in its anticipation of modern psychological realism. By
shifting the focus of the travelogue from the 'destination’ to the 'observer," Sterne laid the groundwork for the stream-
of-consciousness techniques utilized by 20th-century novelists like James Joyce and Virginia Woolf. The technical
achievement of the work is its ability to remain 'sentimental’ while simultaneously subjecting that very sentimentality
to rigorous, often hilarious, scrutiny.

The integration of A Political Romance and The Journal to Elizain modern critical editions ensures that the reader
understands Sterne not just as a humorist, but as a complex technical writer who navigated the tensions between
church politics, private obsession, and public literary innovation. His work remains a testament to the idea that
feeling is nothing without love, and love is diminished without the humorous, sometimes erotic, complexity of the
human experience. As the Oxford edition demonstrates, the 'Journey' is never truly over, as each generation of
readers finds new technical nuances in Yorick’s travels through the landscapes of the heart and the mind.
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