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“The Wonder and the Universality of ‘I AM BORN’”
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5|1 Frank Kermode

The End is a fact of life and a fact of the imagination, working out from the middle, the human crisis.

As the theologians say, we ‘live from the End,” even if the world should be endless. We need ends and
kairoi and the pleroma, even now when the history of the world has so terribly and untidily expanded
its endless successiveness. ... In the middest, we look for a fullness of time, for beginning, middle and

end in concord. (58)

51| 2 Walter Benjamin
Death is the sanction for everything that the storyteller can tell. He has borrowed his authority from
death. In other words, his stories refer back to natural history. (151)
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3. Samuel Richardson, Clarissa, or the History of a Young Lady (1748)
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4. Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (1759-67)
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5| 4 Tristram Shandy, Vol. 1, Chapter 1
Pray, my dear, quoth my mother, have you not forgot to wind up the clock? — Good G—! 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? Pray, what was

your father saying? — Nothing. (6, original italics)
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5|/ 5 Tristram Shandy, Vol. 1, Chapter XV

But I was begot and born to misfortunes;—for my poor mother, whether it was wind or water—or a
compound of both,—or neither;—or whether it was simply the mere swell of imagination and fancy in
her;—or how far a strong wish and desire to have it so, might mislead her judgment;—in short, whether
she was deceived or deceiving in this matter, it no way becomes me to decide. The fact was this, That in
the latter end of September, 1717, which was the year before I was born, my mother having carried my
father up to town much against the grain,—he peremptorily insisted upon the clause;—so that I was

doom'd, by marriage-articles, to have my nose squeez'd as flat to my face, as if the destinies had actually

spun me without one. (38, my underline, original italics)
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5|/ 6 The Oxford Concise Companion to English Literature (Margaret Drabble Ed.)
In spite of the title, the book gives us very little of the life, and nothing of the opinions, of the nominal

hero, who gets born only in vol. iv, and breeched in vol. vi, and then disappears from the story. (Qtd. in

Ricks, xii, my underline)

5| 7 The Oxford Illustrated History of English Literature (Pat Rogers Ed.)

The title ‘Life and Opinions’ is ironic, since much of the story pre-dates Tristram’s birth. Sterne
digresses freely backwards and forwards in time as the topics of discourse (mostly related to his
characters’ respective hobby-horses) drag it, always avoiding what would normally be central and

highlighting incongruous peripheral detail. Tristram is conceived while the readers’ attention is diverted,

just as surely as his father’s is by his mother’s query about winding the clock. The birth itself happens

in volume three while all eyes are elsewhere, the novelist busy writing a long-deferred ‘author’s preface’

and his principal characters asleep: even when they wake, semantic confusion about other matters keeps

the birth long unannounced. (261, my underline)

5| 8 The Oxford Companion to English Literature (Margaret Drabble Ed.)
A sketch of the ‘story’ may be attempted but cannot be very helpful. In Volume I Tristram is noted as
arriving in the ‘scurvy and disastrous world,” and with much learned digression and other distraction his

family and friends are introduced and described. Volume II concentrates chiefly on the past military
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experiences of Toby and Corporal Trim, and their present enthusiasms, and on a lengthy discussion of a

controversial sermon read aloud by Trim. Tristram’s birth is now fully described in Volume III, but only

after many diversions and asides, including the mighty curse of Ernulphus of Rochester --- at which time
the author finds occasion to produce his overdue Preface. Volume IV contains Walter’s exposition to his
bewildered brother Toby of Slawkenbergius’s Latin treatise on noses (for which the Shandys are famous)
and an account of the misnaming of the infant ‘Tristram’ instead of ‘Trismegistus’. Volume V covers the

death of Tristram’s brother Bobby and Walter’s response... (999, my underline)
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519 Tristram Shandy, Vol. 111, Chap. XXVII
--- This unfortunate draw-bridge of yours, quoth my father --- God bless your honour, cried Trim, ’tis a
bridge for master’s nose. --- In bringing him into the world with his vile instruments, he has crush’d his
nose, Susannah says, as flat as a pancake to his face, and he is making a false bridge with a piece of

cotton and a thin piece of whalebone out of Susannah’s stays, to raise it up. (193, original italics)
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5/ 1 O Tristram Shandy, Vol. V, Chapter XVI
The first thing which entered my father’s head, after affairs were a little settled in the family and

Susannah had got possession of my mother’s green sattin night-gown, --- was to sit down colly, after the

example of Xenophon, and write a TRISTRA-paedia, or system of education for me. (336, my underline,

original italics)

This is the best account I am determined to give of the slow progress my father made in his Tristra-
paedia; at which (as I said) he was three years and something more, indefatigably at work, and at last,

had scarce compleated[sic.], by his own reckoning, one half of his undertaking: the misfortune was, that
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I was all that time totally neglected and abandoned to my mother; and what was almost as bad, by the
very delay, the first part of the work, upon which my father had spent most of his pains, was rendered

entirely useless, --- every day a page or two became of no consequence. --- (338, my underline, original

italics)

5/fH1 1 Christopher Ricks
The novel may have been for Sterne and his contemporaries an excitingly new form, but Sterne manages
to bring home to the reader what novel could not do as well as what it could. (xix, original italics)
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[X] 1 William Hogarth, “Cunicularii or the Wise Men of Godliman in Consultation” (1726)
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5. Charles Dickens, David Copperfield (1849-50)

511 2 David Copperfield, CHAPTER 2.1 OBSERVE

The first objects that assume a distinct presence before me, as I look far back, into the blank of my
infancy, are my mother with her pretty hair and youthful shape, and Peggotty with no shape at all, and
eyes so dark that they seemed to darken their whole neighbourhood in her face, and cheeks and arms so

hard and red that I wondered the birds didn’t peck her in preference to apples. (11)
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5/ 1 3 David Copperfield, CHAPTER 1.1 AM BORN

Whether I shall turn out to be the hero of my own life, or whether that station will be held by anybody
else, these pages must show. To begin my life with the beginning of my life, I record that [ was born (as
I have been informed and believe) on a Friday, at twelve o’clock at night. It was remarked that the clock

began to strike, and I began to cry, simultaneously. (1)

5114 A.D.Nuttall

Every death is a natural termination. Births really are natural beginnings. --- The foundation of a new
university is, very clearly, an ideological act which is translated into natural fact. In 1936, there was no
University of Sussex. In 1966, there was one. The precise moment of its inception between those dates
may be indistinct, confused and muffled by pre-echoes and corroborative ceremonies, but we are forced

to say, nevertheless, that it had begun to exist. (22)

515 A.D.Nuttall

Even when we wish to register an appropriation of nature by art, we much notice the temporarily separate
identity which is ineluctably appropriated. This feature of binary negotiation continued, into the classic
period of the novel. The first three words of David Copperfield, the chapter heading, ‘I Am Born’,
exhibits this with extraordinary grace and economy. --- Dickens is, to be sure, too intelligent to proceed
without negotiation. It will be said by the Formalist that the wit here confesses what the narrative mode

mendaciously denies, that all is art. (27-28)
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