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Laurence Sterne (1713 - 1768) is the author of Tristram Shandy (1759) and A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy (1767).  If the measure of a man is the company he keeps, Laurence Sterne would rank high. He had his portrait painted by Joshua Reynolds twice. He successfully engaged William Hogarth to paint a picture from which an engraving was made that illustrated the second volume of Tristram Shandy. He brought copies of Chaucer, Locke and Pope to Paris for his friend Diderot. He dined with the Marquis de Sade. While visiting Montpellier in the South of France, he knew Tobias Smollett and, although their wives were friends, it is doubtful that the two men were close. Smollett is parodied in Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey as a character called Smelfungus. There is evidence Sterne and David Hume quarreled at a dinner party, though both profess mutual admiration. Five years after Sterne's death, Hume wrote  of Tristram Shandy, “it is the best Book that has been  writ by any Englishman these 30 Years… bad as it is.”

Those who contemporaneously attacked his work were also famous, notably Horace Walpole, Oliver Goldsmith and Samuel Johnson. And Byron attacked him personally. It is not known whether Stern actually met Samuel Johnson, but Johnson certainly read his works and labelled Tristram Shandy “odd.” James Boswell described Sterne as “the best companion I ever knew.”
But Sterne had not always had digs in Bond Street, where he co-mingled with the literati. His father, Roger Sterne, was the second surviving son of a third son. And given primogeniture, that was a formula for no money in spite of a good pedigree. He came from a long line of minor gentry, distinguished in the church and medicine. His great-grandfather, Richard Sterne, was an archbishop in the 1680s. Of Richard Sterne’s 13 children, three sons survived, the youngest of whom was the novelist’s grandfather, Simon.
Although Simon married well, his son Roger did not do so well, marrying a widow who was the daughter of a military provisioner.  In addition, Roger enlisted in the military in 1708 without a commission and was rarely successful in garnering promotions until months before his death in Jamaica from malaria in 1731. After a decade of service he was still a lowly ensign.
Laurence, the Sternes’ second child and first son, was born on November 24, 1713 in Tipperary, the day his father's regiment was put on leave with a 50% pay cut. Six months later, Roger moved his family to Yorkshire.
Roger did inherit some land in 1717 but that was quickly mortgaged and sold. Military duties kept Laurence’s father from being with the family much of the time and kept the family on the move. These childhood journeys were frequent, lengthy, arduous, and sometimes dangerous. The family lived on the Isle of Wight, in York, in Bristol, in Ireland -- they never lived in any one place for more than a year, usually experiencing financial insecurity and often dependent on relatives. Compounding that, the deaths of four of Laurence's siblings were an additional burden of his first nine years.  Only he and his younger sister Charlotte survived. 
At the age of 10, Laurence was left in the care of Roger's elder brother, Richard, and he never saw his father again or lived with his mother again. The brothers agreed that Laurence would repay Richard for his education and upkeep as soon as he could. Richard had made the agreement only out of a sense of duty rather than affection for either Roger or Laurence. Roger's other brother, Jaques, similarly failed to take an interest in his nephew Laurence’s unfortunate financial straits, although he provided minor financial help to Laurence and his wife in later years. It had not been Laurence’s uncle Richard’s plan to educate him beyond age 18, but when Richard died in 1732, his son Richard, Laurence’s cousin, gave Sterne a financial supplement to the scholarship Sterne had won; the scholarship was one of six established decades earlier for poor boys by their great-grandfather. Sterne was always grateful for his cousin’s generosity, as his life would have been entirely different and very bleak had he not secured a degree.
Sterne arrived in Cambridge in 1733 at age 20, and although the university was in decline, with generally poor academic standards and a shrinking student body, Sterne read widely, with particular interest in Shakespeare, Cervantes, Swift, Pope, Locke, Rabelais, and Montaigne. At Cambridge, he experienced something he later described as having broken “a vessel in my lung,” indicating that his lifelong battle with tuberculosis probably started then. He was awarded a degree in 1737, and he returned to earn a Master of Arts in 1740. 
The careers open to an educated gentlemen in pursuit of an income were limited to law, medicine, commerce, the church or the military. His father's experience in the military probably deterred him from that choice, and he could not afford to train for a career in law or medicine, nor did he have the capital to launch a successful commercial career. That left joining the church, which at the time did not necessarily demand a passion for religion, which Sterne never evidenced. Luckily, his uncle Jaques, a clergyman, was able to assist him in securing a position in a small village in 1738. For the next 20 years, preaching was Sterne’s livelihood; he persisted in trying to be transferred to larger and more lucrative posts, with some success but not great success.
His writing during this time was confined to sermons and to political essays at the behest of his uncle Jaques to whom he was somewhat beholden. However, he distinctly disliked being pushed into politics, although he appeared to be interested in legal argument, and he abandoned writing polemics once he felt it was not enhancing his career or his relationship with his uncle.
In 1739 and 1740, Sterne met and courted Elizabeth Lumley, a young woman whose background paralleled his. That is, her parents, though gentry, had not been financially successful. They both had died when she was 14. Elizabeth was suffering from consumption and thought that she would not live long, but promised what money she had to Laurence. Laurence wrote her sentimental letters and eventually won her over although she evidently had reservations – not just because of their health and their meager financial resources, but also concerning Laurence's moral character. Evidently he had been writing sentimental letters to others at the same time he was courting her.
The warmth and romance of the marriage faded quite fast. Their life in the country was likely much duller than either was accustomed to, their excess spending led to continual financial problems, they quarreled, and Laurence began an unending series of infidelities that exacerbated their fragile relationship. Sterne would travel to York with a sworn-to-secrecy manservant, who after Sterne's death said that Sterne was always going after the female servants. 
In 1745, Elizabeth gave birth to a daughter named Lydia who died within a day. Two years later, a second daughter was born; she was also named Lydia, and Sterne was devoted to her the rest of his life.
Their financial problems kept them from offering anything but miserly assistance to Laurence's mother and sister, and there were many stories subsequently about Laurence’s mother dying in the poorhouse. That was not entirely true: although she had been in debtors’ prison in 1751, Laurence, though struggling to support his wife and daughter, did provide some money for the mother he felt had abandoned him until she died in 1759.
By 1759, the Sternes’ marriage was very rocky, and Elizabeth had a mental breakdown which may have been instigated by her discovering Laurence in bed with one of the servants. In any case, she was hospitalized that year, and it has been widely reported that she thought she was the Queen of Bohemia. She was certainly unhappy, as was Laurence, who wrote in a letter in December 1760, “I don't know what's the matter with me but I'm more sick and tired of my wife than ever – and possessed by the devil urging me to town… A lecherous devil who won't leave me alone, for since I'm no longer sleeping with my wife, I’m more lustful than I can bear – and so more fully in love – and foolish.” Nevertheless, contemporaneous accounts do not hold Sterne responsible for his wife's illness, and Sterne was not the only preacher to have committed adultery.
Sterne claimed that he had no sex after 1750, and impotence is a theme in his work. Certainly during the 1740s he had been actively unfaithful, and throughout his life he had obsessive relationships well documented in his correspondence with several intimate female friends. This eventually led to his wife's taking their daughter to live in France and their spending the last five years of his life largely apart. Lydia lived with her mother after her parents separated but was a very important part of Laurence's life. 
That said, Laurence and Elizabeth were never actually alienated, never moved toward divorce and continued to see one another periodically, traveling together in France, visiting one another when living apart and corresponding frequently. Laurence's plan to marry Elizabeth Draper – a married woman he courted through passionate letters for a couple of years – always depended on Elizabeth's death. 
From the start, Sterne took his role as a preacher seriously, writing good sermons and generously helping his parishioners. Two particular examples of his moral engagement stand out: he worked hard on behalf of an impecunious unmarried mother, arguing that such women should be supported by society and not forced into marriage. He paid her court fees, acting both conscientiously and compassionately. The other instance involved Ignatius Sancho, who had been born on a slave ship, was butler to a duke, was the subject of a Gainsborough painting, and was eventually a shop owner popular with polite London society. Sancho approached Sterne, whose subsequent correspondence shows his willingness to take a public stand against slavery, not a fashionable position in the 1760s although slavery was essentially abolished in England in 1807. 
Publication of Tristram Shandy  in 1759 changed everything, principally because the tremendous popularity of the book solved Sterne's money problems. Sterne always had a strong interest in being commercially successful, and actively sought a publisher who would promote his work. “I write to be fed,” he wrote, and “…You have only to make a choice of proper sponcers.” 
 After the successful publication of the first two volumes of Tristram Shandy, Sterne, keenly commercial, solicited subscribers in advance of publication for all his subsequent works. Later volumes of Tristram Shandy did not sell as well as the earlier ones had, and a continuation of his lifelong pattern of poor money management led to continuing financial issues, but by and large success had made Laurence a wealthy and influential man, positions he relished.
After the initial success of Tristram Shandy, some of Sterne’s sermons were published; many appeared to be written for publication rather than for delivery. Some contemporaries described them as more moral essays than sermons, and financial success was definitely the author's intent.
Sterne, who had always been a social creature as well as an insecure one, derived great delight from moving for months on end to London and spending time with the intellectual elite of the day. He thrived on the attention (both positive and negative) that his work received. The principal controversy was that he, a man of the cloth, had published such a bawdy book. He noted that other clerics -- Swift and Rabelais, for example-- had done the same. And he continued to write and publish in both genres.
What do we know about Sterne the man, other than that he was humorous and sentimental? 
He played the bass viol and the viola da gamba and was fond of Vivaldi and Scarlatti. One of his friends wrote he “kept a full-spread board, and wore down the steps of his cellar. His open heart filled his dining room with choice company.” Another friend noted that he was engaged in those activities that were the hallmark of genteel fashion: shooting, gardening, painting, music, reading – but none were subjects of lasting interest, but rather short-lived passions or sequential enthusiasms, rather like the women in his life. 
A moralist? Or a debaucher? Or both?
In summary: terrible childhood, awful adolescence, crumby career, firm friends,  frustrating finances, miserable marriage, lousy love affairs, innumerable infidelities, infamous infatuations, horrible health,  mixed reviews of his masterpiece, a devoted daughter and a delightful decade following the commercial success of Tristram Shandy. Sterne died, presumably of tuberculosis, in 1768 at age 55.
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