An unhurried

passer-by

Essay writing appears to be a luxury activity, a relic of better times and practices of recreation and redemption through erudition.

Roma Sendyka

E

ssay writing is neither old, nor highly celebrated. It began some four centuries ago (with Montaigne’s Essais as the starting point), which lets us number it among the literary middle-aged, if not the literary youth. The essay was born almost at the same time as the modern novel (Montaigne’s writing saw the light of day in 1580, Cervantes’s Don Quixote was published in 1605); however, in the popularity contest it was overtaken by its slightly younger sister. Admittedly, there have been a few excellent essayists among the Nobel Prize laureates (Joseph Brodsky, Wole Soyinka, Octavio Paz, and, of course, Czesław Miłosz), but probably no one but Elias Canetti could be described as an essayist only, without adding any other literary professions to his biographical note. Thus it can be safely concluded that the essay, represented by both bad and brilliant, moving and meaningless examples, has functioned as – shall we say – an off genre. This can be seen as its weakness, but perhaps also as its strength. 

Cast outside modernity

Off means staying away from the beaten track, it denotes originality and a chance to perceive things from a yet unexhausted angle; at the same time, it is solitary exclusivism, escapism and lack of contact with the mainstream social reality. Regardless of their true or false value (but probably there is a grain of truth in them), some harmful stereotypes about essay writing were born and have gradually become established. Because it is a fact that in order to write Montaigne locked himself up in his castle near Bor​deaux, not predicting that this behaviour would form a timeless metaphor for the essayist’s work. Also, it is true that Walter Benjamin portrayed himself as a bookworm, a schlemihl avoiding the whirl of everyday life, and that the Japanese essayist Kenko really was an anchorite. On the other hand, it was the same Montaigne that, after the success of the first edition of his Essais, made no complaints while being entertained in Paris or travelling for two years in Switzerland, Germany and Italy, where he did not avoid salons, nor did he steer clear off romances with his besotted groupies (this may be a rumour), only to become the mayor of Bor​deaux later. In turn, Benjamin himself told us to venture among shop displays, into the bustle of a department store and the noise of a modern street. An Kenko, a Buddhist monk, has also many travels and service at the court in Kyoto in his resume. 

Lonely, maladjusted

No matter how strong would the line of defence be, it must be admitted that exclusivism (sometimes understood as elitism) of essay writing is the one among its qualities that seems to be the most clear-cut. How can it be reconciled with the declared democratism of our times? For the same reason it is difficult to reject the stereotype of the aristocratic origins of essay writing (again: Montaigne!). What is more – as American female critics used to write – the essay’s subject is undoubtedly “European, patriarchal and white,” which effectively removes him outside the circle of political correctness in the times of strong aspirations of postcolonial and feminist studies and literatures. 


Besides – to put it most succinctly – the stereotype of an essayist brings to mind the image of a man (chauvinism?) in a tweed jacket (an intellectual), sipping good wine (connoisseur!) in is own drawing-room (rich), or rather library (well-read), now resting after the years of political service (experienced) or other travels (again: those of the upper crust). If he ever leaves his refined hermitage at all, it will be, at best, as an unhurried passer-by, a flâneur – an entity out of the red book of species. 


Today there is no time for taking a walk. Today we live in a world that has sped up to the limit. A flâneur among pyknoleptics? And what new would he have to say about us that new technologies have not yet said? 

Mute

The essayist loses the right to speak also for another reason. The name “essay” derives from Latin exagium, meaning weighing. Thus, in principle, an essay is not a recipe nor a prescription: usually it seems chronically undecided – it does not state anything, but rather multiplies doubts. Today’s world, trapped in between radical Islam, nuclear weapons in Iran, the trauma of 9/11, the global economic crisis and global warming asks for instant alleviation of fears. Generating hesitation and doubts is like salt poured onto an open wound. Moreover, careful balancing of words, distrustful distance and control over emotions (the famous essayistic scepticism) do not suit the world in which talk shows and music videos dictate an expressive aesthetics of the hyperbole. The poetics of instant reaction and of quick shifts of frame, expressive declaration of one’s worldview, radical style of the street/newspaper language are a contemporary practice that has been successfully adapted by the theatre, critical art, (political) criticism, and even (cultural) studies and literature. The essay is the space of a pause, creative boredom, as its practitioners have liked to stress; criticism – yes, but radicalism it does not square with (although this may be debatable); nonetheless the essay can deal with talking about what is most frightening better than any other form of expression. Those who have read Susan Sontag’s writing on AIDS or W.G. Sebald’s on the Holocaust know what I mean. 


The peculiarity of essay writing, its association with knowledge and particular requirements is an effective deterrent for readers, it is also said that it curdles publishers’ blood when a text entitled “an essay” lands on their desks. But although it is hard to believe today – the essay’s beginnings were very different. 


Montaigne was originally published approximately every two years, in the official and pirate circulation, and people would read him unrestrainedly to such a degree that the Catholic Church, concerned about the detrimental influence of the writer’s freethinking exhibitionism on the congregation’s minds, put Essais in the Index Librorum Prohibitorum (List of Prohibited Books) in 1676. And even the canonisation of the writer’s niece in the 1940s did not help to remove the book from there. 


Essays have not been enjoying scholars’ favour, either. Rarely are they examined for their own sake, which, incidentally, is justified, because their poetics is extremely difficult, especially since it would be hard to get round the pitfall of paraphrasing essayistic maxims and liberate oneself from a given style imposing itself with the power of a narcotic.

Thus: one should not speak like an essay. What remains is mere commentary to more important (ah, the hierarchy! the canons!) texts of a given author. Which means either an introduction to the written (as Charles Lamb put it), or the unwritten (Bolesław Miciński’s case) texts or a kind of “afterword.” At any rate, it means a not particularly important addition, in other words: the leftovers from one’s work, which Robert Musil protested against in his The Man Without Qualities.
Unrecognisable

In 1910 Lukács said that the form of the essay had still not covered the road to independence, which its sister, literature, had traversed a long time ago; the road being the road of development from primitive, undifferentiated unity with science, morality and art. In 2010 the essay will most likely still suffer from primitive undifferentiation, which makes it (finally: light at the end of the tunnel!) worth the syncretic era in which it will now dwell. 


Although Jean François Lyotard’s famous thesis saying that essay writing was the paradigmatic phenomenon of postmodernity has as many supporters as opponents, nonetheless it would be difficult to ignore the numerous (beginning with Auerbach’s Mimesis) diagnoses stating that Essais was the first text showing the man of our times – uncertain, full of doubt, constantly pondering over his condition, unstable, disintegrated. 


Something in this form ensures its longevity, for the death of the essay has been announced frequently; it can even be said that the laying of the essay into the grave of the literary saints takes place all the time. It was bidden farewell towards the end of the 19th c., when the intimate essay, based on the model of a casual conversation by a café table, was dying away; then in the 1930s, when the sound of the approaching storm could already be heard, and the aestheticism and refinement of the essay did not correspond in any way with the military manoeuvres; and lately, in the 1980s, when – according to one critic’s diagnosis – the culture of “bourgeois liberalism and the humanistic subject” was disappearing forever.

Adaptive

The history of essay writing demonstrates this form’s truly fantastic malleability. In fact, it requires certain alertness on the reader’s part to discern it in its new incarnations – it infiltrates the pages of novels (Chwin, Kuryluk), reportage (Joanna Bator, Hanna Krall), the anthropologist’s academic study (Geertz, Clifford, Dariusz Czaja), the historian’s (Michał Komar) or the literature/culture theorist’s comments (shall we say, Barthes, Kristeva, Derrida, Foucault, Greenblatt, Latour, Janion, Markowski, Rymkiewicz or Bieńczyk). What is also required here is certain openness to the textual change.


In Poland we have a scanty essayistic tradition – the essay arrived here late, and, apart from a few isolated cases, it gathered its momentum only in the interwar years. It is familiar to us as a medium-length meditational- sapiential text characterised by sophisticated style and informal structure. In other languages, on the other hand, the spectrum of possibilities is much wider and contains forms that we would find hard to accept as essays – ranging from a short aphorism, a microscopic “epiphanic” note, to an energetic and ironic riposte or a multi-page super-entity (since for some people In Search of Lost Time is an essay, as is Benjamin’s The Passagenwerk or Arcades Project, or Pessoa’s The Book of Disquietude, but also The Magic Mountain, and especially The Man Without Qualities). Thus there is no need to be offended when some incarnation consecrated by tradition vanishes: the essay is not dead, it has probably just moved somewhere else.


In 1978, the American artist Jenny Holzer, commenced another of her actions in public space: on a surface the size of a regular billboard placed between advertisements and posters, she pasted squares in strong colours, thus forming a chessboard intercepting the gaze of the passers-by. Every square bore an inscription: a short meditative fragment, seemingly artistic and “essayistic”; it would not take long before one of them electrified the metropolitan-and-democratic consumer with its incompatibility. The posters were ripped, torn off, crossed out. No wonder: the inscriptions were a collage of quotes from Lenin, Hitler, Mao, Trocki, and the anarchist Emma Goldman, as well as from other religious and political fanatics and ordinary “folk superstition.” This is far from our conception of the essay? – undoubtedly, but it is equally distant from the American model for this genre, which locates itself somewhere between Emerson, the classic, a school thesis, and strongly involved Susan Sontag. The title of Holzer’s work was Inflammatory Essays – which can be read as “an attempt at instigation.” 

Living

The above example has served the purpose of demonstrating the vitality of the essay’s tissue – which, as it turns out, colonises new media and new artistic languages. What also testifies to the latter is the popularity of the photographic essay, recognisable in such works as e.g. Walker Evans’s iconic documentation of the Great Depression in the USA. Another good example of such an essay has actually been right at our fingertips since Wojciech Wilczyk published his work Niewinne oko nie istnieje (An innocent eye does not exist)…


Thus a living essay is not necessarily where Stempowski, Herbert, Tischner and Barbara Skarga had left it; it appears in unexpected places and it is with curiosity that I am waiting to see where those born in the 1980s are going to grow it. They will definitely do something with it, because essays will function as long as writers continue to be tormented by the Unsolvable, the Untouchable, the Ineffable, the Unreachable. At least this was Lyotard’s recent diagnosis; he said that the essay looked for new representations not in order to delight in them, but to better sense the existence of the unrepresentable. And although there are those who would defend the delectare function of the essay (Virginia Woolf, Roland Barthes), the ability to document an event that is the desire to understand, the longing and desire for meaning (even, or perhaps especially, if it is unreachable and unrepresentable) give the essay a quite good prognosis.

Translated by Ewa Kowal
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