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         ‘Dillon’s brilliantly roaming, roving set of essays on essays is a recursive treasure, winkling out charm, sadness and strangeness; stimulating, rapturous and provocative in its own right.’

         — Olivia Laing, author of The Lonely City

         
             

         

         ‘Brian Dillon has written a moving and vulnerable love letter to the essay as a genre – a region wherein fragmentation provides secret consolation. Depression and essayism, he brilliantly demonstrates, are twins. His own language has never been so sharp, suggestive, coiled – deliciously given over to idiosyncrasy. Interpretive treats abound: Dillon’s appreciations of Hardwick, Barthes, Sebald, and other fellow travellers are beautiful acts of critical generosity and acumen. All these wonders occur within a shattering account of literature’s power not to alleviate gloom but to justify (by illuminating) the fits and starts of consciousness.’

         — Wayne Koestenbaum, author of Humiliation

         
             

         

         ‘This book may hover (inter alia) around Montaigne’s famous tumble from his horse; only, in Dillon’s hands, it’s the essay itself that’s tumbling, crashing through the strata of its history, all its previous landscapes (those of Woolf, Hardwick, Blanchot, Cioran…) fragmenting and spinning in delirious recombinations.’

         — Tom McCarthy, author of Satin Island

         
             

         

         ‘Brian Dillon’s gymnastic brain here embodies the long shadows and descriptive delicacies of many essayist masters: it is a searing and addictive voice, ambitious to probe all corners of this condition called writing.’

         — Helen Marten, winner of 2016 Turner Prize
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            ‘Not only is it necessary to prove the crystal but the crystal must prove permanent by fracture.’

            — William Carlos Williams, ‘An Essay on Virginia’ (1925)

            
                

            

            ‘Let us talk about it as though it existed.’

            — Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text (1973)

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         ¶ On essays and essayists. On the death of a moth, humiliation, the Hoover dam and how to write; an inventory of objects on the author’s desk, and an account of wearing spectacles, which he does not; what another learned about himself the day he fell unconscious from his horse; of noses, of cannibals, of method; diverse meanings of the word ‘lumber’; many vignettes, published over decades, in which the writer, or her elegant stand-in, described her condition of dislocation in the city, and did it so blithely that no one guessed it was all true; a dissertation on roast pig; a heap of language; a tour of the monuments; a magazine article that in tone and structure so nearly resembles its object, or conceals it, that flummoxed readers depart in droves; a sentence you could whisper in the ear of a dying man; an essay upon essays; on the author’s brief and oblique friendship with the great jazz singer; a treatise on melancholy, also on everything else; a species of drift or dissolve, at the levels of logic and language, that time and again requires the reader to page back in wonder – how did we get from there to here? – before the writer’s skill (or perhaps his inattention); a sermon on death, preached in the poet’s final days on earth, before a picture of his own shrouded person; the metaphoric power of same: the womb a grave, the grave a whirlpool, Death’s hand stretched to save us; a long read; a short history of decay; a diary’s prompt towards self-improvement: ‘To sew on my buttons (and button my lip)’; on a dancer arrayed like an insect or a ray of light; love, alphabetized; life, alphabetized; every second of a silent clown’s appearance on screen, dissected: ‘We commit a cruelty against existence if we do not interpret it to death’; on the cows outside the window: their movement and mass, their possible emotions; what happened next will amaze you; upon a time a dutiful thing, set and judged by teachers, proof because proof needed – of what? Compliance, competence and comprehension, proper meanness of ambition; but later, discovered in the library and under the bedclothes: sparks or scintillations, stabs at bewilderment, some effort or energy flung at the void; and style too, scurrilous entertainments, a writing that’s all surface, torsion and poise, something so artful it can hardly be told from disarray; an art among others of the sidelong glance, obliquities and digressions; an addiction to arduous learning; a study of punctuation marks, their meaning and morality; seven Dada manifestos, forty-one false starts, the writer’s technique in thirteen theses; an account of what passed through the author’s mind in the seconds before a stagecoach crash, somewhere on the road between Manchester and Glasgow, ‘in the second or third summer after Waterloo’. The writing of the disaster. Confessions, cool memories, a collection of sand. Curiosities. The philosophy of furniture. An account of the late eclipse. What was it like to fly high above the capital, through silver mist and hail, when flying was yet new? The answer: ‘Innumerable arrows shot at us, down the august avenue of our approach.’

         Imagine a type of writing so hard to define its very name should be something like: an effort, an attempt, a trial. Surmise or hazard, followed likely by failure. Imagine what it might rescue from disaster and achieve at the levels of form, style, texture and therefore (though some might cavil at ‘therefore’) at the level of thought. Not to mention feeling. Picture if you can its profile on the page: from a solid spate of argument or narrative to isolated promontories of text, these composing in their sum the archipelago of a work, or a body of work. The page an estuary, dotted at intervals with typographical buoys or markers. And all the currents or sediments in between: sermons, dialogues, lists and surveys, small eddies of print or whole books construed as single essays. A shoal or school made of these. Listen for the possible cadences this thing might create: orotund and authoritative; ardent and fizzing; slow and exacting to the point of pain or pleasure; halting, vulnerable, tentative; brutal and peremptory; a shuffling or amalgam of all such actions or qualities. An uncharted tract or plain. And yet certain ancient routes allow us to pilot our way through to the source, then out again, adventuring.

         I dream of essays and essayists: real and unreal authors, achieved and impossible examples of a genre (it’s not the word, not at all) that would – what, exactly? Perform a combination of exactitude and evasion that seems to me to define what writing ought to be. A form that would instruct, seduce and mystify in equal measure. (Michael Hamburger: ‘but the essay is not a form, has no form; it is a game that creates its own rules.’) Does that sound like what one might want from art or literature in general, not from essays only? Perhaps one category stands for everything, defines what I want from all art forms. The boundaries of this thing, this entity or inclination I admire – these I’ll have to determine later. For now it’s enough, I hope, to acknowledge that what I desire in essays – all those essays named or alluded to in the list above, almost all of which are real – is this simultaneity of the acute and the susceptible. To be at once the wound and a piercing act of precision: that makes it sound as though all I care for is style, that old-fashioned thing. It might well be true. But isn’t style exactly a contention with the void, an attitude or alignment plucked from chaos and nullity? Style as the prize, not a rule of the game. Style as sport in another sense too: botanical anomaly or innovation, avant-garde mutant. But don’t sports get assimilated in the end? Aberrations accommodated, rogues, freaks and rarities corralled and tamed? Curiosities neatly labelled, safely immured in vitrines and cabinets.

         I may have imagined all of this – I might be describing a form that doesn’t (yet) exist. I have no clue how to write about the essay as a stable entity or established class, how to trace its history diligently from uncertain origins through successive phases of literary dominance and abeyance, to its present status as modest publishing revenant: the genre (please do not call it ‘creative nonfiction’) on which many writers’ and readers’ hopes are hung, many print and online columns filled with reflections on whether non-fiction is the new fiction, the essay the new novel, confession the new invention. Or rather, I know too well how that particular essay on essays gets written, what are its touchstones, where its arguments directed, how circular the sense that the writer is explaining a form to which he or she hopes to yoke the present text. I like circles and lines and symmetry too, more than is good for me as writer and as human, but in this case I cannot give myself to an elegant tale about the essay, neither to a pointed defence, rhetorical apology, psyched manifesto. (I find myself allergic to polemics, and so in the pages that follow some partisans of political essaying, or boisterous critical opinion, may find that their exemplars are absent. It’s not that I dislike a certain violence in the essay, but I can’t believe in a writing that is forcefully only itself – I want obliquity, essays that approach their targets, for there must be targets, slantwise, or with a hail of conflicted attitudes. This too may be political, even radical. It will often look like something else: what used to be called formalism, or dismissed as aestheticism.) I will have to write, can only write, in fits and starts, in passages that aspire to something like an argument, but others too that will seem to come from the very confusion the first class exists to cure. There are many passages in the works of the great essayists, and perhaps also the less-than-great, that will sanction a failure or refusal to cohere. Here is the poet William Carlos Williams, in the essay that yielded an epigraph for this book:

         
            Each essay rings the changes of its range, the breadth, the penetration moving inward about the fashionable brick of all styles, unity. Unity is the shallowest, the cheapest deception of all composition. In nothing is the banality of the intelligence more clearly mani-fested. There is no less significant matter for the attention. Every piece of writing, it matters not what it is, has unity. Inexpert or bad writing most terribly so. But ability in an essay is multiplicity, infinite fracture, the intercrossing of opposed forces establishing any number of opposed centres of stillness.

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         ¶ On origins. The essay, so every article, treatise and lecture on the subject will inform us, is etymologically a test or textual sally with no pretension to the definitive, nor ambition to exhaust its subject. Actually, this is so fully a cliché in critical and journalistic chatter about the form that it has come to hide a good deal both about essays and about the nature of effort and experiment. The fact of the essay’s tentative or provisional approach is now too well established – and as the definitely non-essayistic G. W. F. Hegel once said, what is familiarly known is not properly known at all. How did we get from the French verb essayer to this more or less established mode of thought and word?

         According to the Swiss critic Jean Starobinski, in his 1983 article ‘Can One Define the Essay?’, essayer dates to the twelfth century, and it comes from the Latin base exagium, meaning a scale. So, Starobinski says, ‘to try derives from exagiare, which signifies to weigh. In proximity to this term we find examen: needle, long narrow strip on the beam of the scale, thus follows, weighed consideration, control.’ In other words, the essay is first of all a type of measurement or judgement, not so much a test of itself, of its own powers, or its author’s powers, as a weighing of something outside of itself. Essaying, that is to say, is assaying. (It has also, historically, meant a flourish, a preamble and an example. Also, the breast or brisket of a deer.) But these needles, the precision instruments with which the nascent essay is meant to do its work (at least according to etymological legend) now start to proliferate:

         
            another meaning of examen designates a swarm of bees, a flock of birds. The common etymology would be the verb exigo, to push out, to chase, then to demand. How enticing if the nuclear meaning of today’s words had to result from their meanings in a distant past! The essay might as well be the demanding weighing, the thoughtful examination, but also the verbal swarm from which one liberates development.

         

         The essay is diverse and several – it teems.

         But of course it also tries – and gives up. The passages are many in which the great essayists announce (or denounce, because essayists are sometimes ashamed to be essayists) the tentative nature of their method or form. Here is Sir William Cornwallis, who published two collections of his essays at the start of the seventeenth century:

         
            mine are essays, who am but newly bound prentice to the inquisition of knowledge, and use these pages as a painter’s boy a board, who is trying to bring his hand and his fancy well acquainted. It is a manner of writing well befitting undigested motions, or a head not knowing his strength like a circumspect runner trying for a start, or providence that tastes before she buys.

         

         The brevity of essays, which has its formal apogee in aphorisms, has for Francis Bacon

         
            many excellent virtues, where to the writing of method doth not approach. For first, it trieth the writer, whether he be superficial or solid: for aphorisms, except they should be ridiculous, cannot be made but of the pith and heart of sciences; for discourse of illustration is cut off; recitals of examples are cut off; discourse of connection and order is cut off; descriptions of practice are cut off.

         

         But here arises a conflict inside the essay as form: it aspires to express the quintessence or crux of its matter, thus to a sort of polish and integrity, and it wants at the same time to insist that its purview is partial, that being incomplete is a value in itself for it better reflects the brave and curious but faltering nature of the writing mind.

         What holds these tendencies together? Classically we say it is the writing ‘I’, and turn with confidence to Montaigne, who writes in his essay ‘Of Practice’:

         
            What I write here is not my teaching, but my study; it is not a lesson for others, but for me. And yet it should not be held against me if I publish what I write. What is useful to me may also by accident be useful to another. Moreover, I am not spoiling anything, I am only using what is mine. And if I play the fool, it is at my expense and without harm to anyone. For it is a folly that will die with me, and will have no consequences.

         

         This ‘I’ is both contained and provisional – just as important, it is dispersed. As Starobinski puts it, the very multiplicity of Montaigne’s essays proclaims or sanctions something about the form: that it is both repeatable and manifold, serial and sundry. For that is the nature of the self, as the essay ‘Of Experience’ tells us. Montaigne was out riding one day, on a small unsteady horse, when

         
            one of my young men (a strong sturdy fellow), mounted upon a young strong-headed horse, and that a desperate hard mouth, fresh, lusty and in breath, to show his courage, and to out-goe his fellowes, fortuned with might and maine to set spurres unto him, and giving him the bridle, to come right into the path where I was, and as a Colossus with his weight riding over me and my nag, that were both very little, he overthrew us both, and made us fall with our heeles upward: so that the nag lay along astonied in one place, and I in a trance grovelling on the ground ten or twelve paces wide of him; my face all torne and bruised, my sword which I had in my hand a good way from me, my girdle broken, with no more motion or sense in me than a stocke.

         

         Gradually Montaigne comes to his senses, or some altered version thereof:

         
            And when I began to see, it was with so dim, so weake and so troubled a sight, that I could not discern anything of the light.… Touching the functions of the soule, they started up and came in the same progresse as those of the bodie. I perceived myself all bloudy; for my doublet was all sullied with the bloud I had cast…. Me thought my selfe had no other hold of me but of my lips ends. I closed mine eyes to help (as me seemed) to send it forth, and tooke a kinde of pleasure to linger and languishingly to let myselfe go from my selfe. It was an imagination swimming superficially in my minde, as weake and tender as all the rest: but in truth, not only exempted from displeasure, but rather commixt with that pleasant sweetnesse which they feel that suffer themselves to fall into a soft-slumbring and sense-entrancing sleepe.

         

         It’s an instructive passage in terms of the sort of self that Montaigne’s essays contain and express: the essayistic or essaying subject turns out to be sleepy and dispersed, liable to fall into a swoon, forget itself and wake again hardly knowing what or who it is. The ‘I’ travels out from the seat of consciousness and dissipates itself at the extremities.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         ¶ On Essayism. What do I think I mean by ‘essayism’? Not the practice merely of the form, but an attitude to the form – to its spirit of adventure and its unfinished nature – and towards much else. Something such as advanced by Robert Musil in the sixty-second chapter of The Man Without Qualities, which is titled ‘The Earth, too, but especially Ulrich, pays homage to the Utopia of Essayism’:

         
            The drive of his own nature to keep developing prevents him from believing that anything is final and complete. He suggests that the given order of things is not as solid as it pretends to be; no thing, no self, no form, no principle, is safe, everything is undergoing an invisible but ceaseless transformation, the unsettled holds more of the future than the settled, and the present is nothing but a hypothesis that has not yet been surmounted…. Hence he hesitates in trying to make something of himself; a character, a profession, a fixed mode of being, are for him concepts that already shadow forth the outlines of the skeleton, which is all that will be left of him in the end.

         

         In Musil’s most striking metaphor, Ulrich ‘feels like a stride, free to move in any direction’. The novelist (or his narrator) acknowledges that the essay is etymologically an attempt, but this is misleading, because it implies that what is attempted may be a mistake of some kind. The essay is not a provisional instance of something that might otherwise attain the solid status of a truth: ‘Terms like true and false, wise and unwise, are especially inapplicable, and yet the essay is subject to laws that are no less strict for appearing to be delicate and ineffable.’

         Essayism is tentative and hypothetical, and yet it is also a habit of thinking, writing and living that has  definite boundaries. It is this combination that I am drawn to in essays and essayists: the sense of a genre suspended between its impulses to hazard or adventure and to achieved form, aesthetic integrity. In ‘The Modern Essay’, published in 1925, Virginia Woolf notes that ‘the form, too, admits variety’, but also that the essay has or ought to have a wholeness that’s derived from the requirement to give a reader pleasure:

         
            The principle which controls it is simply that it should give pleasure; the desire which impels us when we take it from the shelf is simply to receive pleasure. Everything in an essay must be subdued to that end. It should lay us under a spell with its first word, and we should wake, refreshed, with its last. In the interval we may pass through the most various experiences of amusement, surprise, interest, indignation; we may soar to the heights of fantasy with Lamb or plunge to the depths of wisdom with Bacon, but we must never be roused. The essay must lap us about and draw its curtains across the world.

         

         The genre can and must be heterogeneous and strange to itself, but its variety and its capaciousness do not mean that it lacks shape. Erudition or learning is one of the things the essay will frequently contain, but ‘in an essay it must be so fused by the magic of writing that not a fact juts out, not a dogma tears the surface of the texture’. Essays are intact and seamless and well-made – except when they are not, when they fracture and fail and open themselves up to the possibility that they will not please. Of course, both tendencies may inhabit the same essay, as in the case of Woolf herself.

         These urges have not always been approved; the essay is easily dismissed as offering nothing much more than the transitory pleasure Woolf describes. It is disparaged exactly because, as she says, the knowledge it contains has been too comprehensively integrated and smoothed. Or because of its partial, unfinished character. A certain lightness is essential to the form, and lightness has had a bad reputation, even though its adherents have included such writers as Oscar Wilde, Italo Calvino, Georges Perec. In 1958, in ‘The Essay as Form’, Theodor Adorno described some of the common complaints against the essay – its lack of method, its failure to be comprehensive, the absence in it of original concepts – and defended the genre on all the same counts. The essayist, he writes, does not feel the need to say all that can be said on a subject, and is content to use concepts that already exist in philosophy. Here is Adorno on the essay’s refusal of method:

         
            Doubt about the unconditional priority of method was raised, in the actual process of thought, almost exclusively by the essay. It does justice to the consciousness of non-identity, without needing to say so, radically non-radical in refraining from any reduction to a principle, in accentuating the fragmentary, the partial rather than the total.

         

         And on the essay’s attitude to the passing and the permanent:

         
            The usual reproach against the essay, that it is fragmentary and random, itself assumes the givenness of totality and thereby the identity of subject and object, and it suggests that man is in control of totality. But the desire of the essay is not to seek and filter the eternal out of the transitory; it wants, rather, to make the transitory eternal.
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