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EDITOR’S NOTE

The entries in this book were chosen primarily by the advisory board (listed on page ix),
with advice from contributors when appropriate. Choosing what is to go in reference
books is notoriously difficult. There are the subjects that must obviously have entries, and
those that must obviously not. In between lies a vast block of those for which an
argument can be made for or against. This is where the problems lie, and | expect our
choices will inevitably raise a few quibbles.

Some gaps reflect the nature of the essay and essay scholarship rather than ignorance.
There are markedly fewer entries on women, for instance, because historically women’s
opinions have not been encouraged, certainly not in written form. Moreover, when
women did write they usually chose genres that made them money; the essay has not
been known for being lucrative. In the 20th century women at last gained both leisure
time and an authoritative voice; that change is reflected here in the greater number of
entries on contemporary women writers. Nor does every country have a survey, even
when there are several entries on individuals. Italian essay writing, for example, dates
from Machiavelli, but there has never yet been any consideration of the Italian essay as a
whole.

While the majority of the entries are biographical, in a handful of cases when an
author’s oeuvre is not sufficiently essayistic to warrant an entry and yet he has written a
significant individual essay, that essay has its own entry: e.g. John Locke’s An Essay
Concerning Human Understanding or Alexander Pope’s An Essay on Criticism.

The Essays and Related Prose lists at the end of biographical entries are selective
rather than comprehensive, listing the most important essay works; the date following the
title is of first publication, followed sometimes by a modern edition. Also listed are
available selections and compilations. Further reading lists have as a rule been suggested
by contributors.

Names and phrases in bold throughout the text indicate topics with their own entries.

Individual essays mentioned in the text are followed by the date of first publication,
either in periodical or book form, though occasionally the date written and the date
published are both listed if they are far enough apart to be noteworthy.

I would like to thank the advisory board for their spirited advice which helped me
launch the project, and the contributors for their enthusiasm which kept me going through
the endless days and nights of it. In particular, | am grateful for the help of Melba Cuddy-
Keene, who wrote the first entry (on Virginia Woolf) and showed us all the way.

Thanks go to Mark Hawkins-Dady, Susan Mackervoy, Tracey Mais, and Carol Jones
for their work on various parts of the book; also to Jonathan Drori for explaining the
mysteries of the computer, e-mail, and the Internet, as well as for putting up with piles of
manuscript in a corner of our flat for three years. Thanks too to Lesley Henderson, long-
time partner in reference crime, who could be relied on for both sound editorial advice



and a good line on the sometimes absurd nature of our work.

Thanks, finally, to my editor Daniel Kirkpatrick, who taught me how to make
reference books in the first place; he paid me his highest compliment by leaving me alone
for two years to get on with it, and then came along and quietly corrected my many and
varied mistakes, making it a better book.

It has been a pleasure rather than a trial to work on this volume. Every time | go into a
bookstore and see a newly appointed Essay section | am more certain that the appearance
of Encyclopedia of the Essay reflects a growing interest. It’s nice to feel relevant.

TRACY CHEVALIER
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PREFACE

An encyclopedia of the essay sounds at first like a paradoxical enterprise: how can the
essay’s elusive multiplicity of forms and themes be contained within the systematic scope
of an encyclopedia? The essay is often characterized by its spontaneity, its
unpredictability, its very lack of system. Yet precisely these qualities have made it the
little noticed (though much practiced) of the literary genres, and hence the most in need
of some kind of comprehensive guide. Of course there can be no complete mapping of
such a diverse literary form: to define all of its varieties and enumerate all its
practitioners would take a much larger volume than this. Nevertheless, the Encyclopedia
of the Essay does bring together the essential information for exploring this protean form
of writing, and each entry has a section of suggestions for further reading.

The Encyclopedia does not apply a rigid, exclusive definition of what is or is not an
essay, nor does it aim at exhaustive cataloguing of every author who has ever written an
essay. Rather, it provides several types of entry as ways to access the vast and
heterogeneous field of essayistic writing: 1) generic—considerations of different types of
essay (moral essay, travel essay, autobiographical essay, for example) and different
adjacent forms (aphorism, chapter, feuilleton, sermon, and so on); 2) national—entries on
the major national traditions (French, British, Japanese, for example); 3) individual—
entries on those writers who have produced a significant body of work in the genre. In
addition, there is consideration of 4) the significance of periodicals in creating a market
for essay writing, and entries on particularly important journals, along with 5) a few
entries on especially significant single essays. Those interested in the theory of the essay
are referred to the entries on Lukéacs, Adorno, and Bense—curiously, in view of the fact
that the European essay first established itself in France and England, the theorists of the
genre have come mainly from the Germanic cultural sphere. The four main categories of
entry—formal, national, individual, and periodical—give four different routes into the
territory of essayistic literature.

Despite the huge variety of its forms, there are certain features which recur often
enough to give the word “essay” a specific though not rigid meaning. Generally it is used
of nonfictional prose texts of between one and about 50 pages, though in some cases
book-length works are also called essays. The term also frequently connotes a certain
quality of approach to a topic, variously characterized as provisional and exploratory,
rather than systematic and definitive. The essay can be contrasted with the academic
article, which is usually a contribution to a recognized discipline and to a collaborative
inquiry, previous inquiries being taken account of by means of quotations and footnotes.
The essay tends to be personal rather than collaborative in its approach, and usually lacks
this kind of scholarly apparatus. The essayist’s authority is not based on formal
credentials or academic expertise, but on his or her personality as reflected in the style of
writing. Persuasiveness is based on distinctiveness of style rather than on the use of an



accepted professional or technical vocabulary. The essay typically eschews specialized
jargon and is addressed to the “general reader” in a friendly, informal tone. It also avoids
the application of pre-established methodology to particular cases, but rather works from
the particular toward the general, and even then is not concerned to produce conclusions
applicable to other cases. Its concerns are personal and particular, more than professional
and systematic.

Nevertheless, the essay can flourish around the margins of academic disciplines or at
their origins. A topic that initially forms the subject matter of essays can later be treated
within a discipline. For example, many of Freud’s short texts are classics of essayistic
inquiry, even though Freud considered them contributions to a systematic science of
psychoanalysis, despite their literary references and style. Within the European context,
the modern essay originated at the same time as modern science, in the late 16th century,
and shares many characteristics with it, chiefly the stress on empirical investigation rather
than on established authorities such as Aristotle. Bacon, the founder of the English essay,
was also the first writer to lay out a program for what we now call science. Yet as science
became collectively organized it tended to become less essayistic. The essay stayed on
the margins of science, as a vehicle either for unorthodox speculations or for
communicating some of science’s results to a non-specialist audience, as in the writings
of Stephen Jay Gould and others. Another example of an essayistic topic being
institutionalized is Cultural Studies. Essayists like Robert Louis Stevenson and George
Orwell wrote about “penny dreadful” comics, dirty postcards, and pulp fiction long
before these topics were taken up in the academy and made into the matter of research
within a new discipline.

Literary theory is another interesting case. Informal speculative essays like T.S.Eliot’s
“Tradition and the Individual Talent” or Walter Benjamin’s “The Work of Art in the Age
of Mechanical Reproduction” can acquire almost canonical status within academic
theory, even though they were produced outside that context. Roland Barthes wrote
highly theoretical works, but also quite personal, semi-autobiographical essays. Current
literary theory seems partly in tune with the essay in the common stress on the
provisional, unfixed nature of meaning, yet out of sympathy with the essayistic
assumptions of a distinctive, autonomous personality and a concretely rendered reality.

The essay can provide a home for academics wanting a broader context and a wider
audience for their work. Some who begin their writing within a disciplinary framework
later move outside it into essayistic inquiry. Philosophy provides several examples.
Heidegger moved from systematic philosophy to short poetic meditations and essays on
poets like Holderlin, Benn, and Rilke. Nietzsche forsook academia altogether and devised
his own form of essayistic philosophy-writing which has paradoxically become
influential in academia once again (though in literature rather than philosophy
departments). Although academics can also be essayists, many essayists have been
independent writers, without academic affiliations.

Besides its ambivalent relations with institutional discourses, the essay is also usually
perceived as marginal to other literary genres. Just as the essay is considered to be “not
quite” science or philosophy or theory, it is also “not quite” art. At least, it is not
perceived “great” art, since it is a seemingly “minor” form. Many, perhaps most,
essayists have made their reputations in other genres. The example of Montaigne, who



founded the essay form and wrote in it almost exclusively, was not followed often.
Essayists are commonly also poets, philosophers, theorists, and so on, though usually this
statement is put the other way round: poets and the others are also essayists. This way of
stating the matter reflects the ancillary or secondary status of the essay as the least
prestigious of the literary forms. T.S.Eliot’s essays have had as much influence as his
poetry, yet they have had much less attention as literary works in their own right.
Virginia Woolf’s essays are at least as important as her fiction, yet they are still often
used as a quarry for insights into the fiction. Orwell’s essays are of higher literary quality
than many of his novels, yet the prestige of the fictional form means that they are
relatively neglected.

There are, however, signs that this critical neglect is ending, in the publication of
works such as my own book The Observing Self: Rediscovering the Essay (London and
New York: Routledge, 1988) and Claire de Obaldia’s The Essayistic Spirit: Literature,
Modern Criticism, and the Essay (Oxford: Clarendon Press, and New York: Oxford
University Press, 1995), as well as a number of shorter studies listed in the
bibliographical entries. This renewal of critical interest coincides with the continuing
flourishing of the genre itself. The number of current or recent essayists included in this
encyclopedia testifies to the vitality of the form, which has seen as rich a harvest in the
20th century as in any of the preceding ones. Many of the most famous Modernist
authors, like T.S. Eliot, D.H.Lawrence, Aldous Huxley, Virginia Woolf, Thomas Mann,
Paul Valéry, and W.H.Auden have left outstanding collections of essays, while among
contemporaries, Susan Sontag, Joan Didion, Barry Lopez, or Stephen Jay Gould could be
cited among many others as skilled practitioners of the art. Moreover, the success of
recent anthologies such as John Gross’ The Oxford Book of Essays (Oxford and New
York: Oxford University Press, 1991), Phillip Lopate’s The Art of the Personal Essay
(New York: Doubleday, 1994), and Robert Atwan’s The Best American Essays series
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1986-) indicates that there is an appetite among the general
public for essays.

The Encyclopedia reflects the geographical and historical concentration of the essay
form in the Euro-American world from Montaigne to the present. But the classical
antecedents of the form in Greece and Rome are also noted in several entries, and the
global dimension of the form is also amply represented. The Japanese and Chinese essay
each receive an entry, contrasting the prose forms which predate Montaigne with the later
Western-influenced types of essay. In the 20th century the list of individual authors
treated includes African, Australian, Asian, as well as European and North and South
American writers. The range of locations of contributors to the Encyclopedia also reflects
the breadth of interest in the form. The essay has become truly global as the preconditions
for it become more widespread: a sufficient number of suitable periodicals, a regime
which tolerates criticism, an informed general readership, and writers who cultivate a
distinctive, individual view of culture.

At heart, the essay is the voice of the individual. Wherever that is heard and heeded,
the essay will flourish. Orwell in the 1940s pessimistically foresaw the perishing of the
essay (and other forms of realistic prose, such as the novel) in the coming age of
totalitarianism. The success of his own essays, particularly “Politics and the English
Language,” in the postwar period disproved his prediction, at least temporanly. This



Encyclopedia, besides providing a guide to the enormous richness of the essay’s past and
present, is also a good augury for its continuing vitality in the future.
GRAHAM GOOD
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Achebe, Chinua

Nigerian, 1930-

Chinua Achebe is the first major African novelist to be widely read and recognized
both inside and outside Africa, and is also renowned for his role as the founding editor of
the African Writers series published by Heinemann. His career as an essayist is limited to
two collections of essays, Morning Yet on Creation Day (1975) and Hopes and
Impediments (1988), as well as The Trouble with Nigeria (1983), a long essay which
diagnoses the reasons for the political stagnation of post-colonial Nigeria. However, the
influence and importance of his essays have far exceeded their actual number. They have
been instrumental in establishing the critical and theoretical issues with which other
African writers such as Ngugi wa Thiong’o, Wole Soyinka, and the bolekaja critics
(Chinweizu and Madubuike) have had to grapple, and along with the work of the Frantz
Fanon are among the earliest examples of the type of critical writing that has come to be
known as “postcolonial” criticism.

Achebe’s essays are mainly conversational in nature, written for lectures that he has
been invited to give in response to specific questions and situations. In the essays in
Morning Yet on Creation Day and Hopes and Impediments (which reproduces five essays
from the earlier collection), he articulates three characteristic concerns in his self-
appointed role as spokesperson for the African novel. In essays such as “Colonialist
Criticism” (1974), he is critical of the failure of European critics to understand African
literature on its own terms. In their demand that African fiction be concerned with issues
and themes that are “universal,” Achebe sees European critics as perpetuating a
colonialist attitude which views “the African writer as a somewhat unfinished European
who with patient guidance will grow up one day and write like every other European.”
For Achebe, evidence of the autonomy and uniqueness of African literature from its
European counterpart can be seen, for example, in the very different role that the African
writer must have toward his or her society. In “The Novelist as Teacher” (1965), he
attacks the notion that the African writer should adopt the Western Modernist pose of the
angst-ridden writer living on the fringes of society. The African novelist has an obligation
to educate, to “help society regain belief in itself and put away the complexes of the years
of denigration and self-abasement.” Achebe is aware this might mean that “...perhaps
what I write is applied art as distinct from pure. But who cares? Art is important, but so is
education of the kind | have in mind.” The Igbo ceremony of mbari, a festival of images
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in which every member of the society participates, provides him with an example of
artistic production in which “there is no rigid tension between makers of culture and its
consumers. Art belongs to all and is a “function’ of society” (Morning).

More controversially, Achebe has defended the use of English and other European
languages in the production of African fiction against those critics who suggest that
authentic African experience can only be represented in an African language. On the one
hand, this is because for Achebe, English—being “a language spoken by Africans on
African soil” (Morning)—is an African language. As he suggests in “The African Writer
and the English Language” (1964), English (as well as French and Arabic) also makes it
possible for there to be national literatures in Africa which cut across the enormous
linguistic differences present within each nation. Although he feels that the English
language can express his experiences as an African, it is important to recognize that “it
will have to be a new English, still in full communion with its ancestral home but altered
to suit its African surroundings” (Morning)—a point which critics of Achebe’s stance
have often failed to understand.

One of Achebe’s most famous and important essays—an essay which he has described
as his “standard-bearer” (Hopes)—is “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness” (1975). While admitting that Conrad is “undoubtedly one of the great stylists
of modern fiction,” Achebe draws attention to the fact that he is nevertheless “a
thoroughgoing racist.” In Achebe’s opinion, Western critics have praised Conrad’s
novella while never addressing the racism at its core; Conrad depicts Africa as
incomprehensible, frenzied, dark, grotesque, and dangerous, and Africans as ugly,
inarticulate, inhuman, and savage. Achebe criticizes this failure, and effectively deals
with a range of rejoinders which might be used to “save” Conrad from being labeled a
racist. For example, while it may be possible ‘to see these attitudes as those of Conrad’s
character Marlow, Achebe claims that Conrad “neglects to hint, clearly and adequately, at
an alternative form of reference by which we may judge the actions and opinions of his
characters.” While it is now common for literary critics to approach fictional works
through a consideration of issues such as race, Achebe’s criticism of Conrad is an early
and influential example of the shift of literary criticism toward a more explicit treatment
of the broader politics of fiction.

Since the publication of Hopes, Achebe has produced little in the way of either essays
or fiction. As the founding editor of Okike: A Nigerian Journal of New Writing (begun
1971; subtitle later changed from Nigerian to African), he has nevertheless continued to
play a prominent role in providing a forum for literary and critical writing in Africa. The
main thrust of his critical writing has remained the same throughout his career: “What |
am saying really boils down to a simple plea for the African novel. Don’t fence me
in” (Morning).

IMRE SZEMAN

Biography

Born Albert Chinualumogu, 16 November 1930 in Ogidi. Studied at Government
College, Umuahia, 1944-47; University College, Ibadan, 1948-53, B.A. (London), 1953.
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Worked in various positions for the Nigerian Broadcasting Corporation in Lagos and
Enugu, 1954-66. Married Christiana Chinwe Okoli, 1961: two sons and two daughters.
Founding editor, Heinemann African Writers series, 1962-72, and director, Heinemann
Educational Books (Nigeria), and Nwankwo-Ifejika (later Nwamife) publishers, Enugu,
from 1970; chair, Citadel Books, Enugu, 1967. Senior research fellow, 1967-73, and
professor of English, 1973-81, now emeritus, University of Nigeria, Nsukka; also
visiting professor or lecturer at various American universities, 1972-90. Served on
diplomatic missions for Biafra during the Nigerian Civil War, 1967-69. Founding editor,
Okike: An African Journal of New Writing, from 1971; founder and publisher, Uwa Ndi
Igho: A Bilingual Journal of Igbo Life and Arts, from 1984. Pro-chancellor and chair of
the council, Anambra State University of Technology, Enugu, 1986-88. Awards: many,
including the Margaret Wrong Memorial Prize, 1959; Nigerian National Trophy, 1960;
New Statesman Jock Campbell Award, 1965; Commonwealth Poetry Prize, 1973;
Nigerian National Merit Award, 1979; Commonwealth Foundation Award, 1984;
honorary degrees from 16 universities. Member, Order of the Federal Republic of
Nigeria, 1979; Honorary Member, American Academy of Arts and Letters, 1982.;
Fellow, Royal Society of Literature, 1983.

Selected Writings

Essays and Related Prose

Morning Yet on Creation Day, 1975

The Trouble with Nigeria, 1983

Hopes and Impediments: Selected Essays, 1965-1987, 1988

Other writings: five novels (Things Fall Apart, 1958; No Longer at Ease, 1960; Arrow of
God, 1964; A Man of the People, 1966; Anthills of the Savannah, 1987), two collections
of short stories, a collection of poetry, and books for children.
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Addison, Joseph

English, 1672-1719

Joseph Addison’s major reputation as a moralist, stylist, and critic in the 18th and 19th
centuries was based primarily on his essays for the Spectator (1711-12), a daily
periodical he edited in conjunction with Richard Steele. After a short intermission the
journal was revived in 1714 under Addison’s control. The Spectator was a development
from Steele’s Tatler (1709-11) and led on to the Guardian (1713), both of which
Addison wrote for. It was considered exemplary in both style and morality by 18th-
century critics such as Samuel Johnson and Hugh Blair. In the 19th century Thomas
Babington Macaulay (in “Life and Writings of Addison,” 1843) was to praise Addison’s
cumulative essays for the journal as “perhaps the finest...both serious and playful, in the
English language.” There were many imitations, notably Johnson’s Idler (1758-60) and
Rambler (1750-52), John Hawkesworth’s Adventurer (1752-54), and Robert Dodsley
and Edward Moore’s World (1753-56), as well as continental Spectators in French,
German, Italian, and other languages.

Addison was not a professional journalist and his venture into essay writing was in
some respects “time out” from the more serious aspects of his career. He had begun as an
academic, spending 12, years at Oxford, where he became a Fellow of Magdalen College.
He had then entered the service of the Whig party, achieving high office as secretary to
the Earl of Wharton, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. It was his loss of office with the fall of
the Whigs in 1710 that provided him with the leisure for sustained periodical journalism,
which he quit on resuming his political career after the death of Queen Anne. His last
venture into essay writing was with the Freeholder (1715-16), the title of which is
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indicative of the Whig association of political freedom with men of independent property.
It is Addison’s immersion both in the world of academic learning and in the work of the
politicized civil service which gives particular experiential weight to his essays. But,
although written at a time of bitter partisan controversy in politics and religion, the essays
endeavor to be nonpartisan in expression. Their success, in this respect, is indicative of
Addison’s major historical role in establishing the parameters and discourse of a
generally acceptable “polite” culture in the 18th century.

That polite culture was centered upon “the club,” both in the real world (where
Addison was a member of a Whig literary group, the Kit-Cats) and in the fictional world
of “Mr. Spectator.” As the first numbers of the Spectator indicate, it purports to be the
record of a small club of representative gentlemen, including Sir Roger de Coverley (an
old-fashioned country squire), Sir Andrew Freeport (a man representative of the trading
interest), Captain Sentry (the military), Will Honeycomb (a man about town and a wit),
and “a clergyman, a very philosophic man, of general learning, great sanctity of life, and
the most exact breeding.” The Saturday Spectators are a form of lay sermon by Addison
(earning him the sobriquet “parson in a tie-wig”), and major influences in the
promulgation of Anglican rationalism. Mr. Spectator himself claimed to write the papers
of the club and is a peculiarly neutral figure, being a man of learning who has traveled
widely, frequents London as an observer, but keeps free from political and religious
strife.

The creation of a club of characters was an important element in providing variety in
the journal and establishing the modes of discourse which united a wide-ranging body of
contributors. Individual columnists were invited to assume an appropriate persona, with
that of the Addisonian Spectator as normative. This was a new mode of organization of
the journal as miscellany, as represented by the earlier Tatler and the subsequent
Guardian. It has its roots in Horace’s satires and epistles (rather than in the formal model
of the Senecan philosophical essay) and in the Socratic and Ciceronian symposium.
Diverse points of view are put in friendly exchange. The Horatian statement nullius
addictus iurare in verba magistri (it is not my habit to swear by the words of any master)
had been recently adopted as the motto for the Royal Society, and this skeptical
empiricism (rather than dogmatic enthusiasm) was the sign of polite society. To the
classical examples should be added Montaigne’s equally skeptical essays and those of
the weary, worldly-wise Epicurean, Sir William Temple.

These formal models carry an ideological implication. Even in summary it is apparent
that this is a masculine society and the readership was being shaped from male norms.
Within the club itself certain members are privileged over others. Sir Andrew Freeport
represents all that is best in developing commercial society, whereas Sir Roger, although
a delightful comic eccentric, signifies an out-of-date, small-world squirearchy (and thus
votes Tory). In morality, the clergyman is normative, whereas Will Honeycomb carries
with him certain aspects of “Restoration” society whose libertinage had been corrected or
purged by societies for the reformation of manners. Likewise, in matters of taste, a
correct canon of literature is representative of proper thinking. Addison was a major
influence in establishing Paradise Lost as an English classic (Milton being purged of his
republican and regicide views expressed elsewhere).

The enormous success of Addison in shaping polite society seems to have been
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achieved by his ability to present his substantial learning in an accessible manner and to
clarify complex arguments. This is done with good-humored wit, in an easy tone, and
always from a moral viewpoint. He claimed, “I have brought Philosophy out of Closets
and Libraries, Schools and Colleges, to dwell in Clubs and Assemblies, at Tea-Tables,
and in Coffee-Houses” (Spectator no. 10). He is thus a popularizer who found (and made)
a public eager to learn but alienated by pedantry, obscurity, and vicious partisan
controversy.

Certain groups of essays provide (in easy “sound-bites,” as it were) both the most
accessible, and the most advanced, treatment of current topics. In literature the series on
“The Pleasures of the Imagination” (nos. 411-21) constitutes an important source for the
development of Romantic theory and sensibility emerging from Lockean psychology,
establishing key terms such as “fancy” and “beauty” (as well as “imagination” itself) and
distinguishing between primary natural sources and those to be found in literature.
Addison’s social agenda is always prominent: “A Man of a Polite Imagination is let into a
great many Pleasures, that the Vulgar are not capable of receiving. He can converse with
a Picture, and find an agreeable Companion in a Statue. He meets with a secret
Refreshment in a Description, and often feels a greater Satisfaction in the Prospect of
Fields and Meadows, than another does in the Possession” (no. 411).

The religious agenda is implicit in setting the long series of essays on Paradise Lost on
Saturdays, the lay-sermon days (nos. 267-369), but the emphasis here is on the pleasure
of a great Christian poem, amply represented by quotation and easily placed within the
classical tradition: “I have therefore bestowed a Paper upon each Book, and endeavoured
not only to prove that the Poem is beautiful in general, but to point out its particular
Beauties, and to determine wherein they consist. | have endeavoured to show how some
Passages are beautiful by being Sublime, others, by being Soft, others, by being Natural;
which of them are recommended by the Passion, which by the Moral, which by the
Sentiment, and which by the Expression” (no. 369).

But for many readers it has been Addison’s and Steele’s Sir Roger de Coverley who
runs away with the text. In this respect he is a median figure between Shakespeare’s
Falstaff (who destabilizes the ideology of the History plays) and characters in the
sentimental novel like Laurence Sterne’s Uncle Toby in Tristram Shandy. His objection
to anyone sleeping in church except himself (no. 112), his remedy for love in fox hunting
(no. 115), or the account of his death by his servant, Edward Biscuit (no. 517), show both
how much the essay here owes to drama, and how much it is involved with the
development of the heteroglossia of the novel. Thus, Biscuit: “Upon his coming home,
the first Complaint he made was, that he had lost his Roast-Beef Stomach, not being able
to touch a Sirloin, which was served up according to Custom: and you know how he used
to take great Delight in it. From that Time forward he grew worse and worse, but still
kept a good Heart to the last.”

Equally important for the development of the novel is Addison’s critical banter on
gender relations. “The Moral World, as consisting of Males and Females, is of a Mixt
Nature, and filled with several Customs, Fashion and Ceremonies, which would have no
place in it were there but One Sex. Had our Species no Females in it, Men would be quite
different Creatures from what they are at present; their Endeavours to please the Opposite
Sex, polishes and refines them out of those Manners which are most Natural to
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them...” (no. 433). This is a constant motif, but the account of Amazons and
hermaphrodites which follows may now have acquired an unforeseen comedy.
Paradoxically it is in the area in which his essays were particularly effective—the
education of “the fair sex”—that Addison’s writing may have acquired a provocative
edge which originally it eschewed.

MALCOLM KELSALL

Biography

Born 1 May 1672 in Milston, Wiltshire. Studied at Charterhouse, London, where he met
Richard Steele, 1686—-87; Queen’s College, Oxford, 1687-89; Magdalen College, Oxford,
1689-93, M.A., 1693. Fellow, Magdalen College, 1698-1711. Received a government
pension, 1699, and traveled on the continent, 1699-1704. Moved to London, 1704;
became a member of the Kit-Cat Club; served the Whig party, holding various appointed
positions, 1704-10, including secretary to Lord Wharton, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland,
1709-10; Member of Parliament for Lostwithiel, 1708-10, and Malmesbury, 1710-19.
Contributor to Richard Steele’s Tatler, 1709-11, and the Guardian, 1713; editor of the
Whig Examiner, 1710, the Spectator, with Steele, 1711-12, and alone, 1714, and the
Freeholder, 1715-16. Secretary to the Earl of Sunderland, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland,
1714-15; appointed commissioner for trade and the colonies, 1715. Married Charlotte,
Dowager Countess of Warwick, 1716: one daughter. Secretary of state in the Sunderland
cabinet, 1717-18. Died in London (as a result of a degenerative heart condition and
dropsy), 17 June 1719.

Selected Writings

Essays and Related Prose

The Tatler (periodical), edited by Richard Steele, nos. 1-271,12 April 1709-2 January
1711; edited by Donald F.Bond, 3 vols., 1987

The Spectator (periodical), written and edited with Richard Steele, nos. 1-555, 1 March
1711-6 December 1712; second series (written and edited by Addison alone), nos.
556-635, 18 June—20 December 1714; edited by Gregory Smith (Everyman Edition), 4
vols., 1907, reprinted 1979, and by Donald F.Bond (Clarendon Edition), 5 vols., 1965;
selection, as Critical Essays from “The Spectator”, edited by Bond, 1970

The Guardian (periodical), with others, nos. 1-175, 12 March-1 October 1713; edited by
John Calhoun Stephens, 1982

The Free-Holder; or, Political Essays, nos. 1-55, 23 December 1715-29 June 1716; as
The Freeholder, edited by James Leheny, 1979

Selections from the Tatler and the Spectator, edited by Angus Ross, 1982

Other writings: poetry, three plays (including the tragedy Cato, 1713), travel writing

(Retmarks on Italy, 1705), and correspondence (collected in The Letters of Joseph

Addison, edited by Walter Graham, 1941).
Collected works edition: The Works of the Right Honourable Joseph Addison, edited

by Thomas Tickell, 4 vols., 1721, revised edition, 6 vols., 1811.



Encyclopediaof theEssay 8

Bibliography

Rogal, Samuel J., “Joseph Addison (1672-1719): A Check List of Works and Major
Scholarship,” Bulletin of the New York Public Library (Winter 1974): 236-50

Further Reading

Bloom, Edward A., and Lillian D.Bloom, Addison’s Sociable Animal: In the Market
Place, on the Hustings, in the Pulpit, Providence, Rhode Island: Brown University
Press, 1971

Bloom, Edward A., and Lillian D.Bloom, editors, Addison and Steele: The Critical
Heritage, London: Routledge, 1980

Bloom, Edward A., Lillian D.Bloom, and Edmund Leites, editors, Educating the
Audience: Addison, Steele, and Eighteenth-Century Culture, Los Angeles: University
of California William Andrews Clark Memorial Library, 1984

Elioseff, Lee A., The Cultural Milieu of Addison’s Literary Criticism, Austin: University
of Texas Press, 1963

Humphreys, A.R., Steele, Addison, and Their Periodical Essays, London: Longman
Green, 1959

Ketcham, Michael G., Transparent Designs: Reading, Performance, and Form in the
Spectator Papers, Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1985

Nablow, Ralph A., The Addisonian Tradition in France: Passion and Objectivity and
Social Observation, Rutherford, New Jersey: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press,
1990

Rau, Fritz, Zur Verbreitung und Nachahmung des Tatler und Spectator, Heidelberg:
Winter, 1980

Smithers, Peter, The Life of Addison, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968 (original edition,
1954)

Adorno, Theodor W.

German, 1903-1969

Theodor W.Adorno, the son of a Jewish merchant and an Italian singer, became
famous as a philosopher and aesthetic theorist, not only for his many essays on literature
and art, but chiefly for the critical theory he developed together with Max Horkheimer at
the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research. His most famous work, written with
Horkheimer during the years of exile in America, is the Dialektik der Aufklarung (1947;
Dialectic of Enlightenment), which tackles the question of how the horror of National
Spcialism could have happened in a highly civilized country. In answering this question
Horkheimer and Adorno provide a general critique of the modern age and capitalism,
which reaches far beyond the narrow historical context of World War Il to examine how
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Enlightenment thought made way for positivist philosophy as a”’myth” of reality. With
the resulting disintegration of reality into isolated facts, Western rationalism reaches its
limit. This terminal state of affairs has had a destructive effect on the Western world
itself.

In this work, and in his second, pessimistically tinged philosophical work, the Negative
Dialektik (1966; Negative Dialectics), Adorno stands in opposition to his more optimistic
colleague Ernst Bloch, whose Das Prinzip Hoffnung (1953; The Principle of Hope) he
dismissed as naive. In what is known as the positivism dispute, Adorno also accused
conventional philosophy (Karl Popper and Martin Heidegger) of positing an object
independent of the subject, when the object is in fact subjectively defined and equally
arbitrary. This, according to Adorno, obscures the real interrelations between individual
and society, subject and object, essence and appearance. He therefore calls for a
fundamental redefinition of the evaluating subject in society and art. In consequence, the
posthumously published Asthetische Theorie (1970; Aesthetic Theory) refers mainly to
the concept of art in the context of the modern age, a bias that is also apparent in the
subjects of his many essays on art and literature produced from 1930 onward.

Both Adorno’s style of philosophy and his critique of social systems, based on the
theories of Hegel, Marx, and Freud, are shaped by his predominant dialectic mode of
thought. In historical reality and therefore also in philosophical thought, Adorno sees
contradictions that cannot be resolved. These contradictions also give art a dual character:
on the one hand art is socially determined, yet on the other the work of art is autonomous
and independent of the social conditions that produced it. According to Adorno, we
should not seek to resolve this contradiction but rather should accept it as it is, using the
work of art as a means to achieve knowledge. He therefore criticizes the rigid, dogmatic
conception of realism in art (as represented by Georg Lukéacs and Marxist aesthetics),
which assumes that art’s only function is to reflect social injustices. On the other hand,
Adorno declares himself in favor of an art of protest, an art that refuses to endorse
existing social conditions. His essays give new form to the concept of the avant-garde.
Especially in the period following World War I, after his return in 1949 from exile in
America, Adorno produced some of his most important writings on art and literature,
written in his distinctive dialectic-artistic style; these works can themselves be considered
as avant-garde works of art.

An impressive example of Adorno’s artistic style of writing is provided by the
manifesto-like “Der Essay als Form” (“The Essay as Form”), first published in the Noten
zur Literatur 1 (Notes to Literature) in 1958. Here, following his earlier theories,
according to which the increasing power of science had led to the demythologization of
the world and of thought, Adorno accords particular importance to the essay form, as it
avoids both absolute concepts and strict definitions. According to Adorno, the essay as a
genre comes close to being a form of art, operating in the sphere of unmediated thought,
where the different logical stages have not yet been separated from one another. As
Adorno notes at the beginning of his essay, the essay as a form has been accorded less
recognition than it deserves, precisely because of its position halfway between art and the
objectivizing sciences. Although the neglect of the essay form had also been lamented by
Lukacs, Adorno sees this neglect as the logical consequence of an overemphasis on the
scientific method of discovering truth. In this work, Adorno describes the way the
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perceiving subject organizes concepts within the essay form by comparing it with the
behavior of a traveler who finds himself in a foreign land with no formal education and
has to view concepts in their experiential context in order to understand them. Formal
philosophy, by contrast, gets out a grammar book and dictionary, losing sight of the
broader context which is created by the essay. The essay, with its provocative, skeptical
outlook, treats science and the concepts of formal philosophy “in a systematically
unsystematic way.” Therefore, although the essay by definition cannot claim to achieve
completeness or objective truth, it does succeed, through the very negation of these
claims, in coming close to the truth of the matter. Thus the essay’s “art-like quality”
consists in this “awareness of the non-identity of representation and object.” For Adorno
this also means that the concepts used in the essay are related to theory, although the
essay itself is not, as Lukacs assumed, derived from theory. Adorno agrees with Max
Bense that the essay is “the critical form par excellence” and therefore also a tool for the
critique of ideology. It is precisely because the essay can also incorporate untruth, and
because it includes its own negation, that it does not conform to rigid, hierarchical
ideological schemes. This means, finally, that the essay is an anachronistic form, caught
between an omnipotent science and the last remnants of a philosophy retreating into
abstract realms.

This pessimistic but aesthetically productive analysis of the state of the essay form in
the late 20th century seems to have inspired Adorno to produce many of his essays in the
Notes on Literature. The title of this work in itself (which could equally be translated as
“notes for literature”) indicates that Adorno accords poetic language a central
significance, viewing literature in terms of musical composition. Most of the essays
consider the role of language in society and in the modern age. In his essay “Zum
Klassizismus von Goethes Iphigenie” (1974; On the classicism of Goethe’s Iphigenia),
for example, Adorno recognizes the redemptive power of language as a medium of truth
and appeasement in Goethe’s classical work. Language helps unravel the entanglement
of barbarism and civilization. “Language becomes the representative of order and at the
same time produces order from freedom, from subjectivity,” is Adorno’s verdict on
Goethe’s treatment of the Iphigenia story. Here, Adorno turns against the traditional view
that Goethe’s work “denied the power of negativity and fabricated a spurious harmony.”
He quotes directly from the text to show that Orestes “by dint of his stark antithesis to the
myth, threatens to fall victim to it.” In this way, according to Adorno, Goethe’s play
prophesies the transition from Enlightenment to mythology. This farsighted and
controversial critiqgue of the Enlightenment through the interpretation of Goethe’s
Iphigenia can succeed only because Adorno presents it in the form of the essay, which
can incorporate antithetical elements and in which a dialectical method of argumentation
can be deployed to the full.

The contradictions which, according to Adorno, arise from the fact that language
simultaneously represents and creates order, are becoming ever more acute as the modern
age progresses. Just as the possibility of order seems to be increasingly elusive, so the
utopia of language is disappearing in the representation of this impossibility. For this
reason, as Adorno describes in his essay on Beckett (“Versuch, das Endspiel zu
verstehen” [1961; “Attempt to Understand Endgame”]), the language of modern art is
now no more than a differential of silence. The failure of language, which Beckett
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expresses in a number of ways, is interpreted by Adorno as the crisis of an existential
terror which is literally lost for words. Beckett’s existentialism gives expression to the
catastrophe of the modern age, by reducing the drama (Endgame) to silent gestures. The
organized meaninglessness that characterizes Beckett’s work is apparent in the fact that
the play has neither beginning, end, nor dramatic progression in between. Instead the
whole drama is composed using techniques of reversal and negation. For Adorno this is a
dramatic depiction of the final stage in the historical disintegration of subjectivity. The
suffering of the figures in the play, and that of the reader who recognizes this existential
finality, become for Adorno the measure of human awareness.

The foundation for Adorno’s detailed and reflective analyses of many other literary
texts can be found in his view that the disinterested contemplation of art is the only
honest form of historical contemplation. Eichendorff, Heine, Balzac, Valéry, Proust,
Thomas Mann, Dickens, George, Hochhuth, and Wedekind are just a few examples of
the many authors and subjects Adorno considered in his essays. In refusing to give itself
over to superficial beauty, art—and especially the art and literature of the modern age—
was taking the guilt of the world upon itself. Thus for Adorno the modern work of art
takes the empty place of Christ, a view demonstrated with particular clarity in his essay
on Hélderlin’s poetry (“Parataxis,” 1965). In this way art fulfills the task of depicting the
negative aspects of the world as it is.

Adorno’s dialectic procedure in the essayistic description of his objects brings him
close to the methods of some of his colleagues from the Frankfurt School, especially
Walter Benjamin. Adorno also quotes Max Bense with approval. However, a feature
that is uniquely characteristic of Adorno as a philosopher and ideological critic is the
inversion of all relations that had previously been viewed as static, a product of his
“negative dialectic” mode of thought. In this way he turns away from conventional,
formal philosophy on the one hand, while at the same time reworking its conclusions in
his own artistic-essayistic style of thinking and writing. Even Adorno’s famous doctrine
that after Auschwitz no more poems could be written is no rigid dogmatism, but the point
of departure for a process of reflection which really does view its object from all sides.
For Adorno this process is a prerequisite, not only for the essay as a literary form, but
also for his entire philosophical undertaking.

AGNES C.MULLER
translated by Susan Mackervoy

Biography

Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno. Born 11 September 1903 in Frankfurt-on-Main. Studied
at the University of Frankfurt, Ph.D., 1924; studied music composition under Alban Berg,
from 1925; postgraduate studies in Frankfurt. Associated with the Institut fur
Sozialforschung (Institute for Social Research), Frankfurt, from 1928. Editor, Anbruch
(Beginning) music journal, Vienna. Fled Nazi regime to Oxford, 1934, then to New York
and Los Angeles, 1938. Married Gretel Karplus, 1937. Head of music study, Institute
Office of Radio Research, Princeton, New Jersey, 1938-41, and in California, 1941-49;
returned to Frankfurt, 1949; assistant director, 1950-55, codirector, 1955-58, and
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director, 1958-69, Institute for Social Research, Frankfurt; professor of philosophy and
sociology, University of Frankfurt, 1958-69. Awards: Arnold Schoenberg Medal, 1954;
Critics’ Prize for Literature, 1959; Goethe Medal, 1963. Died (of a heart attack) in Visp,
near Zermatt, Switzerland, 6 August 1969.

Selected Writings

Essays and Related Prose

Kierkegaard, Konstruktion des Asthetischen, 1933; as Kierkegaard: Construction of the
Aesthetic, edited and translated by Robert Hullot-Kentor, 1989

Philosophische Fragmente, with Max Horkheimer, 1944; as Dialektik der Aufklarung:
Philosophische Fragmente, 1947; as Dialectic of Enlightenment, translated by John
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Minima Moralia: Reflextonen aus dem beschadigten Leben (aphorisms), 1951; as Minima
Moralia: Reflections from Damaged Life, translated by E.F.N.Jephcott, 1974

Versuch tber Wagner, 1952; as In Search of Wagner, translated by Rodney Livingstone,
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Prismen: Kulturkritik und Gesellschaft, 1955; as Prisms, translated by Samuel and
Shierry Weber, 1967
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Klangfiguren: Musikalische Schriften I, 1959

Einleitung in die Musiksoziologie, 1962,; as Introduction to the Sociology of Music,
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Quasi una fantasia: Musikalische Schriften I, 1963; as Quasi una fantasia: Essays on
Modern Music, translated by Rodney Livingstone, 1992

Eingriffe: Neun kritische Modelle, 1963

Moments musicaux: Neu gedruckte Aufsatze 1928-1962, 1964

Negative Dialektik, 1966; as Negative Dialectics, translated by E.B.Ashton, 1973

Drei Studien zu Hegel, 1966; as Hegel: Three Studies, translated by Shierry Weber
Nicholsen, 1993

Ohne Leitbild: Parva Aesthetica, 1967

Impromptus: Zweite Folge neu gedruckter musikalischer Aufséatze, 1968

Nervenpunkte der Neuen Musik, 1969

Stichworte: Kritische Modelle 2, 1969

Uber Walter Benjamin, edited by Rolf Tiedemann, 1970; revised edition, 1990

Asthetische Theorie, edited by Gretel Adorno and Rolf Tiedemann, 1970; as Aesthetic
Theory, translated by C.Lenhardt, 1984

Aufsatze zur Gesellschaftstheorie und Methodologie, 1970

Die musikalischen Monographien, 1971

Kritik: Kleine Schriften zur Gesellschaft, edited by Rolf Tiedemann, 1971

Aufsatze zur Literatur des 20. Jahrhunderts, vol. 1: Versuch, das Endspiel zu verstehen;
vol. 2: Zur Dialektik des Engagements, 1973

Vorlesung zur Einleitung in die Erkenntnistheorie, 1973

Vorlesung zur Einleitung in die Soziologie hielt, 1973

Vorlesungen zur Asthetik, 1967-68, 1973

The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture, edited by J.M.Bernstein, 1991
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The Stars Come Down to Earth and Other Essays on the Irrational in Culture, edited by
Stephen Crook, 1994
Other writings: works on philosophy, sociology, and musicology.
Collected works edition: Gesammelte Schriften, edited by Rolf Tiedemann, 22 vols.,
1973-80.
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The Adventurer

British periodical, 1752-1754

Together with Joseph Addison’s Spectator and Samuel Johnson’s Rambler, the
Adventurer was one of the three most influential English-language periodicals of the 18th
century. Published serially twice a week by London bookseller John Payne, and running
to 140 numbers between 7 November 1752 and 9 March 1754, it was consciously
designed to succeed the Rambler, which made its final appearance on 14 March 1752, but
greatly outstripped the Rambler’s popularity, peaking at a circulation three times that of
Johnson’s publication. A contemporary hack journalist, Arthur Murphy, author of the
competing Gray’s Inn Journal, complained in print about the “attachment to the
Adventurer” felt by so many readers and the impediment such loyalty placed in the way
of his own efforts to generate a reliable circulation (no. 53, 20 October 1753). Another
indication of the Adventurer’s success was the personal profit it brought to the publisher
John Payne, who netted the then considerable sum of £422 from the sale of the 2000 sets
of the second edition of the complete Adventurer and an additional £120 from the sale of
half the copyright.

When Payne decided to follow up the Rambler with another serial of moral, aesthetic,
and reflective essays, he turned to John Hawkesworth, then a little known but widely
employed journalist and a fellow member of the lvy Lane Club, which met at the King’s
Head, a tavern and beefsteak house located in Ivy Lane near St. Paul’s Cathedral.
Hawkesworth was a particularly astute choice on Payne’s part: he was a regular
contributor to Edward Cave’s Gentleman’s Magazine, where he worked closely with
Samuel Johnson and developed an essayistic style so like Johnson’s that contemporary
and subsequent readers have struggled to distinguish among their many contributions to
the Gentleman’s Magazine. Furthermore, Johnson had used the weekly Tuesday night
meeting of the vy Lane Club to test and develop ideas for his Rambler papers. Johnson
was the star attraction of that literary society, whose membership included, with Payne
and Hawkesworth, the dissenting clergyman Samuel Dyer, the magistrate and editor John
Hawkins, and three physicians, William McGhie, Edmund Barker, and Richard Bathurst.
The Ivy Lane Club became Hawkesworth’s finishing school as an intellectual, and it was
there that he learned to emulate so convincingly the moral and literary voice of Johnson.

The Adventurer followed Johnson’s Rambler in its thematic content and varied in style
only in being a little less difficult in its vocabulary and less baroque in its sentence
structures. There were, however, two deliberate breaks with the editorial practice of the
Rambler: Payne decided to solicit contributions to the Adventurer from several hands,
rather than leave the entire burden of the writing to Hawkesworth; and it was decided
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from the outset that the number of issues would be finite. The number of 140 was
determined with an eye to publishing the complete Adventurer in ready sets as soon as
the final paper had been issued. seventy essays printed in folio made an ideal single
volume, and Payne guessed from its conception that the Adventurer would sell best as a
two-volume first edition in folio and a four-volume second edition in pocket-sized
duodecimo. Whatever moral excellence we may now attribute to the Adventurer’s
reflective essays, its format was entirely determined by a bookseller’s understanding of
what would be the most valuable way to approach the marketplace.

Along with Hawkesworth, the principal contributors to the Adventurer were Johnson
himself, the literary critic Joseph Warton, and the journalist Bonnell Thornton, author of
the periodical the Connoisseur. Various individual papers have also been attributed to
Thomas Warton, his sister Jane Warton, the early feminist Elizabeth Carter, Hester
Mulson, George Colman, and Catherine Talbot. Certainly Hawkesworth and Payne
approached a wide community of possible contributors with the intention of insuring that
the Adventurer offered a variety of style and opinions in its essays. Despite the ultimate
range of hands evident in the Adventurer, Hawkesworth found himself solely responsible
for most of the early papers. Johnson first appears with Adventurer no. 34; he would
contribute 29 essays in all. There is some speculation that Richard Bathurst of the Ivy
Lane Club was originally solicited to contribute but failed to do so, and that
Hawkesworth urged Johnson to take Bathurst’s place as the periodical prospered and
Hawkesworth himself felt the strain of compensating for the delinquent Bathurst. At any
rate, the three main authors of the papers each took up different essayistic approaches:
Johnson contributed papers that continued the moral reflections which had characterized
the Rambler; Joseph Warton wrote on aesthetic matters, producing papers on literary
criticism, taste, and scholarship, including memorable pieces on Shakespeare; and
Hawkesworth, who wrote the lion’s share of the periodical, was particularly predisposed
to contribute short fiction, especially oriental tales.

The Adventurer combines aspects of both the Spectator and the Rambler in defining its
own place in the history of the essay. As a sort of sequel to the Rambler, it sustained that
periodical’s philosophical disposition and its determination to instruct its readers in
morality and conscience. It reached back to the Spectator in its ambition to attain a
popular readership. Where the Rambler is meditative and solitary in its ruminations on
the human scene, the Adventurer tends more toward the conversational and the social.
Certainly, the Adventurer must be credited with demonstrating the importance of
collaboration in sustaining variety and debate in a periodical, especially where the essay
was concerned. Looking back on its accumulated achievement in the final issue of the
Adventurer, Hawkesworth emphasizes this collaborative effort as crucial to the paper’s
popular success. Essays from several hands were essential, he writes, “not because I
wanted sufficient leisure, but because some degree of sameness is produced by the
peculiarities of every writer; and it was thought that the conceptions and expressions of
another, whose pieces should have a general coincidence with mine, would produce
variety, and by increasing entertainment facilitate instruction” (Adventurer no. 140).

The influence of the Adventurer was, perhaps, strongest in the late 18th century, when
Edinburgh fostered a resurgence of interest in the periodical essay. The Mirror, the
Lounger, and the Bee would all be conceived after the collaborative model of the
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Adventurer, acknowledging the truth of Hawkesworth’s simple assertion.
STEPHEN W.BROWN
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Agee, James

American, 1909-1955

Although James Agee produced journalism, review essays, and short nonfiction pieces
throughout his career, his reputation as an essayist derives primarily from his book with
Walker Evans, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1941), a long study in prose and
photographs of the lives of three Southern sharecropper families. Agee both documents
the lives of his human subjects—families with whom he and Evans lived during the
summer of 1936—and reflects on the problems of documenting without either inventing
or concealing. Because Agee confronts the philosophical problems of truth-telling so
directly in this work, because he enacts these problems stylistically, and perhaps above
all because these have been critical, recurring questions for the essay throughout the
genre’s history, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men holds great interest for students of the
essay, as well as a place of increasing importance in the canon of 20th-century American
literature.

For Agee, as for Montaigne, the essay was not a form for conveying a whole and
universal truth clearly perceived; on the contrary, it was useful for highlighting both the
partiality of any one observer’s vision and the great difficulties involved in perceiving the
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world and communicating one’s experience of it to an audience. A form of truth is
possible, says Agee, if one is as faithful as possible to one’s own knowledge and
experience of the world, but it will, of course, be at best a relative truth. Moreover, it is
no simple thing to confront that world in an immediate way, “without either dissection
into science, or digestion into art, but with the whole of consciousness, seeking to
perceive it as it stands”; to do so an observer must strip his or her consciousness until it
stands “weaponless” before its subject. This confrontation of two existents, observer and
subject, is crucial to Agee’s understanding and use of the nonfiction essay form because
the meaning of his real, human subjects does not derive from the writer’s work (as it does
in fiction); both the subject and the writer’s writing about this subject have their meaning
in the fact that subject and writer both exist. Thus the essayist’s responsibility is not to
“art” but to that experience, the confrontation of living people. The essay is a form that
Agee uses to reveal himself as a “spy,” one with the specific goals of observing,
recording, and exposing the lives of these families. He uses the reflective, questioning,
and self-revealing aspects of the essayistic persona to give voice to the moral and ethical
problems of his position—that of an anxious, indignant, and sensitive person, alive to his
subjects and at times agonizingly self-conscious about what he is doing.

Agee’s style is sometimes called “baroque”; critics have often found his syntax and
vocabulary dense, mannered, even “tortured.” Certainly his inversions of word order, the
intricate syntax of some of his clauses, and his occasionally unorthodox punctuation
make careful reading imperative; Agee himself cautions that the reader will have to listen
carefully to his prose. But the effects of this are to draw attention to the prose as a thing
composed, constructed; thus the reader is discouraged from seeing the writing merely as a
transparent “screen” through which to read the world, and encouraged to see it as a
reconstruction of the original experience—perhaps a problematic one at that. Although
one reviewer of Let Us Now Praise Famous Men doubted Agee’s ability to write a clear
sentence, Agee had certainly developed a range of styles from which to choose. Much of
his writing, here and in his journalism, displays a simple, more “transparent” style, one in
which verbs do more of the work and prepositions less. In such “straightforward”
passages, however, Agee often makes heavy use of figures of speech to mark the
experience as distinctly his.

The critical reception of Let Us Now Praise Famous Men has been varied. Reviewers
both praised and criticized its variety and stylistic innovations; some found Agee’s tour
de force “dazzling,” brilliant in its very failure to satisfy conventional expectations, “a
distinguished failure,” while others thought it self-indulgent and self-important.
Commercially the book was not a success, but it did attract a certain following among the
literary establishment after Lionel Trilling’s favorable review in 1942. It was not until its
reissue in 1960 that it began to gain in popularity and influence; it was embraced by
young activists eager for social reform, and had a particular impact among practitioners
of New Journalism, who, like Agee, questioned the possibility of objectivity, favored
recreations of personal experiences, and pushed their craft to stylistic extremes.

Of Agee’s other nonfiction, the journalistic pieces he wrote for Fortune reveal flashes
of the style and voice of Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, but the articles are, for the
most part, journalism rather than essays; he allows himself (or his editors allow him) no
reflective excursions from the facts at hand. One exception to this is “Southeast of the
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Island: Travel Notes” (Collected Short Prose, 1968); tellingly, the piece was never
published by Fortune, for whom he was working at the time. The film reviews he wrote
for Time and the Nation are more essayistic in their occasional meditations on art,
philosophy, and the American culture of the day. Much of Agee’s fiction is
autobiographical; the novel A Death in the Family (1957) drew so heavily on his
childhood experiences that at least one reviewer called it a memoir, and two of the early
stories anthologized in the Collected Short Prose, “Death in the Desert” and “They That
Sow in Sorrow Shall Reap,” both feature the intercutting of narrated experience and
reflection characteristic of the essay, as well as being stories which, according to editor
Robert Fitzgerald, were based on real occurrences. Yet for all the essayistic elements and
overtones of his other work, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men stands as Agee’s
preeminent work of nonfiction prose. In no other work of nonfiction are his voice, his
style, and his ideas about writing given freer rein or clearer expression. In itself, the book
has made Agee’s reputation as one of the great writers of nonfiction in this century.
MAURA BRADY
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James Rufus Agee. Born 27 November 1909 in Knoxville, Tennessee. Studied at Phillips
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Nation, 1942-48. Married Mia Fritsch, 1946: one daughter. Codirector of the film In the
Street, 1948. Awards: Pulitzer Prize, for A Death in the Family, 1957 (posthumous). Died
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Selected Writings

Essays and Related Prose
Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, photographs by Walker Evans, 1941
Agee on Film: Reviews and Comments, 1958
Collected Short Prose, edited by Robert Fitzgerald, 1968
Selected Journalism, edited by Paul Ashdown, 1985
Other writings: two novels (The Morning Watch, 1951; A Death in the Family, 1957)
and several screenplays (including The African Queen, with John Huston, 1951; The
Night of the Hunter, 1955).
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Die Akzente

German journal, 1954—

Die Akzente: Zeitschrift fir Literatur (Accent: journal for literature) is one of
Germany’s most important post-World War Il literary journals, both enabling the
recovery of literary movements and works brutally suppressed by the National Socialists,
and encouraging avant-garde poetry and drama. Founded in 1954 by Walter Hoéllerer and
Hans Bender, with the original subtitle Zeitschrift fir Dichtung (Journal for poetry), the
journal continues to appear in bimonthly issues, and has a circulation of about 4500. DA
has presented works by nearly every major postwar German writer, from fiction by
Gunter Grass and Gabriele Wohmann to essays concerning aesthetics and politics by
Theodor W.Adorno and Martin Heidegger. It has also been an important source of
literature and criticism from other European countries and North America. Recent issues
of the periodical have included works by Thomas Bernhard, Tankred Dorst, and Gunter
Kunert.
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Essays in DA have often provided the theoretical basis for reclaiming German
Modernist literature and for encouraging postwar artistic and cultural movements. Essays
in the first years of DA discuss dadaism and surrealism, expressionists such as the poet
Georg Heym, and Bertolt Brecht’s epic theater, helping to reestablish the importance of
these movements and authors. Indeed, Hollerer has remarked that the recovery of these
works, and of German literary tradition in general, was a primary motivation for
establishing the journal. The first issue of DA (February 1954) included works from the
literary estates of the philosopher and cultural critic Walter Benjamin and the Jewish
poet Gertrud Kolmar, both of whom had been killed by the Nazis. The same issue
included three essays concerning Robert Musil’s influential Modernist novel, Der Mann
ohne Eigenschaften (1930-43; The Man Without Qualities). Other essays of this period
concerning the radio play and the form of the novel, such as Adorno’s “Form und Gehalt
des zeitgendssischen Romans” (August 1954; Form and content of the contemporary
novel), suggest the importance of DA for the development of postwar German literary
aesthetics. DA was also an important source of works and criticism by members of
Gruppe 47 (Group 47), a union of writers who demanded discussion of the Nazi period
and its implications for postwar German culture. Similarly innovative works by the
novelist Uwe Johnson and the documentary dramatist Peter Weiss have often appeared in
the periodical.

Most characteristic of DA, however, has been its focus on poetry. Hollerer, who is
himself a poet and playwright, encouraged other writers of experimental and avant-garde
poetry and is largely responsible for the journal’s early emphasis on the lyric. Bender,
too, has contributed many essays on poetry to DA and other periodicals, and has edited
several anthologies of poems. Poems have appeared by such central figures as Helmut
Heissenbuttel and Hans Magnus Enzensberger, and poetry continues to play an
important role in the journal.

It has always been an important source of works in translation, and has included essays
and literature by writers from the United States, England, France, Scandinavia, and
Eastern Europe. In 1956 it published essays by Roland Barthes, Luc Estang, and Alain
Robbe-Grillet, providing an important forum in Germany for these French thinkers.
Robbe-Grillet’s essay concerning the contemporary novel, “Fir einen Realismus des
Hierseins” (August 1956; For a realism of the present), also helped fuel German literary
debate and conceptions of the postwar German novel. In 1958 DA introduced the Beat
poets to many German readers, publishing works such as Gregory Corso’s essay,
“Dichter und Gesellschaft in Amerika” (The poet and society in America). The February
1968 edition of DA featured works by Americans Richard Brautigan and Susan Sontag.
Since the reunification of Germany in 1990, much attention has been given to writers in
the East. In the February 1992 issue of DA, a section of the periodical was devoted to
Estonian poets including Doris Kareval and Viivi Luik.

In 1968 Walter Héllerer left DA and Hans Bender became the sole editor of the
journal. At that time, Bender changed the subtitle to Zeitschrift fir Literatur, indicating
more fully the diverse forms of writing included in the journal. Shortly after Hollerer’s
departure, Michael Kriiger was named co-editor, becoming sole editor in 1981, a position
he retains today. Kriiger continues to include the combination of literature and essays that
has characterized DA since its inception. The format of the journal has largely remained
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the same as well. Booksize, it includes few illustrations or advertisements. With the first
issue of 1981, DA began to include photographs on the front cover and in various sections
of the journal.

Under Kriger’s editorship of DA, editorials have become more polemical, and more
willing to discuss specific political and social issues. In 1992, for instance, the opening
editorial discussed two ostensible Western “victories”: the War in the Persian Gulf, and
the dissolution of the East European communist governments. Subsequent issues of DA
have brought attention to the literature and culture of Iraq and Bosnia.

While editors of DA have tended toward political liberalism, their understanding of
Kultur has changed little since the journal’s initial appearance. Kriger, for instance,
maintains DA’s long tradition of distinguishing between what he calls a German
“Vernunftskultur” (high culture) and a “Subkultur” (low culture). Common targets of
Kriger’s editorials are the media and particularly television, and the destabilizing
influence of postmodernism.

CHRISTOPHER P.MCCLINTICK
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Alain

French, 1868-1951

Alain’s career was closely connected with the educational system in France, since he
served as professor of rhetoric at the Lycée Henri IV from 1909 until 1933, and bad a
profound influence on the thinking of a generation of French intellectuals. In his essays
he often adopted a professorial position, providing insights and stimulating thought in a
concise, meditative prose style. As with so many French essayists, Alain was a
philosopher in the style of Montaigne rather than of Descartes. He did not leave a
systematic philosophy, nor a major opus, but a large and disparate collection of personal
observations that are both penetrating and amusing. The substance of his thought,
however, was profoundly influenced by rigorous Cartesian logic.

Starting in 1906 he began writing daily articles, under the pseudonym Alain (in
homage to the 15th-century Norman poet Alain Chartier), for La Dépéche de Rouen (The
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Rouen dispatch), which he entitled “Propos d’un Normand” (Remarks of a Norman).
These propos had a set length (two small pages of handwritten script) due to journalistic
constraints, and focused on a specific issue in an unpretentious style. In the course of the
next eight years over 3000 propos appeared, written on a wide variety of topics, including
politics, society, and psychology. The first series of propos ended in 1914, but was
followed by two other periods (1921-24 and 1927-36). His writings on specific topics
were collected and published, from 1908 until the 1930s, and enjoyed great success.
Although in later years Alain wrote more fully developed works, it is the propos that
remain synonymous with his name.

Alain once considered becoming a novelist, but rejected both the length of the form
and the fictionality of its content. Being a philosopher, a lover of wisdom, he favored the
short, fleeting images of the storyteller, who is more free to blend diverse materials and
examine the paradoxes of actual, everyday events. Alain preferred to give his thought and
imagination the liberty to follow their own course, and develop their own associations,
without the constraints of traditional generic conventions. In each propos, the progression
is usually thematic rather than argumentative, since ideas and images spiral around a
central point, providing different, unexpected perspectives on the main issue. Capable of
rigorous thought, as seen in many passages of his work, Alain nonetheless presented his
ideas as an interruption in the daily routine, a reexamination of common beliefs. Usually
each piece ends with a memorable final statement, which may summarize the preceding
ideas with a fresh insight or indicate a practical lesson or action to take. In short, his brief
prose pieces are each highly crafted artifacts which are both artistically pleasing and
pragmatically useful.

In the Propos sur le bonheur (1925, 1928; Alain on Happiness), Alain contended in
general that passions are the major cause of unhappiness, which affects us physically as
well as emotionally. Willpower plays a central role in these propos, as in so many others,
but Alain was quick to recognize that while we are not able to control our thoughts or
emotions, control of the physical body and movement can modify or alleviate causes of
unhappiness. It is not through accident that we are happy or unhappy, and happiness must
be cultivated, since it is only through individual efforts that we can attain our own
bonheur. The physical and mental faculties cannot be separated. The wise and happy
person should strive for a healthy mind and body, which will serve for both reflective
thought and judicious action. Happiness is equated with virtue, liberty, and justice, as
revealed in the wisdom of the classical writers of antiquity, of whose work Alain was a
passionate and happy admirer.

A contemporary of Freud, Alain disagreed with the founder of psychoanalysis on the
importance of sexuality in human conduct, as well as with Freud’s views concerning the
composition and role of the unconscious in mental activity. The basis for Alain’s
disagreement can be found in his belief that the soul, and by extension consciousness and
thought, are not states of being, nor entities apart, but functions of an integrated self. For
him, there can be no unconscious which exists separately, or which contains material
hidden from the self. But rather than attempt to refute what he considered “Freud’s
ingenious system” with logical arguments, he chose instead to refuse it, claiming that
Freud’s views on psychic activity were vague and ultimately useless.

According to Alain, consciousness, thought, judgment, and reflection are all
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interconnected, so that critical reasoning and examination are elementary to all conscious
states. By opposition, the unconscious, including sleep, is merely an absence of
functionality and rationality. Alain applied his theories on states of consciousness in his
observations (Les Arts et les dieux [1958; The arts and the gods]) on Paul Valéry’s La
Jeune Parque (1917; The young fate), a poem describing the transitional states of mind.
Consciousness is characterized as reflection and light, which allows no partial states, but
either is, or is not. Alain also commented on Proust, who “speaks of the unconscious, but
doesn’t need to in order to account for human actions and passions” (“Propos de
littérature” [1922; Remarks on literature]). As for thought, which reveals consciousness,
it is considered to be primarily a critical, negating activity. Alain’s style of writing is
aphoristic in nature; one of his better-known sayings is “Thought is saying no, and it is to
itself that thought says no” (“Propos sur la religion” [1924; Remarks on religion]). By
these negations consciousness is highly moral in its workings, frequently contrasting an
ideal self with the real self. It is the morality of the human will that Alain placed in
opposition to Freud’s model of the unconscious.

Alain’s concept of the interconnection between body and mind was primarily
Cartesian, with its emphasis on the role of physical, corporeal determinants. He believed
that Freud misinterpreted the symptoms and signs of human behavior, and attributed
motives incorrectly to an autonomous and murky unconscious. Physiology plays a more
important role in behavior than Freud allowed, and this led him to create an unruly
unconscious to explain what are often, in fact, physical causes. As for dreams, they are
not the messengers of a hidden spirit, but the weakened, distorted perceptions of a drowsy
mind. Finally, Alain did not trust the complicated mechanisms of Freud’s concepts,
preferring a simpler, more practical, natural explanation of mental phenomena. He saw in
psychoanalysis an overly pessimistic view of humankind, which emphasized misery and
depravity rather than encouraging nobility of action and the exercise of the will.

With regard to another major influence on modern thought, Marx, the writings of
Alain again reveal criticism and reservation. Although he can be considered a socialist,
Alain espoused a dialectic which was more specific, emphasizing the individual and each
person’s role within the class struggle. He was also much less of a dogmatic absolutist
than Marx, and his views of politics and history do not reveal the same systematic
approach or the inevitability of social revolution. As for war, whose horrors he witnessed
firsthand between 1914 and 1917 and which occupied his later thought, he also disagreed
with Marxist ideology. He criticized the Marxists for oversimplifying historical and
social causes; they blamed capitalists and their greed for causing war when in fact the
causes were far more complex, and involved in addition a kind of collective madness of a
people intent on war. In Mars (1921) the importance of passion, both individual and
collective, and its relationship to war, a “crime of passion,” are explored at length. Alain,
a determined pacifist, believed that a Marxist state would be just as militaristic as a
capitalistic one, since all governing groups have a will to power which tends to be
expressed in warfare. Each individual is tempted by the moral perversions of war and
violence, which are so often justified by false claims of a transcendent or ultimate justice.

Whatever the content of his writing, Alain often used concrete and innovative images
to capture his reader’s attention or make a point. These images are often taken from
everyday life: a crying baby, a loaf of bread, or a farmer resting in his field. Besides these
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arresting, poetic images, he formulated his thought in striking phrases, which comprise a
stockpile of maxims. He saw ideas as instruments which allow us to grasp reality and to
conduct our life with dignity and morality. The issues he discussed were often quite
complex, but stated in a simple prose, without philosophical terms or jargon. Although
his writing often opposed prevailing thought, the freshness of his style and the rigor of his
thought earned him a great reputation. During the first half of the 20th century, a period
marked by global atrocities, his propos indicated a path for humankind’s secular
salvation through reflective thought and moral action.

ALLEN G.WOOD
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Les Idées et les ages, 1927

Onze Chapitres sur Platon, 1928

Etude sur Descartes, 1928
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Amar y Borbon, Josefa

Spanish, 1749-1833

During the last few years of the 18th century, Spanish letters focused almost
exclusively on the essay. These writings, much maligned by 19th-century Romantics who
saw little of value produced during the Spanish “enlightenment,” provided a critical step
in the development of the modern Spanish essay. Josefa Amar y Borbon belongs to a
group of intellectuals who read prohibited books, met periodically to discuss issues of
concern, and wrote extensively on topics that were bound together by a common theme—
a concern for the decadent conditions of Spain and a desire to rectify the situation
through education. Whether these writings were called discursos (speeches), cartas
(letters), memorias (memoirs), or ensayos (essays), they are recognized today as basic
elements of the Spanish essay.

Aragonese by birth, but reared and educated in Madrid, Amar y Borb6n was the
product, as well as an example, of the enlightened elite in Bourbon Spain. Well versed in
Greek, Latin, French, English, and Italian, Amar y Borbon translated many works from
these languages into Spanish. In the 1780s she began publishing essays and treatises
whose subjects fall into three broad categories: those concerning science and medicine,
those dealing with the study of letters and the humanities, and those combating
superstition. Aside from her translations, the author’s original literary production, as
catalogued to date, includes eight essays published between 1783 and 1787, and a book,
Discurso sobre la educacién fisica y moral de las mugeres (1790; Discourse on the
physical and moral education of women).

Each of Amar y Borbon’s essays has three main structural components: authority,
tradition, and synthesis. Authority is expressed by numerous citations of classical
sources. These autoridades, whom the author quotes in the original language before
translating, are from all epochs. Tradition refers to Spanish customs; this component not
only provides a point of comparison and contrast with “authority,” but is also a minute
description of 18th-century society. Tradition also provides the reader with some insight
concerning Amar y Borbon’s point of view in many instances. The last component,
synthesis, combines what “should be” (authority) with “what is” (tradition) to form what
“might be”—the synthesis.

While these structural components appear in most of the author’s essays, her style is
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far from simple, for like many of her contemporaries, she interjects numerous digressions
in the form of philosophical musings: questions about the nature of religion and the
religious education of children; diatribes against current practices in Spanish society such
as men reserving all honors, awards, and recognition for themselves and wishing to
deprive women of their intellects; or historical cataloguing of a subject such as the history
of corsets from ancient times to the 18th century.

Authority, tradition, synthesis, and abundant digressions form the basic structure of the
essayist’s work: these elements are combined as in a mathematical formula; however, the
“solution” is seldom stated. Indeed, in many cases Amar y Borbon leaves the solution of
the issue to the readers, whether she does so overtly or not. As she defined her style as an
essayist, she perfected the rhetorical form of argumentation that moves from the general
to the specific. Most of her essays begin with a statement introducing the major theme.
Then, as if in a musical variation, the same theme is presented in a series of analogous
and yet distinct forms.

Within this basic structure and development, Amar y Borbdn presents the reader with a
healthy dose of wit and sarcasm. For example, when she describes the benefit of good
health for women in her book, she states the obvious need for women to be fit for
physical work and interjects that “all ladies, and those not worthy of being called so, must
be physically fit for pregnancy, childbirth, and nursing.” At other times her sarcasm is not
as subtle. For example in her essay, “Discurso en defensa del talento de las
mugeres...” (1786; Essay in Defense of Women’s Talent), written in response to
Francisco, Conde de Cabarras’ fear that allowing women to participate in the Economic
Society of Madrid would ruin the organization, she states: “It is obvious that men and
women should live entirely separately, and this separation should be complete and
forever ...but...this scenario remains impossible—there being a thousand reasons for
men and women to come together... not the least of which is that the opposite would
bring the destruction of the human race...”

Like her contemporaries, Josefa Amar y Borbdn wrote a form of literature
characterized by multiple topics bound together by a common major theme: education,
enlightenment, and progress. These writers added to the traditions established in the
Spanish Golden Age and began to define the literary style later recognized as the modern
essay.

CARMEN CHAVES TESSER
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American Essay

1. The Colonial Age

In its broadest denotation, the essay has existed in America almost from the arrival of the
first English settlers in 1607. While 17th-century colonists had little or no leisure time in
which to produce belles-lettres, there did exist what we might now call nonfictional
literature, ranging from a paragraph or two of the almanac—short expositions that
questioned natural phenomena—to the long chronicle histories. Growing out of the
almanacs were early science essays, primarily on astronomical observations but also on
other branches of science such as agriculture, zoology, botany, mineralogy, and
meteorology. The clergy of the time, who were often the most educated of the colonists,



Encyclopediaof theEssay 29

generally adopted the belief that while God’s mysteries were forever unknowable to
humans, it was still their duty to ponder those mysteries. Hence, the end aim of science
was contemplation. This purpose meant that their scientific writings (which appeared not
only in almanacs but also in journals and letters to members of England’s Royal Society)
were not coldly scientific but tended toward moral interpretation.

The short prose works of the time, in fact, fell into definite literary types, including the
“pamphlet of newes” (which described the new country), papers of timely interest on
witchcraft and matters of immediate concern, the almanac (which contained short pieces
of a moral or scientific nature), and the sermon—in which, apart from spiritual matters,
ethics, manners, and social and national progress were also discussed—as well as its
related form, the meditation, in which was displayed the most prolific and perhaps most
creative prose of the time.

Cotton Mather (1663-1728) wrote what is considered the first verifiable book of
American essays, Bonifacius (1710; the later edition was called Essays to Do Good). The
book is divided into sections which are similar to 17th-century essays in being axiomatic
and didactic philosophical reflections on abstract subjects, commentaries emerging from
the wisdom and experience of the author. Nevertheless, the book is a departure from the
writings of the early Puritans in that it contains no tedious laudatory biographies of
ministers, no accusations of witchcraft, not even the display of pedantry and scriptural
learning ordinarily associated with Mather. Instead it provides, in brief, simple, and
forthright prose, a discussion of daily conduct, rules of behavior for ministers, doctors,
and teachers, and objections to intemperance and corporal punishment. Each essay (and
Mather uses the word literally, meaning “attempts to do good”) is complete in itself, and
each is suggestive rather than exhaustive; the work is unique for its time in both spirit and
method.

2. The 18th Century: The Development of the Periodical and Serial Essays

The American essay began in earnest with the mushrooming of American periodicals in
the early 18th century. It was modeled closely on the essays of the great contemporary
British periodical essayists—Steele, Swift, Goldsmith, and especially Addison. Most
early American essays were Addisonian in the sense that they were informal in tone,
occasionally satiric, often humorous, most often brief. And like the British essays,
American periodical essays were personal, always establishing a sociable intimacy
between author and reader. The NewEngland Courant, a Boston weekly established by
Benjamin Franklin’s older brother James in 1721, was the first colonial newspaper to
carry original essays. In his Autobiography (begun 1771 and published in full only in
1868), Benjamin Franklin (1706-90) recalled that his brother James “had some
ingenious Men among his Friends who amus’d themselves by writing little Pieces for this
Paper, which gained it Credit, and made it more in Demand.” The group, who called
themselves the “Couranteers,” included Matthew Adams, John Checkley, Dr. William
Douglass, and a mysterious Mr. Gardner. Initially unbeknownst to James was the fact that
Benjamin himself was also a part of that group. Franklin submitted his earliest essays to
his brother’s newspaper with the signature “Silence Dogood” (1722). In these 14 pieces,
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Franklin deliberately copied the style of Addison’s Spectator. However, he also took the
Dogood papers beyond mere imitation, primarily because the Spectator claimed never to
have “espoused any Party with Violence,” while Mrs. Silence Dogood is a frugal,
industrious, prosaic widow, sworn mortal enemy “to arbitrary Government and unlimited
Power.” Moreover, for all his English borrowings and choice of conventional subjects,
Franklin succeeded in imparting to the Dogood essays a measure of originality and
American coloration.

Mather Byles (1706-88), grandson of the clergyman Increase Mather, nephew of
Cotton Mather, and lifelong friend of Franklin’s, was also an early periodical essayist. He
joined former Couranteer Matthew Adams and his grandson John Adams (1704-40) to
write a serial for the New-England Weekly Journal (1727-41). Called Proteus Echo, it
contained essays and poems and appeared weekly for a year. It was more didactic and
less diverting than the Dogood papers, containing moral essays on such deadly sins as
avarice, idleness, envy, and pride, philosophical essays on the ardor for knowledge, the
way love blinds man’s reason, and the love of country, and, finally, essays on manners
and character. It was more nearly Addisonian than the Dogood papers, particularly
because Proteus Echo is an old bachelor and widely traveled scholar like Mr. Spectator.
While Franklin’s Dogood papers are on balance the more successful of the two (Silence
Dogood has more earthy vitality and dramatic energy, and the papers contain a sense of
native idiom and environment that is almost wholly missing from Proteus Echo), the two
serials firmly established the tradition of periodical essays in Boston, and led the way for
others, which soon appeared in Philadelphia, Annapolis, Williamsburg, and Charleston.

Franklin left Boston for Philadelphia in 1723, and six years later launched a new essay
serial in the American Weekly Mercury (1719-46) called The Busy-Body. He wrote the
first four essays in the series and parts of two others, then withdrew; Joseph Breintnall
finished the series, which when it ended in September 1729 contained 32 papers in all.
The Busy-Body papers range through all the conventional subjects for periodical essays
except criticism: manners, morality, philosophical reflection, character, humor. The
liveliest entries are those by Breintnall which focus on the battle of the sexes.

Later in the 18th century—during the two decades before the Revolution—the chief
outlet for essay serials became the magazine rather than the newspaper, and it was in
magazines that the most notable American literary serials appeared. One of these, called
The Prattler, appeared in the American Magazine and Monthly Chronicle for the British
Colonies (1757-58), a magazine which promised that part of each issue would be “set
aside for MONTHLY ESSAYS, in prose and verse” and that it would try to print every
essay submitted “so far as they tend to promote peace and good government, industry and
public spirit, a love of LIBERTY and our excellent constitution, and above all a
veneration of our holy undefiled CHRISTIANITY.” The Prattler generally appeared over
the name “Timothy Timbertoe,” but was probably the work of several hands. Timbertoe
is a dilettante, most at home gossiping over tea tables or in coffeehouses and gathering
scandal.

A more ambitious and successful serial was The Old Bachelor, which appeared in the
Pennsylvania Magazine; or American Monthly Museum (1775-76). Thomas Paine
(1737-1809) was a contributing editor to the magazine and also one of the principal
authors of The OIld Bachelor, though he seems to have contributed only to the early
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numbers, and left the rest to be written by Francis Hopkinson (1737-91), whose three-
volume Miscellaneous Essays and Occasional Writings (1792) includes not only his Old
Bachelor contributions but essays published in other periodicals. The old bachelor had
been a convention in the periodical essays of England, and Hopkinson’s creation—a
character named George Sanby who is inconvenienced by being a bachelor but too
chauvinistic to get married—is as good-natured, old-fashioned, and eccentric as any of
his British predecessors or American followers (who would include Philip Freneau’s
Hezekiah Salem, Joseph Dennie’s Lay Preacher, William Wirt’s Dr. Robert Cecil, and
Washington Irving’s Jonathan Oldstyle).

The Maryland Gazette, established in Annapolis in 1727, carried one literary serial,
The Plain-Dealer, though of its ten essays only two were original. Southern periodical
essays got a surer foothold seven years later when the Virginia Gazette (1736-66) was
established in Williamsburg. The serial in that newspaper, The Monitor (1736-37),
conformed closely in manner and matter to the English periodical essay. It managed the
conventions and ranged through the traditional subjects in a lively way. As in other early
American serial essays, there was heavy emphasis on manners, and the Monitor and his
assistants discussed subjects such as French fashions, being in love, keeping one’s
temper, and good nature. Maintaining the essentially lighthearted tone of The Monitor,
the subject of morality was seldom broached.

The South-Carolina Gazette was established at Charleston in 1731-32, and ran, with
occasional interruptions, until 1775. Individual essays began appearing as early as the
second number, and in 1735 The Meddlers Club, a serial whose name calls to mind
Franklin and Breintnall’s Busy-Body, ran for a short time. The only full-fledged literary
serial in the SouthCarolina Gazette, however, appeared in Winter 1753-54, and was
authored by “The Humourist.” This series again covered the conventional subjects, with
special attention to manners and literary criticism. In fact, the relative lack of topicality in
The Humourist and the emphasis on literary criticism reflect the influence of Samuel
Johnson’s Rambler essays, which the South-Carolina Gazette began reprinting at the end
of 1750.

With the rise of the magazine in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, the essay
became perhaps the most clearly defined and popular American literary form. Essayist
Nathan Fiske (1733-99) remarked near the turn of the century that any periodical without
an essay series was doomed. Dozens of anonymous contributors with names like “The
Censor,” “The Hermit,” “Gentleman at Large,” and “The Lady’s Friend” filled the
magazines with comments on fashion, education, manners, courtship, social life, and
other topics common to the tradition of Addison, Steele, and the rest. In the rush to print,
few essayists distinguished themselves.

One who did was John Trumbull (1750-1831) who, while a graduate student and tutor
at Yale, produced two serials, The Meddler (published in the Boston Chronicle, 1769-70)
and The Correspondent (published in two series in the Connecticut Journal, 1770 and
1773). The Meddler had the stated purpose (from the first number) of publishing “essays,
chiefly of the moral, critical and poetical kinds, upon miscellaneous and mostly
unconnected subjects...[which] carefully avoid all strokes of party spirit and personal
satire, with everything that had the least tendency to immorality.” Indeed, The Meddler
was noncontroversial—as well as frequently clumsy and amateurish—choosing instead to
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depict the coquette and fop so popular with 18th-century readers and to castigate false
wit. The Correspondent, while also part of Trumbull’s apprenticeship as a serial essayist
(he later found his literary calling more successfully in poetry), was a more ambitious
serial than The Meddler, instructing the reader more and diverting him less than the
Meddler had done. The Correspondent was a more contentious, less genial character than
the Meddler, and he frequently attacked Church authority in Connecticut; there was even
one essay against slavery, written at a time when almost the only anti-slavery advocates
in America were Quakers.

Philip Freneau (1752-1832) was also best known as a poet, though he produced over
400 prose pieces in his career, publishing them in a variety of literary serials. The Pilgrim
essays (1781-82) appeared in the Freeman’s Journal; six years later, in The
Miscellaneous Works of Mr. Philip Freneau (1788), the series was extended and renamed
The Philosopher of the Forest. In both incarnations, the speaker resembled Addison’s Mr.
Spectator in being an old bachelor who wished simply to observe life, though there were
partisan essays Freneau was strongly anti-Tory—in which the angry voice of the author
was clear and unmistakable. His serial Tomo Cheeki (1795) appeared in the Jersey
Chronicle with a grave and melancholy title character based on an historical figure.
Freneau had him visit Philadelphia, where he made observations on manners and
morality and offered philosophical reflections, all tending to elevate the Native American
above the white population. In general, it was a more relaxed and conversational series of
essays than The Pilgrim. Hezekiah Salem (1797) is a wholly whimsical series of seven
essays with titles such as “On the Culture of Pumpkins” and “A Few Words on
Duelling.” Freneau’s most extensive and impressive serial was Robert Slender (1799-
1801), published in the Aurora (1794-1822, 1834-35), the foremost Republican
newspaper of the day. The Slender letters were the most steadily partisan of Freneau’s
literary serials, though the character of Robert Slender and his Philadelphia milieu were
full bodied and alive. It was a series in the British coffeehouse tradition—witty and filled
with strong opinions.

In 1794 Joseph Dennie (1768-1812) characterized American essays as having been
“hitherto unmarked except for flimsy expression & jejune ideas, they have allowed me
the praise of reviving in some degree the Goldsmith vivacity in thought & the Addisonian
sweetness in expression.” He was at the time writing his first literary serial, The Farrago
(1792-95), and in the first number of that series, he commented on the continuing
popularity of essays: “To a lover of abstruse science, desultory essays may appear a
minor species of literature. But the majority of mankind are not scholars... They content
themselves with the simplest dishes of the literary banquet. Hence the currency of
Essays...” Dennie’s essays were widely popular, but his unsuccessful attempts to have
them published in book form contributed to the literary eclipse into which he was to fall
after his death.

Judith Sargent Murray (1751-1820) produced two concurrent serials from 1792 to
1794: The Repository, 27 short moralistic essays, and The Gleaner. Both appeared in the
Massachusetts Magazine (1789-96). Murray was married to John Murray, the founder of
universalism in America, and was eventually accused of using her essays to propagate
universalism; this led to her serials for the Massachusetts Magazine ending in 1794.
While in publication, though, her essays distinguished themselves in several ways from
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the great bulk of other serials of the late 18th century. The Gleaner, which in some of its
numbers had a mildly partisan flavor, biased toward Federalism, also showed Murray’s
concern for the future of American drama. These essays stood out because they appeared
at a time when American writers were uncertain of how to develop an American tradition
(an uncertainty that would, in fact, last for at least another century). Perhaps The
Gleaner’s most important contribution to American literature was a sentimental novel—
The Story of Margaretta—embedded within the framework of a series of moral essays,
allowing Murray not only to tell the story as if it were true (a favored method of making a
sentimental novel respectable), but also to make observations on the proper role of the
novel in American life.

Another essayist who made it his concern that the new nation have a literature of its
own was William Wirt (1772-1834), a Virginian who published three serials, first in
local newspapers, then in book form: The Letters of the British Spy (1803), The Rainbow
(1804-05), and The Old Bachelor (1810-11). The British Spy provided evidence that the
Addisonian essay had all but run its course in America, since Wirt employed only one
Addisonian convention (the foreign visitor). Instead, the series contained elements of the
travel essay then coming into vogue, especially in its descriptions of the Virginia
landscape. The OIld Bachelor was undeniably a literary serial, more Addisonian in its
manner and matter than The British Spy. It was a series devoted to morals: “virtuously to
instruct, or innocently to amuse,” as Wirt phrased it. The Old Bachelor sought, as he said
in 1811, “to awaken the taste of the body of the people for literary attainments” and to
“see whether a group of statesmen, scholars, orators, and patriots, as enlightened and
illustrious as their father, cannot be produced without the aid of such another bloody and
fatal stimulant [as the Revolutionary War].” Publication of the series in book form in
1814 helped solidify the reputation of The Old Bachelor. Wirt himself confessed, “l am
afraid that both the Old Bachelor and the British Spy will be considered by the world as
rather too light and bagatellish for a mind pretending either to stability or vigor,” but
critics well into the 19thcentury highly regarded The Old Bachelor.

Also of note in the last part of the 18th century were the writers who adopted the essay
form largely for political purposes. Its most significant practitioners included Thomas
Paine (1737-1809), who achieved instant success and lasting fame with his pamphlet
Common Sense (1776), and Alexander Hamilton (1757-1804), James Madison (1751—
1836), and John Jay (1745-1829), who together anonymously published in 1787-88 a
series of political essays called The Federalist Papers in support of the proposed U.S.
Constitution. Later collected in book form and called The Federalist, they provide a
classic exposition of the U.S. federal system.

3. The 19th Century: The Familiar Essay and Other Essay Types

Washington Irving (1783-1859) provided the last link in American essay writing to the
periodical essay which had dominated the 18th century. Irving began his career as a serial
essayist and only later moved into writing familiar essays along the lines of the great
English Romantic essayists Charles Lamb, William Hazlitt, and Leigh Hunt. Irving
made his first foray into essay writing with the Oldstyle letters he published in his brother
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Peter’s Morning Chronicle (1802-03). The nine letters from Jonathan Oldstyle were
highly conventional—three of the letters focusing on manners, the other six on theatrical
criticism. Despite their popularity, Irving quickly distanced himself from the essay serial
altogether by parodying it in Salmagundi (1807-08), a periodical published irregularly by
Irving and a group of young New Yorkers, including the other principal writer, James
Kirke Paulding (1778-1860). The work quickly became a bestseller and remained in print
throughout the 19th century.

After the War of 1812, the didacticism of the “morals and manners” type of essay gave
way to the kind of subjectivity more common to the familiar essay. Irving matured as a
familiar essayist with The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. (1819-20), then all but
abandoned the essay for the tale, travel romance, history, and biography. Still, through his
choice of subject and the development of his own style, he gave the familiar essay a
particularly American feel, and is considered by many to be the first American essayist.

If any essay form is particularly indigenous to American soil it is the nature essay.
French-American J.Hector St. John de Crévecoeur (1735-1813) wrote Letters from an
American Farmer (1782), which are concerned with the plight of the colonial farmer,
politics, and economics, but also closely scrutinize phenomena as disparate as snakes,
hummingbirds, snowstorms, and anthills. The essays are seasoned with an antipathy
toward urban life and industrialism, and give vivid, idealistic pictures of the emergent
New World. William Bartram (1739-1823), a more skillful observer of plants and
flowers, wrote of his travels in Georgia and Florida. John James Audubon (1785-1851)
interrupted the technical descriptions of his ornithological biography to insert charming
vignettes of southwestern life, which ranged in subject matter from Mississippi squatters
and Kentucky deer to scenes of bird life on the Florida Keys. The American nature essay
would later in the century reach a high point in the work of John Burroughs (1837—
1921), who wrote over 100 essays devoted chiefly to the birds and flowers and forest
paths of the Adirondacks. A contemporary of Burroughs, John Muir (1838-1914), had
his own significant influence on American attitudes toward ecology by writing vigorous
essays in support of forest conservation, many of them detailing his walking journeys
through the northwest United States and Alaska.

Earlier, however, at the same time as the familiar essay was gaining popularity in
America, the founding of the great American magazines and quarterlies—the North
American Review (1815-1940), the Western Review (1819-21), the American Quarterly
Review (1827-37), the Southern Review (1818-32), and others—was encouraging the
production of longer, more serious, philosophical or critical essays. Many of the most
important and influential of these essays were written by the transcendentalists—
including Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-81), Henry David Thoreau (1817-62),
Margaret Fuller (1810-50), and Amos Bronson Alcott (1799-1888). Emerson and
Thoreau exerted frequently acknowledged influence on American literature, but Fuller
was also a fixture in the transcendentalist scene, as editor of the Dial (1840-44) and
writer of both critical essays and longer personal nonfiction such as Summer on the Lakes
in 1843 (1844). Alcott left his impression on the essay with his Concord Days (1872) and
Table Talk (1877).

Emerson was an agitating and fermentative force, a liberator from convention and
timidity, a questioner and an instigator to valor. He did more than any other man, said
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John Jay Chapman, “to rescue the youth of the next generation and fit them for the fierce
times to follow. It will not be denied that he sent ten thousand sons to war.” The form in
which he spread his original beliefs was not always the essay: his earliest compositions
were sermons, and he turned from the sermon to the lecture. His essays grew out of this
form of public speech, but it was only with the appearance of his second published
volume, Essays: First Series (1841), that he placed himself before his readers explicitly
in the role of essayist. Once there, his work constituted a new kind of American essay—
abstract and aphoristic in a way that probably no writer since has been able to match.
Emerson pieced together his essays from his journals, often leaving out explicit
transitions from one sentence or one paragraph to the next, for he was willing to leave
some of the work of thinking to his readers; he thought of continuity not as a logical but
as a superlogical principle. His essays do, however, have a compositional wholeness, and
a more orderly one than that in the essays of one of his true influences, Montaigne. As an
essayist, Emerson was a masterful rhetorician, not only gifted in crafting the single
sentences or phrases that can be lifted from their contexts and quoted with delight, but
also blessed with a strong and delicate talent for ail the rhythms of English prose.

Thoreau’s fascination with nature gave rise to almost all his most important works,
including A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers (1849), Walden; or, Life in the
Woods (1854), The Maine Woods (1864), Cape Cod (1865), and A Yankee in Canada
(1866). An exacting sense of detail marks Thoreau’s writing about nature, and he wrote
in a style deliberately meant to awaken his readers—through surprising plays on
language, arresting turns of speech, unusual images or metaphors. He became and
remains one of the strongest influences on American nature writers. His influence also
extends into politics. In 1845 he refused to pay his poll tax as a form of protest against
the Mexican War and against slavery. He was jailed, an experience which led him to
write “Civil Disobedience” (1849), one of his most famous essays. It became a guiding
document for eminent 20th-century proponents of passive resistance such as Mohandas
Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr.

Even with the dominance of transcendentalism among the best American essayists of
the early to mid-19th century, the conversational essay practiced earlier by Washington
Irving did not die. In fact, it flourished so much in the works of Oliver Wendell Holmes
(1809-1914) that his collections became the most popular American works in England
since Irving’s Sketch Book. Holmes, a physician who wrote many controversial and
ground-breaking medical essays, gained his greatest popularity beginning in 1857 with
his Breakfast-Table essays, which were published monthly in the new Atlantic Monthly
(1857-). They were often poetic essays filled with wise and witty observations, and
threaded through with narratives. Different incarnations of the Breakfast-Table essays ran
until 1890.

The greatest American poet of the second half of the 19th century, Walt Whitman
(1819-92), published in 1870 a small book called Democratic Vistas, intended to explain
the role of the poet in the success and failure of, on the one hand, American civilization
and, on the other, civilization as a whole. “Above all previous lands, a great original
literature is surely to become the justification and reliance (in some respects the sole
reliance) of American democracy,” he wrote. The essays contained the pragmatic idea
that democracy is not so much a political institution as a “training school” in character
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formation. Whitman’s other prose publication was Specimen Days and Collect (1882),
the title essay of which is based on diary notes of Whitman’s observations during the
Civil War. To fill out the book, he added “Democratic Vistas” and a “Collect” of his
prefaces and literary essays.

The humorous essay had many practitioners in the second half of the 19th century—
including the popular Artemus Ward (1834-67) and David Ross Locke (1833-88), both
of whom wrote primarily for newspapers—but few of their works hold up today
anywhere near as well as do those of Mark Twain (1835-1910). Twain was of course a
popular novelist and a lecturer, but his essays—which often combined fictional and
nonfictional elements, and so are sometimes difficult to categorize—displayed his deep
talent as a humorist just as well as his other work did. Never limiting himself to short
pieces, Twain engaged instead in a broad range of essay forms, from travel letters to
memoirs to social and political commentary. Though some of his pieces Were journalistic
and ephemeral, and others—especially later in his career—were polemical and
pessimistic, what characterized almost all of his nonfiction work was not only humor but
an interest in storytelling, whether a brief anecdote or a full-fledged account. Such a style
complemented his skills as a lecturer—though they were much different skills from those
of other popular American essayist-lecturers such as, for example, Emerson. For Twain,
essays were about the “high and delicate art” or “how a story ought to be told.”

Literary essays by lesser-known writers had also taken their place in the American
essay tradition in the early to mid-19th century, many of them under the intangible
influence of Washington Irving. Soon after his success, American writers began to
develop a faculty for the criticism of literature as well as its creation. Henry Wadsworth
Longfellow (1807-82), whose volume of essays Outre-Mer was published in 1835 after
he had traveled for three years in Europe, was one of the most prominent critical
essayists, despite the fact that his criticism was chiefly appreciative rather than analytical.
He succeeded, as far as the essay is concerned, in conveying instruction at the same time
as he imbued his writing with his personality, never overstepping the bounds of the
familiar essay and veering into didactic formality. Edgar Allan Poe (1809-49) made his
most famous contributions to the field of critical essays with “The Poetic Principle,” “The
Rationale of Verse,” and “Philosophy of Composition”—all careful and brilliant studies
in the art and aesthetics of authorship. One of the few essayists of the 19th century who
made criticism his life’s work to the exclusion of all other forms of literary creation was
Edwin Percy Whipple (1819-86). He wrote finished, formal essays distinctively
American in that they emphasized grit and determination and were filled with moral
earnestness. James Russell Lowell (1819-91) wrote both critical and personal essays.
His first prose work, Conversations on Some of the Old Poets (1845), revived the
neglected dialogue essay, and among his later books of criticism was Political Essays
(1888). Other writers of both critical and personal essays include George William Curtis
(1824-92), who collected his writings for Harper’s (1850-) in two volumes called
Essays from the Easy Chair (1892, 1897), and Thomas Wentworth Higginson (1823-
1911), who wrote reminiscences of great 19th-century writers. Higginson’s tendency to
look backwards was perhaps prescient, since the next stage in the life of the American
essay would have as its focus the essay’s impending death.
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4. The “Death” of the Essay

The titles and dates tell the tale: “The Passing of the Essay” (1894), “Once and for
All” (1919), “A Little Old Lady Passes Away” (1933), “A Disappearing Art” (1933),
“The Lost Art of the Essay” (1935), “On Burying the Essay” (1948), “No Essays,
Please!” (1951), “A Gentle Dirge for the Familiar Essay” (1955), and “The Essay
Lives—in Disguise” (1984). The story of the modern American essay has been the story
of its “death,” a death that like Mark Twain’s has been greatly exaggerated, for even as
critics declared it dead, the essay thrived by taking up new subjects, reworking old forms,
and accommodating new voices.

What was actually dying was not the essay, but a particular kind of essay and the age
and essayist associated with it. This type of essay was variously described as the genteel,
light, or Lambian essay, and for at least the first four decades of the century American
essayists were preoccupied with whether the essay could be anything but light. The
alternatives, it was argued, were the column or the article, both of which were largely
seen as less literary and more journalistic than the essay. Their ascendancy marked the
death of the essay. What at least a few astute critics and some of the practitioners of these
new forms recognized was that many columns or articles were actually essays: they were
personal in subject matter and familiar in style in the way that the essay has always been.
What has changed during the 20th century is that the essay has become increasingly
political, revealing, and weighty.

5. The Turn of the Century and the Genteel Tradition

The genteel tradition held sway in American letters at least until World War 1. Promoted
by an interlocking network of literary critics, magazine editors, and lvy League English
professors, this tradition argued for art that reflected uppermiddle-class American values,
Christian morality, the classical unity of truth and beauty, and a belief in the progress of
(Anglo-American) civilization. Many, if not most, of the leading figures of the genteel
tradition were essayists, and much of the tradition’s cultural work was done in that genre.
These “custodians of culture,” as Henry May labeled them in his The End of American
Innocence (1959), were troubled by the industrialization of America during the Gilded
Age and sought to ameliorate the accompanying materialism by holding tight to Christian
traditions and British literary conventions. They distrusted the new waves of
immigration, the new rich, and America’s new role as a leader in international affairs.
These essayists produced work that was generally sentimental, idealistic, nostalgic, and
sometimes pious. They often sported three names and were sometimes more “English”
than their English counterparts. They adopted a tone that was decidedly conversational
and sometimes even chatty, and cultivated a view of the essayist as a “friend.” In order to
maintain this chumminess they kept their subject matter light and noncontroversial. If
politics or religion was broached, it was discussed matterof-factly, with the assumption
that the reader would agree with what “we,” all right-thinking people, thought. More
often, however, their essays took as their subjects gardening, reading, Christmas dinner,
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or the family pet. Some representative titles suggest the standard tone and subjects—
Reveries of a Bachelor (1850) by Donald Grant Mitchell (1822-1908), My Summer in a
Garden (1871) by Charles Dudley Warner (1829-1900), Days Off, and Other
Digressions (1907) by Henry Van Dyke (1852-1933), Among Friends (1910) by Samuel
McChord Crothers (1857-1927), Days Out, and Other Papers (1917) by Elisabeth
Woodbridge Morris (1870-1964), and Like Summer’s Cloud (1925) by Charles Brooks
(1878-1934). The work of these essayists was tremendously popular and influential;
Reveries of a Bachelor, for example, led Scribner’s list for 50 years.

These writers sometimes published in other genres, usually poetry or the short story,
and often worked as academics or book reviewers. Some were regular critics for outlets
of “higher journalism”—Paul Elmer More (1864-1937) and Stuart Pratt Sherman (1881-
1926) in the Nation, Hamilton Wright Mabie (1846-1916) in the Outlook (and later, the
Ladies Home Journal), Bliss Perry (1860-1954) in the Atlantic Monthly, and Robert
Underwood Johnson (1853-1937) in the Century. Their review essays were generally
conservative and prescriptive, often enforcing what was called “the parlor table” or
“young girl” standard, which specified what reading material was fit to appear on a
family’s parlor table and, more particularly, to be read aloud by a father to his daughter.

6. The 1920s and 1930s: The Rise of the Columnists and Other
Developments

The relatively settled world of the late Victorians, which had allowed the whimsical
dalliance with the everyday as well as the enforcement of a strict understanding of good
manners, may never have been quite as ordered and sedate as it sometimes appeared, but
certainly by the turn of the century it was being challenged by the revelations of the
muckrakers, the flood of new immigrants, the rise of the “New Woman,” and the
gathering war clouds in Europe. In literature, naturalism and imagism were shaking up
fiction and poetry respectively, but the essay was slower to change. Soon, however,
World War | began to force essayists out of their libraries and gardens. As Agnes
Repplier (1855-1950) put it in a 1918 piece entitled “The American Essay in Wartime,”
“The personal essay, the little bit of sentiment or observation, the lightly offered
commentary which aims to appear the artless thing it isn’t,—this exotic, of which Lamb
was a rare exponent, has withered in the blasts of war.”

Repplier’s lament may have been a bit hyperbolic, but things were changing. In 1911,
Harvard philosopher and cultural critic George Santayana (1863-1952) had named the
genteel tradition and argued that it was an outmoded form of New England parochialism.
Randolph Bourne (1886-1918), along with Van Wyck Brooks (1886-1963) and
H.L.Mencken (1880-1956), built on Santayana’s analysis in their critique of
“Puritanism” and search for what Brooks called a “usable past.” Bourne died early and
Brooks focused on literary criticism, but Mencken, in a prodigious outpouring of personal
commentary and cultural criticism, did more than anyone during the immediate prewar
and postwar periods to redefine the American essay. His sarcasm and irony poked fun at
the genial tone of the light essay, and his love for, knowledge of, and talent at employing
a distinctly American idiom helped do for the American essay what Twain had done for
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fiction and Whitman for poetry—Mencken took the essay from the hands of the
Anglophiles who had dominated it and showed that it could be written in American.

The work of Mencken and other new essayists during the 1920s to modernize the essay
was undertaken in a rapidly changing social and cultural climate. Thousands of soldiers,
including midwestern farm boys and African American sharecroppers from the South,
had traveled through New York and other eastern ports on their way to and from war.
After the war many of them returned to the cities and stayed on, often working in the fast-
growing automobile industry. All of the cities of the North and East were growing, but it
was New York that was the center of modern culture. Motion pictures, radio, and mass
circulation magazines told New York’s story, but so too did the many new syndicated
newspaper columns.

Columns or departments had already begun to appear in American newspapers—
Eugene Field’s (1850-95) “Sharps and Flats” ran in the Chicago Daily News from 1883
to 1895, and Bert Leston Taylor’s (1866-1921) “A Line o’ Type or Two” appeared in the
Chicago Tribune between 1901 and 1920- but the 1920s and 1930s marked the heyday of
the column. Not all of the new columns were strictly in the essay tradition. Some were
editorials or political commentary, others were a hodgepodge of jokes and jingles sent in
by readers. Sunday editions often offered a dozen or more columns on specialized topics
such as gossip, sports, movies, fashion, radio, and books, as well as how-to columns on
subjects as varied as cooking, bridge, and grammar.

There were also “essay” columns that were more personal, familiar, and discursive.
These columns might indulge in gossip, review a book, or tender some light verse, but
they consisted mainly of the author’s thoughts and stories about everyday life. The
popularity of these columns led to versions of them appearing as well in newly
established magazines like the New Yorker (1925-) and the Saturday Review of
Literature (1924-86). As such, they were more modern, somewhat less bookish versions
of departments like “The Editor’s Study” and “The Easy Chair” in Harper’s or “The
Contributor’s Club” in the Atlantic Monthly.

Many major critics of the period, including Henry Seidel Canby (1878-1961) in “Out
with the Dilettante” (1922), Burton Rascoe (1892-1957) in “What of Our
Essayists?” (1922), Carl Van Doren (1885-1950) in “Day In and Day Out: Manhattan
Wits” (1923), Stuart Sherman (1881-1926) in “Apology for Essayists of the
Press” (1924), and Simeon Strunsky (1879-1948) in “The Essay of Today” (1928),
argued that several of these columnists were negotiating their daily deadlines successfully
enough to have begun to create a new kind of American essay, one that observed life in
the American cities, especially New York, and evoked the idiom of city streets. They
praised, in particular, Heywood Broun (1888-1939), Robert Cortes Holliday (1880-
1947), Christopher Morley (1890-1957), Robert Benchley (1889-1945), Frank Moore
Colby (1865-1925), Don Marquis (1878-1937), and Franklin P.Adams (1881-1960).

These “colyumnists,” as they called themselves, took different approaches, but all were
essentially essayists. Marquis parodied Modernist poetry by pretending his columns were
written by a cockroach named Archy whose use of lowercase was not a choice (as it was
for e. e. cummings) but a consequence of the fact that he could hop on only one key at a
time and so was unable to hit the shift key at the same time. Morley, a more old-
fashioned Anglophile, wrote largely about books in “The Bowling Green,” which ran first
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in the New York Post and then moved to the Saturday Review of Literature. Broun
argued for various left-liberal political positions, but, like Benchley, also adopted a kind
of bumbling “little man” persona in order to tell stories about himself. Adams began with
a column called “A Little of Everything” in the Chicago Journal in 1903, but gained
greater fame when he moved to New York and created the syndicated column “The
Conning Tower,” which was a kind of potpourri of light verse and readers’ contributions,
with occasional mock diaries in the manner of Samuel Pepys in which Adams revealed
the goings-on of his Algonquin Round Table pals, a group of literary types who met
regularly at the Algonquin Hotel to drink and talk.

On the whole, these men were highly educated: Benchley and Broun were Harvard
graduates, Colby taught at Columbia and New York Universities, Morley was a Rhodes
Scholar. And yet, as E.B.White remarked of Marquis, they were “never quite certified by
intellectuals and serious critics of belles lettres.” Though considered hopelessly
middlebrow by more academic critics, the “colyumnists” saw themselves as having
sought popularity by choice, as having chosen to write for andv educate a broad
readership. Their pieces retained some Victorian traits, but on the whole tended to
emphasize the humorous and nostalgic over the prim and proper. In his defense of the
New York wits, Sherman noted that these “busy newspaper men” had “blazed their way
out to the new public” that was “truly democratic,” the “wide circle composed of every
man and woman who reads a newspaper.” Van Doren agreed and added that these
essayists were not a completely new phenomenon. “They are,” he said, “toWn wits, as
Addison and Steele were in their merry London, as Irving and Paulding were in the New
York of a hundred years ago.”

Perhaps the most important event in the development of the American essay during this
period was the founding in 1925 of the New Yorker by Harold Ross (1892-1951).
Influenced by the columnists (Benchley was an early and frequent contributor), Ross’
magazine, especially in its “Talk of the Town” department, told the rest of the nation
what was going on in New York even as it claimed (perhaps somewhat disingenuously)
not to be for the “little old lady in Dubuque.” It was in the New Yorker that the most
popular essayists of the 1930s and 1940s developed their styles. James Thurber (1894-
1961) built on Benchley’s little man persona in a number of comic autobiographical
pieces (as well as short stories such as “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty”). E.B.White
(1899-1985) developed his own mild-mannered, somewhat genteel, wellread man-on-
the-street persona in “Notes and Comments.” Alexander Woollcott (1887-1943) poked
fun at his own version of the effete urban dandy in a series of celebrity profiles and his
back-page column, “Shouts and Murmurs.”

1925 also marked the publication of The New Negro, an anthology of essays and other
work edited by Alain Locke (1886-1954) that launched the Harlem Renaissance and with
it several African American poets and fiction writers who also wrote essays, especially
Langston Hughes (1902-67), Richard Wright (1908-60), and Zora Neale Hurston (1891-
1960). These younger writers worked out of a tradition of African American
autobiographical nonfiction in which the writer revealed a life in order to claim selfhood,
but brought to it the new rhythms of black speech and music emerging from the growing
black urban communities of the North, especially Harlem. These voices ranged from the
angry polemics of Wright to the affirmative comedy of Hurston, but they were all more
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informal, less academic, and more likely to employ dialect than the previous generations
of African American essayists, which included, besides Locke, the political conscience of
freed slave Frederick Douglass (1818-95), antilynching crusader Ida B.Wells Barnett
(1862-1931), and the magisterial voice of W.E.B.Du Bois (1868-1963).

The work of the columnists offered probably the most widely read kind of essay and
the most important development in the form during the period between the wars, but
essays were also put to other kinds of use during this period. Many modern American
novelists wrote essays, most notably Ernest Hemingway (1899-1961) in his war
dispatches and F. Scott Fitzgerald (1896-1940) in a series of pieces for Esquire about his
mental breakdown. Leftist literary critics such as Edmund Wilson (1895-1972), Mike
Gold (1894-1967), and Meridel Le Sueur (1900-96) wrote reviews and polemical essays
that were only occasionally more personal. Finally, high Modernists such as William
Carlos Williams (1883-1963), T.S.Eliot (1888-1965), Ezra Pound (1885-1972), and
Gertrude Stein (1874-1946) used the essay mainly to explain and defend their
experiments in other genres.

Despite the use of the essay by writers primarily known for their work in fiction or
poetry, and the popularity of the essays appearing in magazines and newspaper columns,
the essay, especially the personal essay, remained under attack during the 1930s. As
editor of the Saturday Review of Literature, Henry Seidel Canby tried to temper and
control the debate over the death of the essay, but found this harder to do as the 1930s
grew more and more politicized. Katharine Fullerton Gerould (1879-1944), along with
Agnes Repplier, had long been leading the defense of the traditional light essay.
Throughout the 1920s Gerould had decried the rise of commercialism, the lowering of
standards, and what she called “the plight of the genteel.” In 1934, Canby let Gerould call
for a “plebiscite” on the essay in the pages of his magazine. “The perfect essayist,” she
wrote, “could write a good essay on Hitler or on hogs, and | should be enchanted to read
it—but he has not done it yet, and I am not yet enchanted.” Harking back to a distinction
William Dean Howells (1837-1920) had noted as early as 1902, Gerould asked if
readers wanted mere “articles,” or rather the leisure, the meditations, and the light touch
of the genteel essay. Then, making her distinction into a dogmatic either/or, she asked if
they wanted “news” or “truth.” Her appeal backfired: she and the essay were branded as
retrograde. As one reader put it, “Mrs. Gerould is complacent, slightly irritating. My
plebeian vote is in favor of the present and the future against the past.” The editor of
Scribner’s got on the bandwagon as well, writing to Gerould that “this is not an age of
polite letters, and writing has ceased to be the province of the cultured.” He polled his
readers, proudly quantified the results, and notified Gerould that only three per cent
wanted a return to her kind of essay. For the time, the debate seemed to be over. Gerould
and the genteel essay had lost.

7. The 1940s: The Example of E.B.White
It was E.B.White, himself an lvy League-educated son of the same Eastern genteel upper

middle class that Gerould defended, who provided a way out of the dilemma that
threatened to kill the essay. However, he had to leave the New Yorker and become
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haunted by the rise of fascism in order to do it. In 1938, tired of weekly deadlines and
Ross’ insistence that he use the editorial “we,” White decided to leave New York for
Maine and the New Yorker for Harper’s. For the next five years he wrote a monthly
column entitled “One Man’s Meat.” In these pieces (collected in a book with the same
title in 1942), he found a voice that was at once personal and public. He talked about
everyday life on his saltwater farm but also attacked fascism, defended democracy,
supported American intervention in Europe, and anticipated the United Nations by calling
for world government, or what he called “supranationalism.”

White’s ability to talk about such politically charged issues in the quiet voice of a
Yankee farmer (or at least New York writer playing Yankee farmer) set a precedent and
did much to solve a problem that had been facing the American essay since the first
challenges to the genteel tradition around the turn of the century. He added weight to the
light essay, allowing it to take on controversial public issues while retaining the charm of
its familiar style.

In 1943 White returned full-time to the New Yorker, and if he never burned with quite
as blue a flame as he had during the period of “One Man’s Meat,” a period he referred to
later as “one of those rare interludes that can never be repeated, a time of enchantment,”
he would still write enough wonderful essays to remain the dominant voice in the field
for at least another 20 years. White continued to write familiar, sometimes almost folksy,
pieces, but the political commitment that had fueled “One Man’s Meat” remained a part
of him; his essays of the 1950s and 1960s spoke eloquently to issues such as civil rights,
nuclear testing, and the environment.

8. The 1950s: Political Voices in a Quiet Time

White was hardly the only essayist to take political stands during the 1950s. On the
contrary, that decade, usually seen as quiet and complacent, witnessed the appearance of
many strong, committed nonfiction writers. But White was the exception in the sense that
his voice was generally more personal than those of Lionel Trilling (1905-75), Irving
Howe (1920-93), Alfred Kazin (1915-), Mary McCarthy (1912-89), Harold Rosenberg
(1906-78), Elizabeth Hardwick (1916-), Stanley Edgar Hyman (1919-70), and Leslie
Fiedler (1917-). Primarily literary critics (or in Rosenberg’s case, art critic), these New
York intellectuals had roots in 1930s radicalism, were associated with journals of cultural
criticism such as Partisan Review (1934-) and Dissent, and were public intellectuals in
the tradition of Edmund Wilson (himself still quite active in the 1950s) rather than
personal essayists like White.

The decade also saw the emergence of three young writers who, though they saw
themselves as novelists first, will perhaps be best remembered for their work in
nonfiction—James Baldwin (1924-87), Norman Mailer (1923-), and Gore Vidal
(1925-). All three brought deep political commitment (Mailer and Vidal both ran for
public office) as well as their experience as fiction writers to their essay writing.
Sometimes, they also seemed to live their private lives in public: Baldwin and Vidal were
openly gay even before the Stonewall Rebellion of 1968, and Vidal and Mailer acquired
celebrity status through their work in films and on television. They used their essays to
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create these well-defined, sometimes defiant public personae.

9. The 1960s and 1970s: Social Upheaval and the New Journalism

Mailer’s propensity for putting himself as a character into his narrative essays (and often
referring to that self in the third person) made him a pioneer of the New Journalism,
which has had a tremendous impact on the development of the personal essay at the end
of the century. Many New Journalists used techniques similar to Mailer’s to challenge
what they felt to be an impossible obsession with objectivity on the part of traditional
journalism. Mailer, Tom Wolfe (1930-), Gay Talese (1932-), and others borrowed
techniques from fiction such as the extensive use of dialogue, developed scenes, sensory
details, experimental punctuation, collogquialisms, and neologisms, and in so doing made
their magazine articles more essayistic. Many of these New Journalists focused on longer,
book-length pieces, leading to their association (particularly in the case of Truman
Capote [1924-84]) with the “non-fiction novel,” but even then their chapters sometimes
had the feel of self-contained essays. All in all, they had a major influence on the essay
by creatively blurring some of the old distinctions between journalism and belles-lettres
that had long dogged the essay.

These and other practitioners of the New Journalism such as Pete Hamill (1935-), Dan
Wakefield (1932-), Seymour Krim (1922-89), and Joan Didion (1934-) changed not
only the form of creative nonfiction but also broadened its subject matter by reporting as
participating observers from the turbulent centers of their times—Mailer marching on the
Pentagon to protest the Vietnam War, Krim hobnobbing with his fellow Beats, Didion
mixing with the star culture of Los Angeles and Hollywood, and Wolfe spending
extended periods with everyone from acid-dropping hippies to straitlaced astronauts.

Debates over the future of the novel, intersections with European culture (especially
French critical theory after May 1968), the founding of the New York Review of Books
(1963-), accounting for the boom in Latin American literature, and other developments in
and out of the academy prompted much activity among more formal, intellectual
essayists during this period. As with the New Journalism, much of this work was done by
practicing novelists including Didion, William H.Gass (1924-), John Barth (1930-),
Susan Sontag (1933-), Cynthia Ozick (1928-), and Stanley Elkin (1930-95). These
writers wrote a personal, richly allusive, highly stylized kind of critical essay on subjects
ranging from the nature of fiction to the role writers should or should not play in the
political movements of the times.

10. The 1980s to the Present: The Revival of the Essay

The political movements of the 1960s and 1970s had a tremendous effect on the
development of the essay. Through the experiments of the New Journalists, not only did
they make the already loose form of the essay even more open than it had been since at
least the 1920s, they also led to new voices using the essay to speak to new constituencies
of readers. The result has been an explosion in the number of skilled essayists publishing
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in America at the century’s end.

The civil rights movement, for instance, forced much debate and discussion of issues
of race, and the personal essay was a form particularly suited to testimony, witness, and
stirring anecdote. During the 1960s leaders of the civil rights movement such as Martin
Luther King, Jr. (1929-68), Eldridge Cleaver (1935-), and George Jackson (1941-71)
used the essay to advance the cause. The intersection of the women’s movement with the
civil rights movement resulted in several new voices that focused on the
interconnectedness of racism and sexism, among them Alice Walker (1944-), Angela
Davis (1944-), Toni Morrison (1931-), and Audre Lorde (1934-92). Other struggles for
democratic rights during this period have led to essays emerging from communities that
had not normally been associated with the form in the past. Among these new voices are
Maxine Hong Kingston (1940-), Richard Rodriguez (1944-), Judith Ortiz Cofer (1952-),
Gary Soto (1952-), Leslie Marmon Silko (1948-), and Naomi Shihab Nye (1952-). The
success of many of these movements has led to the establishment of new areas of
specialization within the academy, the recovery of lost texts, and the insertion of new
voices into the canon of Western literature. The backlash against these changes during the
Reagan years led to the culture wars of the late 1980s and early 1990s, during which a
number of minority academics made names for themselves while using the personal essay
to argue their case; these included Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (1950-), Gerald Early (1952-),
bell hooks (1955?7-), and Shelby Steele (1946-).

The second wave of feminism in the 1970s also swept in a number of new writers
intent on breaking down barriers between the personal and the political. Besides the
minority feminists listed above, other women who have found the essay particularly
conducive to this goal are Adrienne Rich (1929-), Gloria Steinem (1934-), Katha Pollitt
(1949-), and Nancy Mairs (1943-).

A final kind of essay which has attracted a considerable number of skilled practitioners
in recent years is the nature essay. Working from a strong tradition that developed in the
19th century, and energized by the environmental movement, mid-20th-century greats
such as Aldo Leopold (1886-1948), Loren Eiseley (1907-77), and Rachel Carson
(1907-64) have been joined by a new generation of nature writers, including practicing
scientists such as Lewis Thomas (1913-93), Edward O. Wilson (1929-), Stephen Jay
Gould (1941-), and popularizers of science such as John McPhee (1931-) and David
Quammen (1948-). A host of other writers produce both fiction and nonfiction, but in
their nonfiction have often focused on nature and landscape; these include Edward Abbey
(1927-89), Edward Hoagland (1932-), Annie Dillard (1945-), Barry Lopez (1945-),
Gretel Ehrlich (1946-), and Scott Russell Sanders (1945-).3

11. Conclusion

The view that the essay is inherently precious and irrelevant persists. In the preface to the
most recent full-length study of the genre, The Observing Self: Rediscovering the Essay
(1988), Graham Good admits that he launched his project with some trepidation because
the word “essay” still “conjures up the image of a middle-aged man in a worn tweed
jacket in an armchair smoking a pipe by a fire in his private library in a country house
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somewhere in southern England, in about 1910, maundering on about the delights of
idleness, country walks, tobacco, old wine, and old books...”

Despite Good’s concerns, the essay seems more alive than ever, even if it “lives in
disguise,” as Phillip Lopate (1943-), an important contemporary American essayist and
anthologist, put it in a 1984 essay. Whether it is labeled New Journalism, creative
nonfiction, or just nature writing, the American essay has, at least since Fitzgerald’s
pieces about his mental breakdown or E.B.White’s essays about Hitler and hogs in One
Man’s Meat, been moving inexorably toward subjects that are at once more intimate and
more public than the safe and chatty reveries of the genteel essayists of the late Victorian
era. Today the most respected American essayists write uninhibitedly and skillfully about
issues as personal as their own addictions and maladies and as public as women’s
liberation and environmental awareness, often within the same essay.
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The American Scholar

American journal, 1932—

Every issue of the current American Scholar begins with a personal essay by
“Aristides,” the nom de plume of editor and renowned essayist Joseph Epstein. His
familiar writing on such topics as napping, name-dropping, and personal musical tastes is
not at all academic in the traditional sense, but then, despite its title, the American
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Scholar is not a traditional scholarly journal. Rather it draws its name from the 1837 Phi
Beta Kappa address at Harvard University by the great American essayist Ralph Waldo
Emerson, who enlarged the definition of a scholar to “man thinking.” In this speech,
which James Russell Lowell called “an event without any former parallel in our literary
annals” and Oliver Wendell Holmes hailed as “our intellectual Declaration of
Independence,” Emerson declared that “Man is not a farmer, or a professor, or an
engineer, but he is all. Man is priest, and scholar, and statesman, and producer, and
soldier.” Unfortunately, Emerson concluded, in our time these functions have been
divided one from another so that each person inhabits only one aspect of his or her
potential. The American Scholar strives to mitigate this trend by helping its readers
embrace all aspects of this Emersonian selfhood.

The American Scholar began publication in 1932, as the successor to the Phi Beta
Kappa Key, publishing for members of PBK (the national academic honor society) as
well as “for all who have general intellectual interests.” In its first issue, the editorial
board promised that the American Scholar would be “devoted to general scholarship,” an
assurance reiterated over 60 years later by the current editorial team, who characterized
the publication as “fill[ing] the gap between learned journals and good magazines for a
popular audience.” In its current format, each quarterly issue leads off with general
essays, followed by more specifically topical essays (marked by their smaller print) on
the arts, sciences, social sciences, literature, politics, legal issues, and current events, as
well as categories such as “memoir” and “reappraisal.” Book reviews, some poetry, and
the occasional book excerpt fill out the journal’s offerings; as one reviewer noted, it is
“an ideal magazine to be read leisurely.” Commenting on the magazine’s continuing
interest in the current affairs of the world, the Winter 1939-40 editorial noted that “The
table of contents of a journal of contemporary thought, such as The American Scholar
aspires to be, may reflect, more than its editors are aware, the salient features of the
modern scene.”

Although the magazine’s first essays were strictly formal, by the 1940s the tone was
becoming increasingly familiar as the journal began including more addresses and
speeches, thus easing its transition into publishing informal essays. It is this personal
tone, one which recognizes that sophisticated and erudite readers not only appreciate
serious discussion about wide-ranging issues but also have both a compassionate interest
in their fellow humans and a sense of humor, that remains at the forefront of the
American Scholar’s publishing sensibility. During much of its history, the magazine has
included in every issue a long-running series of familiar essays by a single author,
including philosopher Irwin Edman’s “Under Whatever Sky” (1945-54), Joseph Wood
Krutch’s “If You Don’t Mind My Saying So” (1955-70), and Epstein’s quarterly
“Aristides” essay (1975-). While the journal has also regularly published more formal
essays, including René Dubos’ “The Despairing Optimist” series (1970-77), it is the
magazine’s personal, informal essays, following in the tradition of Addison, Steele,
Edmund Burke, and Montaigne, that have contributed to the popularity of the essay
form in contemporary culture. According to Epstein, “The familiar essayist lives, and
takes his professional sustenance, in the everyday flow of things,” and the American
audience has responded well, giving the journal a circulation of 26,000 (as of 1993), large
for a magazine of its type. The American Scholar has clearly played a leading role in
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claiming for the personal essay its own territory in the American literary landscape.

For a magazine so long-lived, the American Scholar has had a remarkable consistency
of editors. The founding editor, William Allison Shimer, held that position until 1943,
when he joined the armed forces to fight in World War 1l. Marjorie Hope Nicolson,
president of the United Chapters of PBK, served as interim editor for one year before
handing over the reins to Hiram Haydn, editor from Autumn 1944 until his death in 1973.
During Haydn’s tenure, the magazine was subtitled “A Quarterly for the Independent
Thinker,” reminding readers of the journal’s Emersonian roots. Following Haydn’s death,
editorial board member Peter Gay served as acting editor for two issues until Joseph
Epstein stepped into the editorial role, a position he still holds. This consistency of
leadership has also been expressed in the journal’s physical appearance, for the
packaging of the magazine remains very similar to that of the first issue—quiet,
understated, and discreet. The editorial board has seen far more diversity, having
included such disparate thinkers as Hannah Arendt, Jacques Barzun, Saul Bellow, Ralph
Ellison, Erik Erikson, John Erskine, John Kenneth Galbraith, Clifford Geertz, Lillian
Hellman, Randall Jarrell, Judith Martin, Margaret Mead, Daniel P.Moynihan, and Robert
Penn Warren, many of whom are themselves innovators of the essay in its various
manifestations.

In Winter 1976-77, the editors paused to commemorate the Phi Beta Kappa
bicentennial and reexamine the purpose of the American Scholar, one of the honor
society’s major public activities. Epstein and the editorial board noted that the journal—
and by extension the essay genre itself—linked society and the intellectual world, striving
to play the same role that David Hume (quoted in that issue’s editorial) attributed to his
own essay writing: “I cannot but consider myself as a kind of resident or ambassador
from the dominions of learning to those of conversation, and shall think it my constant
duty to promote a good correspondence betwixt these two states, which have so great a
dependence on each other.” In fulfilling this function, the American Scholar has changed
its focus very little over the years. Echoing the journal’s first editorial policy, Epstein
recently remarked, “We hope chiefly to be interesting and entertaining to people who are
interested in ideas and culture”—people, that is, who are American Scholars.

KAREN A.KEELY

The Anatomy of Melancholy

by Robert Burton, 1621; subsequent revised editions

Robert Burton (1577-1640) was one of the most prolific essayists of the 17th century.
He published only one book; yet that book, The Anatomy of Melancholy, was his life’s
work. Nor did that single volume cramp the range of his style, which flowed, he wrote in
his preface, “now serious, then light; now comical, then satirical; now more elaborate,
then remiss, as the present subject required, or as at that time | was affected.” Burton’s
claims for the variety of his style are not exaggerated. The title of the work suggests a
twofold narrowness of focus, yet Burton somehow escapes the confines of both types of
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narrowness.

The first restriction is a structural one suggested by Anatomy: an anatomy is both
analytical and synthetic, distinguishing a thing into its constituent parts, and highlighting
relationships of each to each and each to the whole. Such a genre suggests a clinical,
scientific style, which Burton supplies where necessary: “The upper of the
hypochondries, in whose right side is the liver, the left the spleen; from which is
denominated hypochondriacal melancholy.” Yet within each of the compartments of the
anatomy Burton feels free to indulge a more personal, subjective style, echoing his
preface, wherein he urges the reader not to read his book, for ““Tis not worth the reading”
and “thou canst not think worse of me than | do of myself.” Further freedom comes from
the nature of anatomy: interconnecting all aspects of melancholy not only allows but
requires Burton to touch on a variety of subtopics.

The limitation of the major topic presents the second restriction, one of content. Yet in
Burton’s treatment, to write about melancholy is to write about the human condition, the
subject of all great writing. To discuss melancholy is to discuss war, love, religion,
imagination, sorrow, fear, or virtually any other essential element of human nature.
Within the rigid structure of the anatomy Burton has imbedded essays on topics as
manifold as Montaigne’s or Bacon’s.

While Burton’s style may vary from scientific to personal, one element is constant: his
prose is macaronic, playing Latin off against English. To some extent, this is true of
almost all Jacobean prose: Latin intrudes more or less naturally in the works of educated
writers of all European languages in the 17th century. Yet what is remarkable about
Burton’s Latinity is that it confines itself to parenthetical quotations and, sometimes, to
word order: it has comparatively little effect on his diction. The Latinate “inkhorn” terms
so prevalent in the writings of his contemporaries appear much less frequently in
Burton’s, and those that do tend to be personal favorites used habitually rather than
nonce-words. For every constringe, clancular, or calamistrate in Burton’s prose, we find
half a dozen Anglo-Saxon colloquialisms such as gubber-tushed, fuzzled, or dizzard. The
native vocabulary increases his verbal range, as English, in his century as in ours, has by
far the largest vocabulary of any European language: to confine oneself to Latinate
diction, even with inkhorn neologisms, is to narrow one’s range severely in comparison
to English. Burton’s sentence structure also tends to be less Latinate than that of many
contemporaries; rarely subordinating, his clauses and phrases tend to progress by
apposition or accretion.

Structurally Burton’s style illustrates the early 17th-century reaction to the Elizabethan
imitations of Cicero’s Latin style. Ciceronian prose triumphed in the periodic sentence,
lengthy constructions filled out by subordinate clauses and balanced antitheses. Burton
and many of his contemporaries (particularly John Donne in his sermons, and Sir
Thomas Browne) imitated the contrasting Silver Age style of Seneca and Tacitus,
characterized by epigrammatic concision. The epigrammatic unit of Burton’s Senecan
style, however, was usually the clause, not the sentence, making his sentences as long as
any Ciceronian period, but less symmetrical. The lack of balance and parallelism created
the illusion of spontaneity; parallelism is obviously an artistic choice, whereas a
Burtonian list or parenthesis sounds like a sudden outburst.

The impression of spontaneity and colloquialism in Burton’s prose is all the more
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delightful for its ironic context: The Anatomy of Melancholy is a bookworm’s distillation
of a long life spent in libraries. The word “anatomy” suggests a logical order which this
particular anatomy demonstrates only on the surface, in its table of contents and chapter
headings. Within an individual topic, which can often be considered a separate essay,
Burton’s organizing principle seems to be not logical connection but rather free
association. One anecdote suggests another, tangentially related, which suggests another,
related more to the second than the first, so that a section might end quite a distance from
its starting point. This syntactical looseness makes Burton’s prose sound quite modern to
many 20th-century critics.

JOHN R.HOLMES
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Andersch, Alfred

German, 1914-1980

Alfred Andersch had a prolific career as an essayist: besides composing a lengthy
treatise on the state of German literature after two world wars, he published four volumes
of collected essays, produced and hosted numerous radio programs (among them the
“radio-essay”) for West Germany’s leading broadcasting companies, and founded two
important journals—Der Ruf: Unabhéngige Blatter der jungen Generation (The call:
independent journal of the young generation) and Texte und Zeichen (Texts and signs),
which nurtured the essay tradition among the postwar generation of German writers. The
scope and depth of his essays are as diverse as the roles he took on as author, editor,
journalist, publisher, and radio man. Scattered among his many literary essays are astute
social and political commentaries, art, film, and theater reviews, travel prose, author
portraits (Thomas Mann, Ernst Junger), aphorisms, and short philosophical glosses.
The recent critical attention being given to Andersch’s essays and radio work not only
provides a glimpse into a brilliant career as a nonfiction writer, but also demonstrates in
Andersch an important media figure and cultural talent scout. While foregrounding
Andersch’s interest in issues concerned with writing, cultural literacy, and aesthetics, the
essays reveal a dynamic style that seeks to mediate continually between the historical,
political, and socioeconomic contexts of modernity.

Andersch’s capacity as editor and journalist for Der Ruf sparked his foray into essay
writing. Along with Hans Werner Richter, Andersch sought to produce a journal that
would capture the energy of the new generation of postwar writers and intellectuals.
Throughout his career as an essayist, Andersch published essays in some of West
Germany’s principal literary and political journals, including Frankfurter Hefte
(Frankfurt numbers), Merkur (Mercury), konkret (concrete), and Kurbiskern (Pumpkins).
With the first meeting of the Gruppe 47 (Group 47) in 1947, which he organized, and the
publication of the treatise Deutsche Literatur in der Entscheidung (German literature at
the turning point) in 1948, Andersch established himself as a perceptive critic of German
literature and advocate of Germany’s younger generation of writers. When he began
work in broadcasting at Radio Frankfurt (later Hessischer Rundfunk) in 1948, these
convictions became guiding forces. Andersch spent the next ten years of his life working
for the leading broadcasting companies in West Germany. His creation of such programs
as the Abendstudio and the “radio-essay” expanded the role of radio beyond reporting to
include literary and artistic productions. In the Funkkurier (1955; Radio courier)
Andersch described the “radio-essay” as a “poetic document of the reality of our world
and of the life of men in that world.” The unique synthesis in the “radio-essay” of artistic
and political expression, musical and literary pieces, forged such critically acclaimed
endeavors as the series entitled “Die Professoren” (The professors), which invited
scholars like Walter Jens, Theodor W.Adorno, Walter Muschg, and Max Bense out of
the classroom and into the studio to perform their ideas and put their theories into
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practice. The popularity of these talkbased programs stemmed from the expertise which
they assumed of their audience, and made Andersch a household name. It is from his
development of the “radio-essay” that his conception of the essay is brought forth.
Influenced by Adorno’s notion of the “constellation,” Andersch’s inclusion of music,
literature, criticism, and politics in any one broadcast allowed for a montage of constantly
shifting discourses, thereby illustrating the multifarious nature of the modern world.
Andersch himself emphasized the word “trial,” seeing the essay component of these radio
broadcasts as providing for “the lively character of the trial or attempt, which remains
continuously open to all possibilities.” This intriguing definition of the “radio-essay” acts
as an underlying premise for Andersch’s written essays, and thus suggests some motifs
common to his essays, radio broadcasts, and editorial ideals.

The essays highlight an attempt to reanimate the spirit of German Modernism, which
had fallen victim to the Third Reich. The treatise Deutsche Literatur in der Entscheidung,
the essays “Thomas Mann als Politiker” (1955; Thomas Mann as a politician) and
“Achtzig und Jinger: Ein politischer Diskurs” (1975; Eighty and Jinger: a political
discourse), and the review essays of work by young artists like Heinrich Boll, Arno
Schmidt, Pierre Claudel, and Elio Vittorini speak to Andersch’s desire to reconcile the
tradition of German Modernism (Mann, Jinger) with the postwar generation’s
resuscitation of an avant-garde style attested to in Europdische Avantgarde (1949;
European avant-garde), an anthology he edited. Andersch’s work with the technological
medium of the radio influenced the pieces he wrote and produced for his weekly features.
His realization that his capacity as both radio broadcaster and author magnified the
intensity of consumerist culture prompted such radio features as “Denk-Zettel flr
Kulturkonsumenten” (1959; Thoughts for cultural consumers) and written essays like
“Die Blindheit des Kunstwerks” (1956; The blindness of art), “Notiz Uber die
Schriftsteller und den Staat” (1966; Note concerning writers and the state), and “Literatur
in den schweizerischen Massenmedien” (1977-78; Literature in the Swiss mass media).

Through Andersch’s editorial ingenuity, which resulted in Der Ruf, Europdische
Avantgarde, the brochure-series “studio frankfurt” (1951), and the literary journal Texte
und Zeichen, young poets, artists, and essayists were given an intellectual venue where
they could showcase their talents. The constellation of ideas set up by Andersch’s role as
essayist, radio figure, and editor sketches a trajectory between the height of German
Modernism and the birth of a postwar literary tradition, between the machinations of the
Third Reich and the economic miracle of the 1950s. The importance of these essays, the
care and detail with which they were written and their perceptive analyses of
contemporary German culture demonstrate in Alfred Andersch an essayist of great
significance in a continued and lively tradition of essay writing in Germany.

DANIEL D.GILFILLAN

Biography

Born 4 February 1914 in Munich. Studied at the Wittelsbacher Gymnasium, Munich,
1924-28. Worked for a publisher, 1928-30. Member of the youth organization of the
Communist Party, 1932, and as a result spent six months in Dachau concentration camp,
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1933. Office worker, Munich and Hamburg, 1933-40. Married Angelika Albert, 1935
(divorced, 1943): one daughter. Served in the German army, 1940-41, 1943-44: deserted
on the Italian front and became a prisoner of war in the United States, where he worked
on Der Ruf prisoners’ publication, 1945. Editorial assistant to Erich Késtner, Neue
Zeitung (New gazette), Munich, 1945-46; coeditor, Der Ruf, Munich, 1946-47.
Cofounder, Gruppe 47, 1947. Founder and director of Abendstudio, Frankfurt Radio,
1948-50, and of “radio-essays” for South German Radio, Stuttgart, 1955-58 (assisted by
Hans Magnus Enzensberger). Married Gisela GroneuerDichgans, 1950: two sons and one
daughter. Founder and editor, Texte und Zeichen, 1955-57. Moved to Switzerland, 1958,
and became a Swiss citizen, 1973. Led an expedition to the Arctic, 1965. Member,
German Academy of Languages and Literature. Awards: German Critics’ Prize, 1958;
Nelly Sachs Prize, 1968; Charles Veillon Prize, 1968; Bavarian Academy Literature
Prize. Died (of kidney failure) in Berzona, 21 February 1980.

Selected Writings

Essays and Related Prose

Deutsche Literatur in der Entscheidung, 1948

Wanderungen im Norden, 1962

Die Blindheit des Kunstwerks und andere Aufsatze, 1965

Aus einem rémischen Winter: Reisebilder, 1966

Hohe Breitengrade, oder Nachrichten von der Grenze, 1969

Norden, Stiden, rechts und links: Von Reisen und Biichern 1951-1971, 1972

Einige Zeichnungen, 1977

Offentlicher Brief an einen sowjetischen Schriftsteller, das Uberholte betreffend:
Reportagen und Aufsatze, 1977

Ein neuer Scheiterhaufen fir alte Ketzer: Kritiken und Rezensionen, 1979

Selected Writings, 1979

Es gibt kein fremdes Leid (Briefe und Essays zu Krieg und Frieden), with Konstantin
Simonow, edited by Friedrich Hitzer, 1981
Other writings: four novels (Sansibar oder der letzte Grund [Flight to Afar], 1957; Die

Rote [The Red-Head], 1960; Efraim [Efraim’s Book], 1967; Winterspelt, 1974), short

stories, radio plays, poetry, and an autobiography (1952).
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Aphorism

“Aphorism” is a general, all-encompassing term for a condensed sentence or statement.
Short and concise, it is a written or spoken expression of an observation, principle, or
precept of truth or advice. (The Oxford English Dictionary defines the aphorism as a
“short, pithy sentence expressing a truth of general import.”) The etymology of the
aphorism is revealing: apo plus horizein denote “away from a marked area or limited
boundary.” Thus it proceeds by a dual process, of initial divergence from the terms of a
given discourse followed by a return to it, but importing an unusual perspective, a process
often characterized by a fusion of logic and imagination, or wit. By the 18th century the
aphorism had developed into an autonomous literary short form. Descending from the
terse scientific-medical precepts of Hippocrates, it extended its range to include Francis
Bacon’s Novum organum (1620) and the 17th-century philosophical aphorisms of the
French moralists such as La Rochefoucauld, La Bruyeére, and Chamfort.

The aphorism has included such small forms of brief discourse as the reflection, the
apothegm, the axiom, the sentence, the apercu, the proverb, the adage, the motto, and the
maxim. These definitions are determined by a variety of criteria, such as whether the
statements are oral or written, authorial or anonymous, practical or theoretical, prosaic or
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poetic, concrete or metaphorical, descriptive or prescriptive, etc.

The various studies of the aphorism agree in regarding it as a specific mode of inquiry
or a particular intellectual response to the relationship between the individual (author,
reader) and society. Further, that relationship is articulated through a distinct verbal
structure, a literary representation which renders concrete the tension and conflict
between individual observation and abstract reflection. Thus, the aphorism is often said to
express the uncertainty of experience or a crisis of consciousness.

For many literary critics and theorists, the aphorism remains the sole form of discourse
to refuse integration into any system or dominant order of thought. But in breaking up or
subverting the status quo from the perspective of observation and presentation, the
aphorism simultaneously implies an Other, a contrary order of the “not yet realized.” The
aphorism uses rhetorical verbal structures like antithesis, parallelism, proportion,
oxymoron, chiasmus, metaphor, and paradox, in a concise, emphatic manner to address
this matrix of oppositions.

Like all literary constructions, the aphorism mediates an insight or perception through
language. However, the aphorism is highly conscious of the manner in which this
mediation occurs. Indeed, it has often been called the literary form that is most aware of
itself. But the resulting relationship between writer and reader is neither direct nor
conversational, thus differing from that created by the essay. The aphorism’s meaning is
not immediately obvious; indeed often at first glance it is impenetrable. It typically works
dialectically, through paradox, pun, mixed metaphor, or similarly unexpected verbal and
semantic juxtaposition, forcing the reader to rethink, to complete the dialectical process
of an active search for an unexpected meaning. Writer and reader require both logic and
imagination: first to establish or recognize the digression, the antithesis, the paradox, the
hiatus across the linear progression of discourse, and second to make the reconnection.

The essay and the aphorism share many borders, but also demonstrate key contrasts.
Both forms require a high degree of learning and sociocultural sophistication by the
writer and the reader; both are anti-systematic in their modes of discourse. But the essay
is something much greater than an expansion and extension of an aphorism, and an
aphorism is more than merely the nucleus of an essay. Whereas the essay is the discourse
of experience and observation by the author, subsequently related to an idea or theme, the
aphorism proceeds more independently from individual experience. It begins in media res
with the initial idea turned inside out. With its greater self-consciousness of language and
its closed, inverted form—it is read in an instant, but encourages, even requires, multiple
rereadings—the aphorism provides insight but does not provide a basis for dialogue or a
dialogic stance by the author toward the reader. In contrast, the essay requires a
substantial period of time for its reading, and encourages, with its looser, more open
form, a dialogue of thought between author and reader. The aphorism is essentially
dictatorial, while the essay is suggestive.

RALPH W.BUECHLER
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Apothegm

Since the Renaissance, “apothegm” has been virtually synonymous with “aphorism”—a
short, pithy statement of a general truth. Earlier, however, an aphorism was a statement of
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principle or scientific knowledge, while an apothegm was a statement of ethical, moral,
or religious advice from a wise person.

The apothegm emerges in the tradition of “wisdom literature” that stretches back to
ancient Egypt. As early as 2500 BCE, Egyptian kings and courtiers instructed their sons
or protégés by means of short sayings on good and wise conduct. Jews living in Egypt
adopted this practice and, after their expulsion, adapted it to augment religious teachings
from the Torah and Talmud. Written records of these oral teachings form the earliest
body of wisdom literature.

The early Christians inherited both traditions. In the 4th century, the apothegm
appeared as a piece of profoundly considered and heartfelt advice from a holy sage to a
seeker after God. At this time, in remote areas of Egypt, an ascetic movement arose:
Christians, seeking pure knowledge of God, isolated themselves in the deserts, praying,
fasting, and enduring lives of extreme privation, believing that discipline of the flesh
brought them closer to God. Some of these anchorites gained reputations as holy men,
and younger seekers came to them craving “a word,” in the belief that the older men,
through their experience, would be able to direct the younger men’s way to God.
Eventually, accounts of the advice thus given were recorded, and came to be known as
apophthegmata patrum (sayings of the fathers).

The apothegm as transmitted from the sage to the seeker differs from the bon mot, with
which it has more recently been identified. First, the apothegm was delivered to a
particular person under particular circumstances: the seeker described his situation and
requested guidance; the sage gave advice suited to that unique request. Moreover, the
words of advice did not necessarily form the entire message. The face-to-face interaction
of seeker and sage—wherein a look or a sign or simply a general sense of the other—was
considered a significant element of the transmission of wisdom. Thus the apothegm was
not intended to be written down for subsequent generations to apply to their own lives.
Nevertheless, sayings were recorded as a way of preserving at least some part of the
desert experience, and were later treated as wise sayings of general application. Second,
although many hundreds of apothegms came to be collected, so that a medieval monk
might read several a day, there might not have been more than a few such sayings
received by any one seeker. One story tells of a man who got a word of advice from a
sage, practiced it for 20 years, and then returned for another “word.” A single saying,
from one who distrusted words to begin with, was a rare event, worthy of much
rumination.

The collections of apophthegmata to some extent preserved the context of the sayings
by reporting the circumstances under which advice was sought. Although some
apothegms are very short (“Abba Alonios said, ‘If I had not destroyed myself completely,
I should not have been able to rebuild and shape myself again’”), some are intricate
stories of over 1000 words, reporting the condition of the seeker, his relation to the sage,
and the circumstances of the question and reply. Thus a longer apothegm resembles a
fable.

These sayings were passed down during the Middle Ages in the eastern part of the
Christian world, and also made their way, translated and transcribed, into medieval
Europe. It seems likely that the transmission process altered the character of these
apothegms over time, retaining emphasis on the kernel of the sage’s advice and
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neglecting the contextualizing story, until by the late 16th century the apothegm was
understood among the literate in England as a well-said truth of any sort.

The apothegm clearly influenced the essays of Francis Bacon, who would have been
familiar with sayings from the writings of St. Basil the Great, John Cassian, and others.
Bacon preserved something like the original concept of the apothegm, in that he treated it
as a bit of stored wisdom and sometimes included information about context to clarify the
meaning of the saying. With Bacon’s emphasis on scientific knowledge, however, the
apothegm lost some of its earlier status. In his hands it was no longer the quintessential
counsel of an anchorite, but a notable quotation from a famous person. Accordingly, the
degree of wisdom that Bacon attributed to the apothegm also diminished. Whereas in
ancient times it was the clearest possible statement of transcendent knowledge, with
Bacon the apothegm became a rhetorical resource, a means of reinforcing or embellishing
an idea already stated. It was the aphorism that was, for Bacon, a vehicle of clear and
simple truth; the apothegm was a kind of seasoning or enhancement. Nevertheless Bacon
considered this seasoning an important means of making ideas intelligible for a reader,
and recommended that apothegms be memorized and used to enliven a text. In Bacon’s
essay “Of Revenge” (1625) after declaring, “Revenge is a kinde of Wilde Justice...” he
adds, among other things:

Cosmus Duke of Florence, had a Desperate Saying, against Perfidious or
Neglecting Friends, as if those wrongs were unpardonable: You shall reade
(saith he) that we are commanded to forgive our Enemies; But you never read,
that wee are commanded, to forgive our Friends.

The anthology Apophthegms New and Old (1625), edited by Bacon, contains nearly 300
examples. His essays, like those of later essayists, are sprinkled with quotations. Because
the ideas of such quotations were more important to the essayist than the sources from
which they came, however, the sources of quotations were often omitted, and the
apothegm became simply the pithy statement of truth that we know it as today.
WILLIAM ZEIGER
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Arciniegas, German

Colombian, 1900-

The two main forms of literary activity that have earned Colombia’s Germéan
Arciniegas a prominent place in the Latin American essay are his mastery of a distinctive
variation of the Spanish and Latin American newspaper column (“Arciniegas’ column
style,” as it is known) and his talent for direct, interesting, and revealing commentary on
history. “Elegant,” “lucid,” and “entertaining” are some of the standard descriptions
bestowed by his critics. In both variations of his literary craft (Arciniegas is a writer
rather than an informative journalist or bestselling popularizer of history), Latin
America—and its relationship with the United States, Spain, and Europe—is the focus of
his writings. In the case of the U.S., his essays reveal the uncanny perception of a Latin
American observer, making Arciniegas a promiment figure on the level of such figures as
Domingo Faustino Sarmiento, José Marti, and Rubén Dario.

For Arciniegas, the mystery of Latin America is a “problem,” a temptation, a
provocation, and an intellectual challenge. This explains why, in his view, the essay has
so often been used to explore the unique features of Latin American culture and the
hidden dimensions of its most prominent historical figures, its political and economic
factors, and its cultural development. He writes that the essay in Latin America “is not
literary entertainment, but an obligatory reflection on the problems that each epoch has
imposed upon us. These problems challenge us in more definitive terms than in any other
region of the world.” Thus, the fitting title of one of his essays is “Nuestra América es un
ensayo” (1963; Our America is an essay).

For most of this century readers of the op-ed pages in literally dozens of Latin
American newspapers have rarely skipped the articles of the undisputed dean of this
journalistic venture. There are crucial explanations for this addiction. When asked by a
press syndicate of which he was the founding contributor to provide a clue on how he
wrote his columns, Arciniegas said: “l write with the innocent intention of
communicating certain personal experiences that give pleasure only to myself, and |
invite others to partake in this pleasure...the problem is that | am interested in things
lacking importance... | have a sort of inclination for subjects which are dead for most of
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the people, but they are alive for me” (“Asuntos vivos y asuntos muertos” [1979; Live
topics and dead topics]). Arciniegas converts insignificant non-news events or trends into
relevant features fit for columns. Circumventing the passage of time, his newspaper
contributions can still be read as literature. It is not surprising that a collection of his best
columns was edited and enriched with grammatical exercises as a textbook for learning
Spanish in U.S. universities because of the clarity of his language, the currency of the
subjects, and (most difficult) their attractiveness to young readers belonging to another
cultural tradition. Anything might find itself the subject of an Arciniegas column: a
black-out in New York, the multiple dimensions of U.S.-Latin American relations,
Midwest towns, Christmas in New Jersey, Cuban verbosity, the problems of youth, local
conferences and groups, and the lesser-known aspects of literary and political figures, as
well as hidden corners of the cities he has visited. His limitless cadre of topics is a
characteristic shared with other contributors to Latin American and Spanish newspapers,
in contrast to the more specialized U.S. syndicated pundits.

The unique personal form of his columns combines the most outstanding features of
both the traditional journalistic crénica and the modern columna in Spanish. Early on
Arciniegas understood that newspaper readers do not have the time to discover the hidden
message of a column cloaked in convoluted language. Readers are first hooked by a
catchy title summoned from his cultural background, a technique Arciniegas uses in the
titles of some of his books, such as En el pais de los rascacielos y las zanahorias (1945;
In the land of skyscrapers and carrots) or El continente de siete colores (1965; The seven-
colored continent). Then, instead of offering a summary of the facts as in an information
story, Arciniegas complies with the aesthetics of the crénica and gives the reader an
opening paragraph full of paradoxes, contradictions, exaggerations, and “news” in
personal experiences or in history. From this intriguing beginning, the reader is obliged to
follow Arciniegas’ argument until he offers a convincing and usually unforgettable
ending which is, in reality, a return to the main point or salient aspect of the piece.
Adhering to one of the most important tenets of modern journalism, Arciniegas never
overwhelms his readers with unnecessary proof of scholarship or signs of empty
erudition. On the other hand, he never insults their intelligence and culture with obvious,
elementary facts or interpretations. “Keep the reader in mind” is an American journalism
motto which has been mastered best in Latin America by Arciniegas. It is not surprising
that his best-known books consist of carefully crafted structures of short columns and
essays, each paragraph revealing his distinctive, personal, and humanizing style.

Over the course of his career, Arciniegas has worn many hats—as lawyer and
diplomat, minister of education and university professor, newspaper editor and novelist,
and member of the Colombian academies of language and history. He has managed at all
times through his writings to contribute to the open-ended search to explain Latin
American culture with humility, clarity, and good humor.

JOAQUIN ROY

Biography

Born 6 December 1900 in Bogota. Studied at the National University, Bogota, law
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degree, 1914; delegate to the first National Student Conference; founder and editor, La
Voz de la Juventud (The voice of youth) magazine, 1919-10; helped to unionize students
in Colombia. Professor of sociology, National University, Bogota, 1925-28. Founder and
editor, Universidad, 1925-29; founder, Ediciones Colombia publishers, 192.6. Married
Gabriela Vieira, 1926: two daughters. Editor, 1928-30, London correspondent, 1930-33,
and editor-in-chief, 1933-39, El Tiempo (The times) newspaper. Vice consul, London,
1930. Member of the Colombian Parliament, 1933-34, 1939-40, and 1957-58, and
minister of education, 1941-42 and 1945-46. Chargé d’affaires, Buenos Aires, 1939-41.
Director, Revista de las Indias (Review of the Indies), 1939-44; codirector, Revista de
America (American magazine), 1945-57. Taught at Columbia University, New York,
1947-59. Ambassador to Italy, 1959-62, Israel, 1960-62, Venezuela, 1967-70, and the
Vatican City, 1976-78. Director, Cuadernos (Notebooks), Paris, 1963-65, and Correo de
los Andes (Courier of the Andes), 1978-79. Dean of Faculty of Philosophy and Letters,
University of the Andes, Bogota, 1979-81. Awards: Dag Hammarsjkold Prize, 1967,
honorary degrees from two academic institutions.

Selected Writings

Essays and Related Prose

La universidad colombiana, 1932

El estudiante de la mesa redonda, 1932

Diario de un peaton, 1936

Ameérica, tierra firma: Sociologia, 1937

¢Qué haremos con la historia?, 1940

Los alemanes en la conquista de América, 1941

Este pueblo de América, 1945

Biografia del Caribe, 1945

En el pais de los rascacielos y las zanahorias, 2 vols., 1945

En medio del camino de la vida, 1949

Entre la libertad y el miedo, 1952; as The State of Latin America, translated by Harriet de
Onis, 1952

América magica, 2 vols., 1959-61

El continente de siete colores, 1965; condensed version, as Latinoamérica: El continente
de siete colores, 1967; as Latin America: A Cultural History, translated by Joan
MacLean, 1966

Medio mundo entre un zapato: De Lumumba en el Congo a las brujas en Suecia (travel
writing), 1969

Nuevo diario de No€, 1969

Nueva imagen del Caribe, 1970

Transparencias de Colombia, 1973

América en Europa, 1975; as America in Europe: A History of the New World in Reverse,
translated by Gabriela Arciniegas and R. Victoria Arafia, 1986

El revés de la historia, 1980

Con América nace la nueva historia, edited by Juan Gustavo Cobo Borda, 1990

Ameérica es otra cosa, edited by Juan Gustavo Cobo Borda, 1992

América Ladina, edited by Juan Gustavo Cobo Borda, 1993
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El mundo cambio en America, edited by Juan Gustavo Cobo Borda, 1993
Cuadernos de un estudiante americano, edited by Juan Gustavo Cobo Borda, 1994

Other writings: works on Latin American history, biographies of Jiménez de Quesada
(1942,), Amerigo Vespucci (1955), and Simonetta Cattaneo (1962.), a travel guide to
Israel, and a memoir of student days (1932.). Also edited The Green Continent (1944), a
collection of essays on Latin America.
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Arendt, Hannah

German/American, 1906-1975

Hannah Arendt’s chief mode of expression was the essay. Several of her books consist
of essays she wrote and later assembled and published in book form or added to another
work. She preferred the essay genre, because its dialogic form and flexible nature suited
her dialectical method of argumentation. Greatly influenced by the German philosophers
Martin Heidegger and Karl Jaspers, both of whom she studied under, Arendt was
introduced to German Existenz philosophy combined with Sgren Kierkegaard’s angst and
existential themes such as man’s solitude and meaningless existence. Moreover, as a
German Jew she was influenced by the question “Die Frage nach dem Sinn von Sein” (to
question what it means to be) and by Heidegger’s “being-question.” Throughout her life
she explored concepts such as the meaning of existence and the nature of being.

Arendt’s first work, the dissertation Der Liebesbegriff bei Augustin (1929; Love and St.
Augustine), consumed her for many years. Arendt was obsessed with the concepts of love
and goodness, and all of her later topics—political morality, the human condition, evil
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and totalitarianism, Christian love, and God’s love—were related to the ideas she
explored in her dissertation. In The Human Condition (1958) she wrote: “Love, although
it is one of the rarest occurrences in human lives, possesses an unequaled clarity for the
disclosure of WHO, precisely because it is unconcerned to the point of total
unworldliness with what the loved person may be, with his qualities and shortcomings no
less than with his achievements, failings and transgressions... Love, by its very nature, is
unworldly, and it is for this reason that it is not only apolitical but anti-political, perhaps
the most powerful of all antipolitical human forces.”

For Arendt’s mentor Heidegger, the question of being, the relationship between subject
and object, and the problem of truth and rational language signaled the end of traditional
philosophy. The pre-Socratic philosophers were already occupied with the question of
being and the “unhiddenness” (Unverborgenbeit) of being, a question which proves
impossible to understand by rational philosophy. Heidegger thought philosophy’s most
important task was how to bring being into the “openness” of its essence. Man must clear
the “dark forest,” as was claimed by Giambattista Vico, whose work provided the
framework for the humanist controversy raging at the time. From this controversy
emerged Heidegger’s assertion that philosophy has come to an end as metaphysics.
Arendt preferred to sidestep this issue, concentrating instead on human action, judgment,
and affirmation of man’s ontological world and the need for justification of our reality
and our connectedness to the world and ourselves. Her philosophical and personal quest,
both as a human and as a Jew, was to view the world we live in as more secure and less
alien. For Arendt, life is fleeting and precarious, based ontologically on appearance; only
judgment allows the historian or philosopher to bestow meaning on our past, our
memory, our historical narratives, and our worldliness.

Originally a student of philosophy, Arendt became involved in political theory with the
rise of Nazism. Only later did she find her way through political thought back to
philosophy. The tension between philosophy and politics represented for her a major
impasse; she claimed that the activity of thinking can make philosophers unwilling to go
along with political action and inclined to favor tyranny. Historically, she explained, this
discord had not always been present. In the days of the Greek polis (city-state), for
example, speech and thought went hand in hand. Each Greek had a doxa (opinion), and
there were many different views. All this changed with the death of Socrates. Arendt
believed his death produced Plato’s opposition to politics, as well as his attempt to
replace pluralism with absolute truth, something Socrates never dared.

This historical schism between philosophy and politics became even more acute in
Arendt’s own life experience. In 1933, when she and other Jews were in danger from
Nazism, Heidegger, her mentor and intimate companion of many years, proclaimed his
affiliation with the Nazis. This eye-opening experience taught her that indeed there may
be a link between philosophy and tyranny. In a 1946 essay on German Existenz
philosophy, she blasted Heidegger’s views and compared him to Karl Jaspers, who
always opposed Nazism and behaved more responsibly politically, and in her judgment
was a better philosopher; with him there was no impasse between philosophy and
politics, or between thought and action. Yet, despite the high esteem she held for Jaspers,
she chose to disregard his advice to pay attention to Max Weber, who envisaged
violence as at the core of all politics. Nevertheless, Arendt came close to Weber’s
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assertions in her work on tyranny and totalitarianism. She did not call for imitation of
Christian goodness as a response to totalitarianism, but insisted on the need for and
responsibility of every citizen to keep the world free of tyranny. In the paper “Collective
Responsibility” (wr. 1968) she wrote: “In the center of moral considerations of human
conduct stands the self; in the center of political considerations of conduct stands the
world. If we strip moral imperatives of their religious connotations and origins we are left
with the Socratic proposition: it is better to suffer wrong than to do wrong... The political
answer to the Socratic proposition would be: what is important in the world is that there
be no wrong...never mind who suffers it; your duty is to prevent it.”

For Arendt what was unprecedented in totalitarianism was the event of totalitarian
domination itself and its relation to racism and racist theories. In The Origins of
Totalitarianism (1951), a study of Nazism and Stalinism whose publication linked her
name with controversy and made her both famous and infamous, Arendt reiterated that
totalitarianism is a new, unprecedented, and terrible phenomenon. It is not simply a form
of tyranny, or a special form of cruelty: what is at stake, she believed, is human nature.
She wrote of totalitarianism’s attempt to “change human nature,” not by making
something new and good but, much more sinister, by trying “to rob a human being of his
nature under the pretext of changing it”; in that way her characterization of
totalitarianism is “absolute” and “radical evil.” She cited as an example the extermination
camps as “laboratories in which the fundamental belief of totalitarianism that everything
is possible is verified,” by a process in which men became subhuman, deprived of human
freedom or moral responsibility, reduced to “ghastly marionettes with human faces who
march docilely to death.” Arendt claimed that what was truly sinister was the attempt to
turn human beings into “specimens of human beast” by stripping men of any human
action. Totalitarian regimes are absolute evil, for they destroy all forms of humanity for
the sake of total tyranny and domination of members of the herd. Thus, she wrote to Karl
Jaspers, men become “superfluous” as human beings. Moreover, the quest for human
omnipotence dictates no human plurality. If man is to be omnipotent, human beings as
individuals must disappear. The core idea of totalitarianism is the attempt to maintain
total tyranny and prove that “everything is possible” by eliminating human plurality,
moral decision making, and freedoms of all kinds to fit a predictable ideology. Tyranny
and totalitarianism create a drive for expansion of power, “expansion for expansion’s
sake,” as a self-propelled momentum to which everything else is sacrificed; this was
manifested in Nazism, with global conquest on the one hand and “total domination” in
the camps on the other.

Arendt believed the impetus for this deadly drive began with Western imperialism,
particularly with the “scramble for Africa” in the 1880s. Although of economic origin,
based on capitalism, the danger developed when a new kind of politics of cut-throat
competition and global expansion emerged. Arendt maintained that racism was part of
the ideology of imperialism, providing a comfortable excuse for the exploitation of
natives removed from their dominated lands. Arendt feared, and wrote in The Origins of
Totalitarianism, that although Nazism was finally defeated, racism would continue to be
a problem.

Even more than 20 years since her death, Hannah Arendt continues to echo a
contemporary voice, carrying humanistic and universal consciousness. Her work is
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gaining new interest and popularity possibly because of her fears, premonitions, and
timely warnings.
DALIA DANIEL

Biography

Born 14 October 1906 in Hannover, Germany. Studied at Kdnigsberg University, B.A.,
1924; University of Marburg; University of Freiburg; University of Heidelberg, studying
under Martin Heidegger and Karl Jaspers, from 1926, Ph.D., 1928. Married Gunther
Stern, 1929 (divorced, 1937). Worked for the Youth Aliyah, Paris, 1934-40. Married
Heinrich Blucher, 1940. Emigrated to the United States, 1941, becoming a U.S. citizen,
1950. Research director, Conference on Jewish Relations, New York, 1944-46; chief
editor, Schocken Books, New York, 1946-48; executive director, Jewish Cultural
Reconstruction, New York, 1949-52. Professor at the University of Chicago, 1963-67,
and the New School for Social Research, New York, 1967-75; also visiting professor at
various American universities and colleges, 1955-60. Awards: many, including the
National Institute of Arts and Letters Award, 1954; Lessing Prize, 1959; Freud Prize,
1967; Sonning Prize, 1975; honorary degrees from eight universities. Died in New York,
4 December 1975.

Selected Writings

Essays and Related Prose

Sechs Essays, 1948

The Origins of Totalitarianism, 1951; as The Burden of Our Time, 1951, enlarged
edition, 1958

The Human Condition, 1958

Between Past and Future: Six Exercises in Political Thought, 1961; enlarged edition, as
Between Past and Future: Eight Exercises in Political Thought, 1968

Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil, 1963; revised, enlarged edition,
1964

On Revolution, 1963

Men in Dark Times, 1968

On Violence, 1970

Die verborgene Tradition: Acht Essays, 1976

The Life of the Mind, 2 vols., 1978

Lectures on Kant’s Political Philosophy, edited by Ronald Beiner, 1982

Essays in Understanding, 1930-1954, edited by Jerome Kohn, 1994
Other writings: works on political philosophy, Zionism, and other Jewish issues, and

correspondence.
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Areopagitica

by John Milton, 1644

Areopagitica reiterates the title of an oration delivered to the Athenian assembly by
Isocrates (436—-338 BCE). The Greek patriot and teacher of rhetoric, who rarely spoke
publicly himself, pleaded for the reinstitution of the ancient court of the Areopagus,
named for Ares, god of war, and essentially a council of nobles. But John Milton (1608—
74) would also expect his readers to have in mind St. Paul’s address to the Council of the
Areopagus (in Acts 1722-23). There the God of Christianity is proclaimed as the true
object of the pagan altar to an unknown god.

Milton’s tract, published rather than delivered, Ciceronian in style and redolent with
the cadences of spoken English, is a plea to the English Parliament for the withdrawal of
a new order for the licensing of book publication. Parliamentary reforms in the early
1640s had abolished Archbishop Laud’s elaborate and repressive licensing measures and
the courts of the Star Chamber and the High Commission that enforced them. Now
Milton saw the new licensing measure, brought in as Presbyterian discipline and
authority prevailed in Parliament over Congregational, as dangerously retrograde.
Milton’s target was not accountability for the printed word (in which he staunchly
believed), let alone for obscene or pornographic materials, but front-end censorship of
religious ideas, his own Doctrine and Disdpline of Divorce (August 1643) being an
egregious target of the new measures. (His vision was not, however, wide enough to
include toleration of Catholic writing, which he regarded as radically destructive of true
religion and of the state itself.)

Areopagitica follows closely much of the standard rhetorical prescription for classical
oration (narration, proposition, proof, etc.). It also runs through a considerable range of
tones of address, first assuming the rationality, honor, and goodwill of its parliamentary
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audience, and pleading for sober attention to “the voice of reason.” Then it turns
blisteringly polemical and, at the same time, staunchly patriotic in its mocking attack on
censorship as lItalianate and Catholic, reminiscent of Inquisition, inappropriate to a
“nation not slow and dull, but of a quick, ingenious, and piercing spirit...not beneath the
reach of the highest that human capacity can soar to.” Pragmatism raises the problem of
the censor, beleaguered by tedium and contamination. Idealistically the concept of the life
of the reading intellect as a moral purifying by trial finds context in the spirit of Milton’s
“reforming of reformation itself.” It also waxes heroic, celebrating the purifying effects
of moral trial: “l cannot praise a fugitive and cloistered virtue, unexercised and
unbreathed, that never sallies out and seeks her adversary, but slinks out of the race
where that immortal garland is to be run for not without dust and heat.” Quintessentially
protestant, it privileges individual conscience, without which a man may be a “heretic in
truth”: “There is not any burden that some would gladlier post off to another than the
charge and care of their religion.”

Areopagitica, like almost everything Milton wrote, situates its concerns
mythologically within the cycle of fall and recuperation, which Milton characteristically
reconstructs as the vitiation and reclamation of God’s creation. The writing of books thus
becomes a kind of reiteration of the creative act, and censorship thus mindlessly counters
creation and Creator alike: “who kills a man kills a reasonable creature, God’s image; but
he who destroys a good book, Kills reason itself, kills the image of God, as it were, in the
eye.” Milton’s fall of man is quintessentially a fall of reason, Adam’s and Eve’s fall
being an act of disobedience to God that is also constructed as an act of allowing their
reason to be clouded by their appetites. Areopagitica construes man as morally adequate
in a world unprotected by “a perpetual childhood of prescription” by virtue of the
continuity of man’s prelapsarian freedom of choice. “For reason is but choosing,” Milton
proclaims, in phrasing that in the later Paradise Lost (1667; 3.108) becomes God’s
defense of Adam’s sufficiency, since “Reason also is choice.”

Areopagitica’s power as an essay depends in large measure on its projection from
more primal bodies of mythology drawn by Milton from the classics. Thus the fall is seen
to reiterate an ananagnorisis (recognition) in which Truth, like Osiris, is torn apart, and
the reclamation of man’s original state comprehends the obligation “to unite those
severed pieces which are yet wanting to the body of Truth.” Elsewhere man’s restoration
becomes a mythic reawakening in which the fall vanishes into nothingness like a
nightmare past: “Methinks | see a noble and puissant nation rousing herself like a strong
man after sleep, and shaking her invincible locks.” (Blake’s conception of his audience as
Albion, the giant sleeping form of the English nation, needful of a similar rousing from a
state of mental and moral torpor, is obviously in Milton’s debt.) Similarly, Milton’s
“eagle muing her mighty youth, and kindling her undazzled eyes at the full midday
beam” constructs his vision on the folklore eagle that can gaze unblinkered at the sun and
also on Plato’s account of man’s emergence from the cave (Republic, Book 7). Also
reiterated here is the primal myth of a cosmos snhatched from darkness that informs the
Genesis creation account, reconstructed by Milton into an analogy of man’s mental state
in which “those also that love the twilight” are condemned to a state of intentional self-
damnation. And finally there is the appropriating of the Gospel’s reiteration of a primal
myth of salvation as a harvest for which “the fields are white already.”
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RICHARD SCHELL
See also Pamphlet
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Arnold, Matthew

British, 1822-1888

Matthew Arnold’s poetic works would be sufficient to establish him as one of the
important figures of English literature. Poems such as “Dover Beach,” “Thyrsis,” and
“The Scholar Gypsy” fuse, as Arnold himself says in a letter to his mother, some of
Tennyson’s “poetical sense” and “Browning’s intellectual vigor.” However, by the late
1850s he had written most of his poems, and for the next three decades until the end of
his life devoted himself single-mindedly to the essay. In the 1860s he wrote numerous
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essays of literary and social criticism; in the 1870s he concentrated on religious and
pedagogical writings; and in the 1880s he returned to the essay of literary criticism.
Arnold’s poetic decade could be considered a preparation, a period of intellectual
gestation. During this time he first considered the questions he later sought to resolve in
his essays, an opus of such magnitude (The Complete Prose Works edited by R.H.Super
comes to Il volumes) that had Arnold not written a single poem he would still occupy an
important place in the pantheon of Victorian sages. His movement between the two
worlds of poetry and nonfiction prose is, nevertheless, to be understood in an organic
sense: the poetry and the prose are part of the coherent growth of Arnold’s mind.

Confronted with the advance of modern science, the decline of religion, the impact of
industrialization and mechanization on labor and the worker, and the rise of intellectual
skepticism, Arnold seeks in his essays ways to answer the age-old question of how a
good life is to be lived in the rapidly changing modern world. While treating issues as
diverse as literature, science, education, religion, the Bible, and culture in general,
Arnold’s aim remains constant: to guide and inspire modern man, both ethically and
intellectually. His major essays retain a moral force that often surprises the serious reader
today.

Although Arnold’s intended audience was the ordinary man and woman, particularly
those belonging to that middle class which his long experience as school inspector taught
him to regard as narrow and lacking in authentic culture (but still educable), the essays
were primarily read by the agents of cultural change, those he calls “the men of culture”
and “the true apostles of equality” (Culture and Anarchy, 1869). Arnold hoped that the
men of culture would transform the masses, bringing out in them what he calls in Culture
and Anarchy the “best self.” He therefore used the extended philosophical essay rather
than more popular essay forms, such as the polemical pamphlet or the familiar essay, to
reach those catalysts of social and intellectual change.

Arnold excels in the formal essay, using its impersonal, analytical approach even when
engaging in polemics, as we can see in the tightly reasoned reply to T.H.Huxley,
defending humanistic learning in “Literature and Science” (1885). But he also
experiments with the humorous, satiric essay, as witness the dramatic letters of Baron
Arminius von Thunder-tenTronckh, later collected as Friendship’s Garland (1871). In
any case, with Arnold we are always in the presence of the teacher and lecturer rather
than the religious or political zealot or the utilitarian popularizer of ideas. Many of the
individual essays, although later collected in various volumes, were first delivered as
lectures or appeared in various Victorian periodicals, which served at the time as a forum
for lively debate and exposition of ideas. His intellectual and academic conception of the
essay—befitting a school inspector and an Oxford Professor of Poetry—influences not
only the type of essay Arnold writes but also his prose style.

Arnold’s style has many salient virtues, but also some flaws. His critics point to a
certain syntactical stiffness, a stilted quality that deadens for some the very real vigor of
his ideas. His defenders counter that what those critics are really objecting to are the
requirements of austere detachment or objectivity inherent in the formal essay. Less
debatable as faults in his prose are Arnold’s tendency to repeat himself at times (probably
a by-product of his didactic intent and professorial habit of mind) and to leave key
concepts, such as the “best self” and “culture,” somewhat vaguely defined. Arnold is,



Encyclopediaof theEssay 70

however, a strict logician, and his respect for the exigencies of reason results in essays
which are lucid, tightly argued, and convincing. They would have pleased classical
rhetoricians like Aristotle.

Just as pleasing to a rhetorician is his sense of the essay’s structure. Typically, the
shorter Arnold essay has an engaging exordium or introduction, an ample expository
section (containing both a refutation of opposing views and a defense of the thesis), and a
clipped, rhetorically effective peroratio or conclusion. A good example of this classical
structure can be found in “Literature and Science.” His more expansive essays retain the
structural coherence of the shorter pieces even though they present what Arnold in
reference to his poetry called “the main movement of mind of the last quarter of a
century,” indeed a great panorama of some of the most important ideas debated in
England and other parts of the Western world throughout the 19th century.

In the first two volumes of Essays in Criticism (1865, 1888), Arnold mainly evaluates
through the works of authors from different periods and nations—Homer, Spinoza,
Milton, Wordsworth, and Tolstoi, among others—the virtues of good literature: primarily
an unadorned, plain style and seriousness or elevation of ideas. In these critical essays,
which include the well-known “The Function of Criticism at the Present Time” and “The
Study of Poetry,” Arnold mainly considers literature as a civilizing, ethical force. It is,
therefore, not surprising that there is a connection between his literary and his social
criticism. The most important of the latter is perhaps Culture and Anarchy, where Arnold
posits that the “priests of culture” can deliver modern men and women from their
idolatrous submission to the god of industrial materialism and help restore them to a
condition of social and personal wholeness. In this work we encounter Arnold’s famous
notion of culture, derived mainly from Johann Gottfried Herder, which essentially
entails an openness of mind that rejects the embracing of ideas because of tradition or
convention.

On the Study of Celtic Literature (1867) is another example of Arnold’s combination
of literary, political, ethnic, and racial criticism. It remains a delightful apologia for Irish
and Welsh poetry, and his argument influenced the eventual establishment of a chair of
Celtic studies at Oxford. Irish Essays and Others (1882), which includes “The Future of
Liberalism” as well as prefaces to various editions of his poetry, contains essays on both
literary and social topics and is an eclectic volume much like the earlier Mixed Essays
(1879).

The religious essays are an important part of Arnold’s work and in a sense can be
considered an extension of his literary and social criticism. They also provide the reader
with a vivid sense of Arnold as a moderately liberal Victorian representative of that brand
of modern skepticism which remains sympathetic to what it disbelieves. Literature and
Dogma (1873) and God and the Bible (1875) expound his theological relativism and
propose an ethical system as a substitute for traditional religion’s doctrinal strictures.
Still, for Arnold the Bible and the Church remain important civilizing forces. St. Paul and
Protestantism (1870) contains incisive analyses of the Church of England; A Bible
Reading for Schools (1871), edited by Arnold, is basically a catechetical instruction for
school children based on the prophecies of the Old Testament and the parables and stories
of the New. Although skeptical of the supernatural teachings of Christianity, Arnold
nevertheless remained convinced that the Bible and the Church, and even ritualistic
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worship, are powerful sources of culture.

Arnold’s vitality as a major English essayist has not diminished today. He embodies
the classical traits of the great writers of expository prose: a humble but firm conviction
that the humanist tradition he proposes can enrich both the individual person and society;
a breadth of interests that encompasses many disciplines and intellectual traditions; a
strong sense of responsibility toward the exigencies of the rational process; a respectful
open-mindedness toward the past and the present; and an intellectual curiosity that best
illustrates the Arnoldian concept of culture. Whether as a critic of literature, religion, the
Bible, or society, in Matthew Arnold we meet that rare individual—the humanist who
earnestly and honestly seeks, as does the reticent pilgrim of “Stanzas from the Grande
Chartreuse,” “the high, wide star of Truth” wherever it may be found. It was natural,
then, that the expansive and accommodating scope of the essay should recommend it as
the ideal literary vehicle for his quest, and that Arnold should have been for the greater
part of his career a tireless and prolific essayist.

ROBERT CARBALLO

Biography

Born 24 December 1822, in Laleham-on-Thames, Middlesex. Studied at Winchester
College, Hampshire, 1836-37; Rugby School, Warwickshire, 1837-41; Balliol College,
Oxford, 1841-44, graduated, 1844. Fellow, Oriel College, Oxford, 1845-46; assistant
master, Rugby School, 1846; private secretary to Lord Lansdowne (lord president of the
Privy Council), 1847-51. Married Frances Lucy Wightman, 1851: four sons and two
daughters. Inspector of schools, 1851-86: sent several times to the continent to study
education systems. Professor of Poetry, Oxford University, 1857-67. Contributor to
many journals, including the National Review, Fraser’s Magazine, Cornhill Magazine,
Macmillan’s Magazine, Pall Mall Gazette, Victoria Magazine, Nineteenth Century, and
the Fortnightly Review. Died in Liverpool, 15 April 1888.
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Essays and Related Prose

On Translating Homer (lectures), 1861; edited by W.H.D.Rouse, 1905
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1964

On the Study of Celtic Literature, 1867

Culture and Anarchy: An Essay in Political and Social Criticism, 1869; edited by
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St. Paul and Protestantism, 1870

Friendship’s Garland, Being the Conversations, Letters, and Opinions of the Late
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Literature and Dogma: An Essay Towards a Better Apprehension of the Bible, 1873;
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God and the Bible: A Review of Objections to “Literature and Dogma, 1875
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Last Essays on Church and Religion, 1877
Mixed Essays, 1879
Irish Essays and Others, 1882.
Discourses in America, 1885
Arnold as Dramatic Critic, 1903; as Letters of an Old Playgoer, 1919
Selections from the Prose Works, edited by William Savage Johnson, 1913
Selections from the Prose Writings, edited by Lewis E.Gates, 1926
Five Uncollected Essays, edited by Kenneth Allott, 1953
The Portable Matthew Arnold, edited by Lionel Trilling, 1959; as The Essential Matthew
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Essays, Letters, and Reviews, edited by Fraser Neiman, 1960
The Complete Prose Works, edited by R.H.Super, 1l vols., 1960-77
Essays, Letters and Reviews, edited by Fraser Neiman, 1960
Selected Essays, edited by Noel Annan, 1964
Selected Prose, edited by P.J.Keating, 1970
Selected Poems and Prose, edited by Miriam Allott, 1978
Culture and Anarchy and Other Writings, edited by Stefan Collini, 1993
Other writings: many collections of poetry, a play, volumes of correspondence, and
reports on elementary education, particularly on the continent.
Collected works edition: The Works of Matthew Arnold, 15 vols., 1904, reprinted 1970.

Bibliographies

Magoon, Joseph, A Bibliography of the Editions of, and Writings About, Matthew
Arnold’s Works from 1971 to 1985, Bournemouth: privately printed, 1988

Smart, Thomas B., The Bibliography of Matthew Arnold, London: Davy, 1892

Tollers, Vincent L., editor, A Bibliography of Matthew Arnold, 1932-1970, University
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1974

Further Reading

Anderson, Warren D., Matthew Arnold and the Classical Tradition, Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 1965

Brown, E.K., Studies in the Text of Matthew Arnold’s Prose Works, New York: Russell
and Russell, 1969 (original edition, 1935)

Carroll, Joseph, The Cultural Theory of Matthew Arnold, Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1982

Chambers, E.K., Matthew Arnold: A Study, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1947; New York:
Russell and Russell, 1964

Dawson, William Harbutt, Matthew Arnold and His Relation to the Thought of Our Time,
New York: Putnam, 1904

Delaura, David J., Hebrew and Hellene in Victorian England: Newman, Arnold, and
Pater, Austin: University of Texas Press, 1969

Eells, John Shepard, Jr., The Touchstones of Matthew Arnold, New Haven, Connecticut:
College and University Press, 1955

Faverty, Frederic E., Matthew Arnold the Ethnologist, New York: AMS Press, 1968



Encyclopediaof theEssay 73

(original edition, 1951)

Holloway, John, The Victorian Sage: Studies in Argument, London: Macmillan, 1953;
Hamden, Connecticut: Archon, 1962

Honan, Park, Matthew Arnold: A Life, New York: McGraw Hill, and London:
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1981

Jump, John D., Matthew Arnold, London: Longman, 1955

Lowry, Howard F., Matthew Arnold and the Modern Spirit, Folcroft, Pennsylvania:
Folcroft

1974

MccCarthy, Patrick J., Matthew Arnold and the Three Classes,, New York: Columbia
University Press, 1964

Miyoshi, Masao, The Divided Self: A Perspective on the Literature of the Victorians,
New York: New York University Press, 1969

Murray, Nicholas, A Life of Matthew Arnold, London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1996

Robbins, William, The Arnoldian Principle of Flexibility, Victoria, British Columbia:
University of Victoria, 1979

apRoberts, Ruth, Arnold and God, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983

Trilling, Lionel, Matthew Arnold, New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1977 (original
edition, 1939)

Athenaum

German periodical, 1798-1800

This biannual publication was founded by the brothers Schlegel primarily as an outlet
for their own writings, although they also printed contributions by others, notably the
poet and novelist Novalis and the theologian Friedrich Daniel Schleiermacher. August
Wilhelm Schlegel is now remembered primarily as a translator of Shakespeare and for his
Vorlesungen {ber dramatische Kunst und Literatur (1808; A Course of Lectures on
Dramatic Art and Literature), which, translated into English and French, spread the
doctrine of “Romantic poetry” throughout Europe. The essays he contributed to the
Athendum can be dealt with briefly. The first issue of the periodical begins with a long
parody and criticism of a dialogue in praise of the German language by the poet Friedrich
Gottlieb Klopstock, which is now at best of historical interest. His second contribution to
the periodical, “Die Gemélde: Gesprach” (The paintings: dialogue), cowritten with his
wife Caroline, mingles remarks on the theory of art with descriptions of paintings in the
famous art gallery in Dresden. The speakers being a woman and two men, one of them an
artist, the dialogue form is used to juxtapose different points of view, male and female,
artist and critic. August Wilhelm Schlegel also displays his talent as an art critic in a long
essay on John Flaxman.

The contributions to the Athendum by Friedrich Schlegel were much more substantial:
they laid the foundations of the German Romantic theory of literature. The bulk of the
second issue of the periodical (Fall 1798) is taken up by a collection of aphorisms
(“Fragmente™), mostly by him, but with substantial contributions by his friends; they
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quickly became famous for their wit and incisiveness and at the same time notorious for
their extravagant terminology. The same issue of the Athendum also contains an essay
about the most important German novel of its time, Goethe’s Wilhelm Meisters
Lehrjahre (1795-96; Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship). According to the neoclassical
canon that prevailed throughout Europe at that time, the novel was an inferior genre,
“mere prose.” Schlegel provided a structural analysis of Wilhelm Meister which showed
that by an ingenious narrative technique, the use of contrasts and parallels,
foreshadowing, echoes, and similar devices, Goethe had given his novel a kind of unity in
diversity that rivaled that achievable in the classical genres and raised his work to the
status of “poetry in prose.” In his own essay, Schlegel attempted something similar. He
held that critics should not merely provide an objective account of a work of art, but also
communicate to their readers their own emotional reaction to the work—a task that is, he
thought, best performed by poetry, i.e. by writing “a poem about a poem.” In his essay on
Wilhelm Meister, he did the next best thing: he wrote it in elevated, poetic prose—an
unusual undertaking at that time for a critic.

By contrast, the form of Friedrich Schlegel’s major essay in the Athendum, Gesprach
Uber die Poesie (1800; Dialogue on Poetry), is quite traditional: it follows the form of
Plato’s Symposium, though it does not, like that work, privilege a single speaker. In
Schlegel’s essay, six friends—four men and two women—meet from time to time to talk
about literature. The four men give papers, which are discussed by the whole group.
Together with the “Fragmente,” these papers and discussions are the earliest, and
arguably still the most important formulations of the German theory of Romantic poetry.

The two other essays that Friedrich Schlegel contributed to the Athendum, “Uber die
Philosophie: An Dorothea” (1799; On philosophy: to Dorothea) and “Uber die
Unverstandlichkeit” (1800; “On Incomprehensibility”), are less important. The first is
interesting mainly because of its form: it is a fictitious letter to a real person—his
mistress and later wife, the daughter of the philosopher Moses Mendelssohn. The
second, with which Schlegel rang down the periodical when it folded in Fall 1800, is a
brilliant exercise in sustained irony a welcome reminder of the fact that Friedrich
Schlegel played such a central role in the modern history of this elusive term.

It is striking how often the Schlegels used the dialogue form in the Athendaum.
Assertive and cocksure in their aphorisms and shorter reviews, they reveal in their
dialogue essays their conviction that nothing can be more damaging to creativity than
holding to a system. The dialogue form as they used it precludes systematization and
reminds us of an older meaning of “essay”: a tentative approach to a subject. This was,
however, not seen by most of their readers. Their virulent attacks on a number of
established and beloved writers and poets made them anathema to most of their older
contemporaries, though Goethe appreciated and befriended them. Among the younger
generation, the Schlegels had an ardent following; but while the young tend to be the
most enthusiastic readers, they can rarely afford to be enthusiastic buyers. The Athendum
did not sell well enough to be continued past the third volume. Today, it counts as a
major source for the study of German Romanticism and as a milestone in the history of
literary criticism.

HANS EICHNER
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The Atlantic Monthly

American magazine, 1857-

The Atlantic Monthly was founded in Boston in 1857 by Francis Underwood (an
assistant to the publisher Moses Phillips) and a group of New England writers including
Ralph Waldo Emerson, Oliver Wendell Holmes, James Russell Lowell, and Harriet
Beecher Stowe. Underwood had been trying for several years to launch a uniquely
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American magazine that would publish primarily contributions from American writers—
in contrast to other magazines in New York which relied heavily on pirating or importing
English authors—and was finally able to get backing because he had the assurance of
contributions not only from his founding collaborators but also from other important and
popular writers of the time such as Nathaniel Hawthorne, Henry David Thoreau, Walt
Whitman, and Thomas Wentworth Higginson.

Underwood and his cofounders, all Yankee humanists, had two additional goals. First,
they intended the Atlantic to be an agent for propagating their own high ethical, aesthetic,
and intellectual values; none of them doubted, as Higginson himself explained, that New
England “was appointed to guide the nation, to humanize it,” and the Atlantic was the
focal point of this cultural mission. Second, and more specifically, the group wanted “to
bring the literary influence of New England to aid the antislavery cause.”

Lowell, popular as a poet and widely known for his spirited patriotism, agreed to be the
first editor. Under his editorship (1857-61), essays in the Atlantic were characteristically
literary, using brief observations of contemporary life as springboards for speculations on
immutable truths of morality or human nature. During James T.Fields’ tenure as editor
(1861-71), the magazine tried to increase its popularity, in part by publishing essays
which were more journalistic than philosophical, observing and recording the
contemporary scene. Their subjects were more topical, their styles more direct and
concrete. Fields also solicited travel sketches—especially the ones by Hawthorne which
later became Our Old Home (1863)—and, knowing that half of his readers were women,
he eagerly published several long series of domestic essays. These series, many of their
entries written by Stowe under the masculine pseudonym Christopher Crowfield,
influenced Harper’s to initiate a domestic department—an imitation which suggested the
two magazines were beginning to compete for readers.

Even with his eye toward a more general reading public, Fields did not deviate from
the magazine’s original goal of being a forum for the presentation of ideas. In fact, he
published, among other essays of intellectual debate and inquiry, both Emerson’s essay
on Thoreau, Thoreau’s own “Life Without Principle,” Henry James, Sr.’s four-part
investigation of the ethics of marriage, and Louis Agassiz’s “Methods of Study of Natural
History.” Fields merely changed the mixture of the Atlantic’s nonfiction prose.

Through the rest of the 19th century and the early part of the 20th, the Atlantic
struggled to find a balance between its traditional literary essays and more journalistic
articles, between highbrow intellectualism and the mass culture which was giving rise to
higher-circulation magazines such as the Century and Ladies’ Home Journal. During the
editorships of Thomas Bailey Aldrich (1881-90) and Horace Elisha Scudder (1890-98),
the magazine clung tightly to what it saw as its intellectual integrity, frequently
publishing essays that discussed the major texts and authors of the Western canon. The
Atlantic was, in fact, one of the last general periodicals to carry extensive commentary on
the Greek and Roman classics and to defend the study of these works.

Though later, more progressive editors would decide such essays on the classics
explored unpromising subjects for the magazine’s audience, the Atlantic continued into
the 20th century to be widely recognized as a leading exponent of high culture in
America. Most of the writers whom editor Ellery Sedgwick (1909-38) chose to voice the
magazine’s views on culture and literature were women: Agnes Repplier, a prolific
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writer of astringent essays on contemporary manners and morals; Margaret Sherwood
and Cornelia Comer, who produced polite essays; and Katherine Gerould, an acute and
reactionary Bryn Mawr professor. By 1918, however, as Repplier noted in the Yale
Review, the personal essay of the type the Atlantic often published had “withered in the
blasts of war.” Gerould and other Atlantic essayists such as Henry Dwight Sedgwick,
longing for the rapidly disappearing Victorian ethics of their childhoods, began to see
themselves as futile relics of a dying culture.

Under the editorships of Ellery Sedgwick and Edward Weeks (1938-66), the Atlantic
also renewed its interest in social and political issues, publishing essays such as Booker
T. Washington’s “The Case of the Negro,” Bertrand Russell’s “Individual Liberty and
Public Control,” and Woodrow Wilson’s “The Road Away from Revolution.”
Throughout most of the 20th century, in fact, the magazine has continued to supplement
its in-depth journalistic articles on public policy with long essays on related topics: for
example, Albert Einstein’s “Atomic War or Peace,” George Kennan’s “Training for
Statesmanship,” and Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “The Negro Is Your Brother.”

As far back as the 1860s, Atlantic editors had been aware that the magazine could be
perceived, especially by the publishing industry in New York, as too literary, and hence
sought out lighter essays which would serve as relief from the “Emersonian and
Whippletonian articles”—and increase circulation. The magazine has consequently long
been a major outlet for humorous essays. Mark Twain was one of the first—and
certainly one of the most influential—humorists to write for the Atlantic, and there has
been a long trail of humorists behind him, especially many who are more closely
associated with the New Yorker: James Thurber, E.B.White, Garrison Keillor. In the
past 25 years, under the editorships of Robert Manning (1966-80) and William
Whitworth (1981-), the magazine has been an outlet for many short, humorous essays,
often domestic in nature, which hark back to the genteel tradition preceding World War I,
written by such contributors as Andrew Ward, lan Frazier, and Roy Blount, Jr.

The Atlantic’s devotion to cultural criticism has also led it to be an important voice on
environmental issues. Literary essays on nature, in fact, began early, with John
Burroughs’ first piece in 1865, and have continued through John Muir and up to recent
contributions from writers such as Annie Dillard and Gretel Ehrlich.

DAN ROCHE
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Auden, W.H.

British/American, 1907-1973

W.H.Auden produced an astonishing range of prose works, and his particular and
quirky intelligence painted new and challenging portraits of such “major” artists as
Shakespeare and Goethe as well as “minor” writers such as Walter de la Mare and
G.K.Chesterton. The distinctions between essay and review, criticism and history,
philosophy and anthropology, melt in Auden’s prose, leaving the reader bewildered by a
series of erudite, yet sometimes seriously questionable arguments. The two collections
The Dyer’s Hand (1962) and Forewords and Afterwords (1973) contain selections of his
later essays, while Edward Mendelson’s The English Auden (1977) provides a useful
cross-section of the vibrant pre-1940 pieces.

In “Psychology and Art To-Day” (1935) Auden suggested that “To a situation of
danger and difficulty there are five solutions.” It was after rejecting the “solutions” of the
idiot, the schizophrenic, the criminal, and the invalid that he accepted the positive and
healing fifth solution shared by the scientist and the artist: “To understand the mechanism
of the trap.” Much of the syncretism and eclecticism that underlie the easy transitions in
his prose between various political and religious issues, as well as between disciplines,
resulted from his search for synoptic understanding “as the hawk sees it, or the helmeted
airman.”

Rarely providing an orthodox interpretation of books, events, or artists, Auden thrived
on experimental creative error, and the liberties he took with established knowledge—in
addition to the half-serious assertion that he “needed the money” —formed part of the
price he asked for writing prose. In the early essays, for example, Auden’s treatment of
Freud and D. H.Lawrence demonstrated how he followed the spirit but rarely the letter
of their theories, while in “The Good Life” of 1935 he observed, following T.S.Eliot and
I.A.Richards, that “unless people have substantially the same experience, logical
controversy is nothing more than systemised misunderstanding.” The scientist in Auden
saw through to the structures of knowledge and its transmission, hence his preference for
“a critic’s notebooks to his treatises.”

In “Psychology and Art To-Day,” Auden claimed that art consists in telling parables
“from which each according to his immediate and peculiar needs may draw his own
conclusions.” For Auden the parable was a secular story, the “only kind of literature
which has gospel authority.” Politically charged in the 1930s, the later Auden sometimes
used the parable as a means of speaking about Christianity at a distance, as in the 1954
essay “Balaam and his Ass”: “To illustrate the use of the master-servant relationship as a
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parable of agape, | will take two examples...” In “The Guilty Vicarage” (1948) Auden
found in the detective story a Christian parable of existential guilt. These analogies are
typical, and Auden’s acknowledgment that “Man is an analogy-drawing animal” applies
particularly to himself.

Auden’s remark in “The Prolific and the Devourer” (1939) that he found pornographic
stories more erotic than physical sexual encounters emphasizes the importance of
language and story to Auden’s sense of self; this is reflected in his prose when the artist
tempers the scientist. The 1938 article “In Praise of Gossip,” for example, emphasized the
importance of telling a story well, rather than adhering to some notion of veracity which
ultimately tames and reduces a narrative to a tedious and factual account. Auden’s own
tendency toward the anecdote and the aphorism fulfilled this demand throughout his
work, while his eye for the revealing quotation was often employed in an arch fashion, as
when he complained about the lack of privacy in published letters and then reproduced
the most personal letters himself. It is not surprising, then, that as an epigraph to The
Dyer’s Hand Auden selected Nietzsche’s aphorism, “We have Art in order that we may
not perish from Truth.”

In the autobiographical poem “Letter to Lord Byron” (1936), Auden tells us that it was
his precocious desire to observe the “various types of boys” that shocked the matron at
his public school; the amateur but perceptive anthropologist was another of Auden’s
roles. In a later essay, “Notes on the Comic” (1952), Auden described the abuse hurled
between truck drivers and cab drivers on the New York streets as a form of flyting,
arguing that the participants were more interested in playing with language than insulting
each other.

Auden’s homosexuality rarely surfaced in his prose, but he occasionally offered some
thoughts on the subject (as in the essay “C.P.Cavafy,” 1961). When he did discuss
homosexuality it was without guilt, sensation, or prevarication; it was simply a choice of
object, the important point being the quality of a relationship rather than its constitution.
His obvious enjoyment in discussing the sex life of J.R.Ackerley in the essay “Papa Was
a Wise Old Sly-Boots” (1969) is a fine example of Auden’s double standard when
considering biographical material, complaining that Ackerley never said what he “really
preferred to do in bed.”

Auden’s essays combine the confessions of the innocent, the certainty of the dogmatist,
the schematizing of the scientist, and the skepticism of the man in the street. These traits
occur time and again from the earliest pieces, brash with “youth’s intolerant certainty” to
the pose of the “booming old bore” of the late prose. Hence while the tone of his later
essays emulated the curmudgeonly don rather than the bright young schoolmaster, Auden
remained an entertaining teacher, utilizing techniques of defamiliarization alongside a
sometimes shocking familiarity. But whether written in the role of parable promoting
politician or grand old man of letters bristling with ex cathedra statements, Auden’s prose
acknowledges itself as a limited and partial offering, revealing a writer intensely aware
that his voice is one among thousands, and that an air of impropriety or even charlatanism
hangs over his words. There remains a deceptive, studied informality in Auden’s prose
which allowed him to make risky and unsupported judgments through the pose of the
homely amateur. His 1956 inaugural lecture as Professor of Poetry at Oxford captures
this tone: “I shall now proceed to make some general statements of my own. | hope they
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are not nonsense, but | cannot be sure.”

In the essay “Hic et Ille” (1956), using the mirror as an analogy for the ego, Auden
stated that “Every man carries with him through life a mirror, as unique and impossible to
get rid of as his shadow.” The roles Auden played in his prose constitute a series of
ingenious games played with his “mirror,” and take on retrospective meaning from his
remark that “We shall be judged, not by the kind of mirror found on us, but by the use we
have made of it, by our riposte to our reflection.” Auden’s unique blend of storytelling
and analysis, his self-conscious manipulation of knowledge, and his ability to discuss the
underlying structures of power and identity constitute a riposte that at once disarms and
disquiets.

PAUL HENDON

Biography

Wystan Hugh Auden. Born 21 February 1907 in York. Studied at Gresham’s School,
Holt, Norfolk, 1920-25; Christ Church, Oxford, 1925-28, B.A. in English, 1928. Lived
in Berlin, 1928-29. Taught privately in London, 1930, at Larchfield Academy,
Helensburgh, Scodand, 1930-32, and at Downs School, Colwall, Herefordshire, 1932-
35. Married Erika Mann, daughter of the writer Thomas Mann, so that she could get a
British passport, 1935. Staff member, GPO Film Unit, London, 1935-36. Traveled in
Iceland with Louis MacNeice, 1936, and in China with Christopher Isherwood, 1938;
gave radio broadcasts for the Republican forces during the Spanish Civil War, 1937.
Emigrated to the United States, 1939, and became a U.S. citizen, 1946; lived primarily in
New York, though from 1957 spent summers in Kirchstetten, Austria. Taught at various
schools and universities in the U.S., 1939-53. Relationship with the writer Chester
Kallman, from 1939. Member of the editorial board, Decision magazine, 1940-41, and
Delos magazine, 1968, and editor, Yale Series of Younger Poets, 1947-62. Major with
the U.S. Army Strategic Bombing Survey in Germany, 1945. Member, American
Academy, 1954. Professor of Poetry, Oxford University, 1956-61. Awards: many,
including King’s Gold Medal for Poetry, 1937; American Academy Award of Merit
Medal, 1945, and Gold Medal, 1968; Pulitzer Prize, 1948; Bollingen Prize, 1954;
National Book Award, 1956; Feltrinelli Prize, 1957; Guinness Award, 1959; Poetry
Society of America Droutskoy Medal, 1959; Austrian State Prize, 1966; National Medal
for Literature, 1967; honorary degrees from seven colleges and universities. Died in
Vienna, 29 September 1973.

Selected Writings

Essays and Related Prose

The Dyer’s Hand and Other Essays, 1962

Selected Essays, 1964

Forewords and Afterwords, edited by Edward Mendelson, 1973

The English Auden: Poems, Essays, and Dramatic Writings 1927-1939, edited by
Edward Mendelson, 1977
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Essays and Reviews and Travel Books in Prose and Verse, vol. 1: Prose 1926-1938,
edited by Edward Mendelson, 1997

Other writings: many volumes of poetry (collected in Collected Poems, edited by Edward

Mendelson, 1976), plays with Christopher Isherwood, and several libretti. Also edited

many anthologies of poetry; translated works by Goethe and Scandinavian writers.
Collected works edition: The Complete Works, edited by Edward Mendelson, 1988—

(in progress).
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