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My hope is that myth becomes subservient to my purposes,  
and eventually takes on the semblance of true events. But when it can’t, 
when it obstinately slights all attempts at credibility, my wish is for a 

sympathetic reader, someone who is willing to accept with  
indulgence the many varieties of our past.

Plutarch
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The fact is that all writers create their precursors.  
Their work modifies our conception of the past,  

just as it is bound to modify the future.
Borges

ghg





An essay is a thing of the imagination.
Ozick
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James Wood

Foreword

In his uncontainable book, Out of Sheer Rage—a long essay about, around, 
and through D. H. Lawrence—the English writer Geoff Dyer voices a com-
mon complaint about the moribund dominance of the conventional novel. 
Too many good writers commit themselves to the form of the novel, and 
then quietly die within its machinery—amidst the contraptions of plot, 
dialogue, “conflict,” epiphany, resolution, and so on. “Increasingly,” says 
Dyer, “the process of novelisation goes hand in hand with a strait-jacketing 
of the material’s expressive potential. One gets so weary watching authors’ 
sensations and thoughts get novelized, set into the concrete of fiction, that 
perhaps it is best to avoid the novel as a medium of expression.” Dyer’s own 
ebullient, borderless work is an example of his liberation from this tempta-
tion to “novelize” when one’s natural literary talents lie elsewhere. Dyer is 
a genre-busting hybrid, and admires the work of like-minded writers, add-
ing that “the novelists I like best are, with the exception of the last-named, 
not novelists at all: Nietzsche, the Goncourt brothers, Barthes, Fernando 
Pessoa, Ryszard Kapuscinski, Thomas Bernhard . . .” 

If the essay is currently in an excitingly expansive mood, this is partly be-
cause it offers both writer and reader an escape from conventional fictional 
formulae, from dull repetition, from the concrete of “novelization.” (And 
always has done: ask Pessoa, Barthes, Kapuscinski, Nietzsche.) You might 
be a lot more eager than Geoff Dyer is to retain the services of the novel 
as a “means of expression”—I am—and still know exactly what he’s talking 
about: the novel needs perpetual renovation. But so does the essay. For just as 
the novel can fall into conventionality, so can the essay. If there is the danger 
of “novelization,” there is also the danger of “essayization”—where the form 
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becomes professionalized, smoothed over, a vessel of information rather than 
of invention, solidly reportorial rather than fleetingly fictive. 

For well over a decade now, John D’Agata has been the renovator-in-
chief of the American essay. As practitioner and theorist, writer and an-
thologist, as example and the enabler of examples, D’Agata has refused to 
yield to the idea of non-fiction as stable, fixed, already formed. (The very 
term “non-fiction” sends him over the non-fictional cliff.) Instead, he has 
pushed the essay to yield more of itself, to find within itself an enactment 
of its own etymology—an essaying, a trying, a perpetual attempt at some-
thing (after the French verb essayer, to try). He has emphasized that the 
essay should make, and not merely take; that it should gamble with the 
fictive and not just trade in the real; that it should entertain uncertainty as 
often as it hosts opinion; that the essay can be as lyrical, as fragmented, as 
self-interrupting, and as self-conscious as the most experimental fiction or 
verse. He wants for the essay what Geoff Dyer wants for the novel—that it 
be always unfinished, always becoming.

I admire the zeal and intelligence with which John D’Agata has prose-
cuted his case for a new kind of essay, because he shows so little interest in 
courting friends or appreciative reviews. He knows that his defense of the 
fictional element in non-fiction—his emphasis on the sheer amount that 
we invent when we write what is called “non-fiction”—will rouse the keep-
ers of fact. And of course, I don’t mean to mock those keepers, because fact 
is very precious, even holy, and is not to be taken lightly. Sometimes, I have 
felt D’Agata to be leaning too emphatically on the side of the fictive and 
the aesthetic, and in those moments, I hear Robert Lowell’s voice, in his 
poem “Epilogue,” reminding himself (and us) that

We are poor passing facts,
warned by that to give
each figure in the photograph
his living name.

But D’Agata, I suspect, might not quarrel with this, and might smilingly 
remind me that in the same poem, just a few lines earlier, Lowell asks:

Yet why not say what happened?
Pray for the grace of accuracy
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Vermeer gave to the sun’s illumination
stealing like the tide across a map
to his girl solid with yearning.

Lowell uses “the grace of accuracy” as his definition of “saying what hap-
pened,” and chooses not a photograph nor a report as the exemplum of that 
accuracy, but . . . a painter, Vermeer! Saying what happened will take many 
forms, and the D’Agatean emphasis falls on the saying—on the art involved 
in the rendering of that “girl solid with yearning.” Suppose that Vermeer used 
a live model for that girl. Still, what Vermeer made of that model is different 
from the model, and that difference is the very definition of Vermeer’s pecu-
liar grace of accuracy. (As John Berger puts it: “A drawing of a tree shows, not 
a tree, but a tree being looked at.”) 

Making a case for a new kind of essay involves making a case for an old 
kind of essay that is actually new—or rather, for the perpetual novelty of a 
certain kind of essay, from (at least) Plutarch to the present day. This task 
is a grand project, which D’Agata has undertaken through A New History 
of the Essay, a three-volume series of anthologies: The Next American Essay 
(2003), The Lost Origins of the Essay (2009), and now The Making of the 
American Essay (2016). “Let the essay be what we make of it,” is D’Agata’s 
refrain, and his three large anthologies have made good on that promise. 
They are full of strange new discoveries and exciting re-definitions: can Sei 
Shōnagon’s The Pillow Book sit alongside an essay by Montaigne, or Swift’s 
A Modest Proposal alongside Christopher Smart’s poem about his cat? Is 
Borges an essayist if Theophrastus is also one? Yoshida Kenkō alongside 
Virginia Woolf? Maybe, the reader thinks, the latest volume should be 
called The Unmaking of the American Essay. That, of course, is the editor’s 
design: he unmakes the tradition in order to remake it (an American ges-
ture that would be familiar to the Eliot who wrote the essay, “Tradition and 
the Individual Talent”). So D’Agata insists on a forceful genealogy of re-
creation, a kind of re-creation myth, in which the essay begins, thousands of 
years ago, with any writing that is prosaic but not strictly informational— 
a stray Sumerian text, a list of useful (but not uninteresting) advice about 
the kind of donkey one should buy and the kind of prostitutes one should 
avoid. The essayistic line continues, in D’Agata’s retelling, through the 
most diverse places and styles—through Plutarch, Seneca, thirteenth-
century Japanese literature, the England of Sir Thomas Browne, the France 
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of Baudelaire; becomes contemporary with Clarice Lispector and Susan 
Sontag and Octavio Paz, and up-to-date with Brian Lennon and Mary 
Ruefle and Kathy Acker. 

You might find this fanciful rather than forceful. Sometimes I do. But 
more often than not, I find myself thinking, in astonishment: “where and 
how did he find that text? And how come it sounds as if it were written 
yesterday?” That ancient Sumerian text, for instance, the one that starts 
the ball rolling, the one that gets the whole strange canon firing—tucked 
into the stuff about donkeys and wells and prostitutes, are single lines like 
this: “The eyes of the slanderer always move like a spindle.” Or: “For fate, 
dear friends, is like a wet bank. It is always going to make you slip.” Often, 
my carefully prepared resistance crumbles: because I enjoy the shrewdness 
and wit of D’Agata’s editorial writing—the way in which he introduces 
each essay with his own ludic commentary, sometimes writing directly 
about his choice, more often than not indirectly; and because he repeatedly 
forces me to accept the justice of his redefinitions. Plutarch on the customs 
of the Spartans, for instance, might look like informational prose, or the 
work of a moralizing historian rather than a D’Agatean essayist; but when 
D’Agata translates and slightly rearranges the material, Plutarch’s lists of 
“information” about the Spartans come to resemble a hundred enigmatic 
little stories:

It is said that when another woman’s son arrived home from 
a battle with his left arm missing and the stump bleeding ter-
ribly in a long trail behind him, she said: “Turn around and 
follow that back to your courage.”

There are great examples of that persuasive redefining in The Making of the 
American Essay. The eighteenth-century American Protestant minister and 
theologian Jonathan Edwards would seem to have little to do with Mark 
Twain; and it seems peculiar to extract T. S. Eliot’s “The Dry Salvages” from 
The Four Quartets and thereby anoint it as an “essay.” But you begin to real-
ize, as you make your way through this book, that the editor is not in search 
of the essay so much as the essayistic, or what you could call the essayistic 
strain in American writing. And suddenly, under his curating, the essayistic 
strain begins to seem like the American tradition—there it is, in Moby-
Dick (D’Agata is absolutely right to extract “The Whiteness of the Whale” 
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from Moby-Dick); there it is, in Jonathan Edwards’s sermon, “Sinners in 
the Hands of an Angry God,” and in T. S. Eliot’s sermon-like “The Dry 
Salvages” (an inspired, radical choice, it turns out, because that poem is 
the most prosy of all Eliot’s verse, and the most sermon-like). Indeed, per-
haps the essayistic strain in American writing is really the sermonic strain? 
(Think of the essayistic preaching, the transcendentalizing, in Saul Bellow, 
in Ralph Ellison’s work, in Marilynne Robinson’s fiction.) Melville is al-
ways preaching, in both his fiction and his letters, with full-throated gnos-
tic afflatus; Emerson, in his ecstatic work, never stopped being the minister 
he once was; Washington Irving and Mark Twain are essayistic evangelists 
of the secular.

And D’Agata notices that along with the American preference for invent-
ing crazily free forms (Melville, Gertrude Stein, William Carlos Williams’s 
prose, Joe Brainard’s “I Remember,” David Foster Wallace’s novella-length 
essays), there is a long American emphasis on rewriting—on rewriting his-
tory, religion, even nature itself; sometimes as parody, sometimes as lament, 
or as comic lament. Thus in this anthology, Thoreau (who boasts, “If the 
moon looks larger here than in Europe, probably the sun looks larger also”) 
is in communication with Washington Irving’s ironic A History of New York; 
and Mark Twain’s sarcastic and parodic creation story (Letters from the Earth) 
is in communication with Emerson’s deeply earnest, deeply American essay, 
“Nature.” 

In his novella Seize the Day (1956), Saul Bellow launches a little 
sermon—half-serious, half-comic—which, after reading this anthology, 
comes to seem even more American than it already did: an essayistic preach-
ment, a tryout—an essaying—about the difficulty of making sense of world 
history amidst the Babel of contemporary Manhattan; thus a making of his-
tory and an unmaking of history:

Every other man spoke a language entirely his own, which he 
had figured out by private thinking; he had his own ideas and 
peculiar ways. If you wanted to talk about a glass of water, you 
had to start back with God creating the heavens and earth; the 
apple; Abraham; Moses and Jesus; Rome; the Middle Ages; 
gunpowder; the Revolution; back to Newton; up to Einstein; 
then war and Lenin and Hitler. After reviewing this and get-
ting it all straight again you could proceed to talk about a 
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glass of water. “I’m fainting, please get me a little water.” You 
were lucky even then to make yourself understood. And this 
happened over and over and over with everyone you met. You 
had to translate and translate, explain and explain, back and 
forth, and it was the punishment of hell itself not to under-
stand or be understood, not to know the crazy from the sane, 
the wise from the fools, the young from the old or the sick 
from the well. The fathers were no fathers and the sons no 
sons. You had to talk with yourself in the daytime and reason 
with yourself at night. Who else was there to talk to in a city 
like New York?

Milan Kundera has named the kind of novel he writes “the novelistic 
essay.” But American writing got there way before he did—the novelistic 
essay, the essayistic novel, the essayistic essay. Call it what you will. The im-
portant thing is the making and the unmaking, without cease.
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4vdTo the Reader

One day I boarded a train to New York, then a ship to England, then a 
train to Paris, another to Milan, another to southern Italy, a ferry to south-
ern Greece, a bus to Athens, and a cab for two hours to a little town called 
Chaeronea, a place so small and insignificant that the only thing that dis-
tinguishes it is the overwhelming aroma of white narcissus blooms.

But I didn’t come for the blooms.
I came because I once read a book by a turn-of-the-century traveler 

who said that he got caught in a rainstorm near here and was invited to 
dry off in the town’s monastery, which claimed to possess a chair that had 
once belonged to Plutarch. I’ve come because sometimes, when I imagine 
taking the idea of the essay and stretching it as far back as it can reasonably 
go—so far back that it starts to look peculiar and new, but not so far back 
that it becomes unrecognizable—I arrive in the first century in Greece, in 
Plutarch’s hometown, at Plutarch’s front door.

Nikolía, who watches over the monastery for the Greek Orthodox 
Church, walks across her front yard and greets me with a smile. She says 
something that I don’t understand, but when I pause too long to conjure a 
response she reaches for me with a hug instead because her English is as bad 
as my Greek.

“Plutarchos?” she asks.
“Plutarch,” I say.
And with that she opens the door.
The Church of the Ascension of the Virgin Mother was built in the four-

teenth century, but it was pieced together with parts of a much older build-
ing, and with artifacts from ancient local ruins. There are fourth-century 
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tombstones embedded in the walls, a tenth-century altar screen covered 
with soot or mold, and a lot of Roman bricks that are grouted into the floor. 
It’s wet inside, and cold, and it’s clear that the monastery isn’t used much 
anymore. When that turn-of-the-century traveler stopped here to rest, he 
noted that local farmers were using the space to dry out heaps of cotton. 
Today it’s filled with bicycles, garbage bags, and a tower of cardboard boxes.

It’s hard to imagine Plutarch here. Back in his day, in the first century 
CE, the people of the Mediterranean had already stopped believing in the 
gods of antiquity, but they hadn’t yet really started to believe in the idea of 
a Christ. They lived between gods and God, as Gustav Flaubert once de-
scribed them—a moment in Western history when humans were alone on 
the earth, and when loneliness inspired wonder. “It is now clear,” wrote the 
historian R. H. Barrow,

that there probably has not been any age in which an inter-
est in philosophy and science, psychology and ethics, was so 
widespread and so earnestly pursued. Every aspect of religious 
experience was explored; the emotions were analyzed; science 
and pseudoscience were eagerly tested; while natural history 
and exploration exercised fascination.

It was an age of searching, curiosity, longing, and doubt, an age that was primed 
for a new kind of thinking—one that could translate the ancient world’s 
wisdom into the language of modern uncertainty. The first century isn’t 
when essays were born, but it’s when they really found their purpose, and 
there is no other writer from this period of time who more successfully 
shaped essays to his own will than Plutarch. Local legend even says that his 
neighbors called him the Sage of Chaeronea because each spring the tiny 
town was flooded with young students who came here to study with him.

As I’m looking around, Nikolía starts lifting boxes to get at something 
underneath. I walk over to grab the last, and as I lift it up she pulls a blanket 
out from beneath the box, and there, with my body still bent over, I see in 
front of me a chair.

I look up at Nikolía.
“Plutarchos,” she says.
I look down at the chair.
“Really?”
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“Yes,” she says. “Thronos.”
Setting down the box, I don’t want to understand her Greek. Our word 

“throne” comes directly from thronos, which in Greek means “a seat of 
distinction.” And even though the Greek can designate anything from a 
VIP seat in a sports arena to a place setting at the head of a table, Nikolía 
means it the way that it sounds, because there’s nothing utilitarian about 
this chair. It’s an immense piece of veiny stone, a giant block of marble that 
would have been as impractical in an ancient Greek home as it would be in 
one today.

“Plutarch?” I ask again.
“Yes! Throne!”
“But . . . so big,” I say.
“Plutarch! Yes!”
Not only is it Plutarch’s chair, says Nikolía, but did I notice the big slab 

of stone that was lying outside the monastery? That, she says, was Plutarch’s 
desk, which is how we know the monastery was built on the site of his house.

What readers have always admired about Plutarch is his humility on the 
page, his casual knack for getting deep into history, philosophy, or moral 
predicaments without ever coming across as preachy. We feel, while read-
ing Plutarch, that he’s a specialist in subtlety, such that the classicist Moses 
Hadas once described him as the most charming man in antiquity.

That’s why the throne can’t possibly be his. We wouldn’t want it to be 
his, would we?

Maybe it comes from the local amphitheater, I think, which is only a 
few hundred feet away. Dangling in pieces off a nearby cliff, it’s merely a 
crumbling outline of what it used to be. But back in its day, the amphithe-
ater was probably the most glamorous place in town, with a first row that 
was ringed with luxurious bucket seats—high-backed, ornate, solid marble 
chairs that would have been reserved for visiting dignitaries, government 
officials, and anyone who happened to be rich. The monastery’s chair looks 
a lot like the seats that have been saved from similar theaters. And since 
Greek amphitheaters were often ransacked in the Middle Ages for marble 
and lime, it’s possible that Chaeronea tried to save its own history by carry-
ing the chair into the monastery.

But why save only one?
Is it because there’s a chance Plutarch sat in it?
How many seats did the theater once hold, and how many people once 
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lived in Chaeronea, and how many performances over how many years were 
scheduled during Plutarch’s life? Is there an equation to determine the odds?

Is there a chance that the school that Plutarch ran was moved to the 
theater to make room for more students, and that this is the chair he used?

What are the chances that someone remembered?
What are the chances that a town would care enough, consistently, for 

two thousand years, to preserve one chair for us?
What are the chances they were thinking of us?
I don’t know what history owes us, but during the past fifteen years I 

have been thinking a lot about what we might owe to history. When I first 
started working on these anthologies I was still a graduate student, twenty-
five years old, eager and brash, and bothered by the fact that my friends 
who wrote poetry, fiction, or drama had literary traditions that they could 
point to, study, show off, and love. I had the notion that if we could create 
a repository of essays from many different cultures and from throughout 
literary history we would have an instantaneous heritage of our own. But I 
know now that’s not how it works.

History is only history if it’s in contrast with a now. Plutarch was by 
no means the first writer to make essays, but he so dramatically altered the 
genre that he’d inherited that it’s hard now to see the link between him and 
those before him. He challenged the conventions of how essays were made. 
So while his voice might sound genteel and measured to us today, it’s that 
quietness that set him apart. In a culture whose appetite for certainty and 
answers encouraged writers in Plutarch’s day to make bombastic and broad 
gestures about life and death and fate, Plutarch dared to wander indetermi-
nately in his essays, to inspire instead of instruct, to acknowledge that he 
didn’t have answers. As Michel de Montaigne once wrote, 

How variously does Plutarch discourse on the same thing? 
How many times does he present us with two or three incom-
patible accounts of the causes of something, and divergent ar-
guments, without choosing which one we must follow? How 
much they say—now with one face, now with another—for 
those who look at them closely!

We like him because he was modern, a radical in disguise. We like him 
because his modesty belies an ambition to stand out in a literary crowd. 
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We shouldn’t wonder whether this throne was Plutarch’s or not; what we 
should wonder is how often he sat in it. And when Nikolía leaves me alone 
for a moment, I close the monastery’s door behind her and quickly get my 
camera set.

As essayists, we don’t often encourage each other to be aggressively bold, 
to go out on literary limbs, to distinguish ourselves from history. We like to 
say that essays are armchair pursuits—“meditations,” “digressions,” “con-
siderations,” “riffs”—the second-tier efforts of the already resigned. We like 
to say we write essays in-between our real books, or to make extra money 
in glossy magazines. We like to say that essays are so insignificant that the 
critics haven’t tainted them with their gobbledygook or theory, and because 
of this, we like to say, we are all free to write.

And what is it, then, that we write?
What has that freedom brought?
Where have we been, in two thousand years, since Plutarch’s revolution?
Isn’t the message that we send each other that we ought to make essays 

cautiously so that we don’t get kicked out of the club?
Here’s the truth: even after spending fifteen years championing these 

essayists and what makes them strange, even after crossing the Atlantic on 
a boat, and Europe on a train, and saving for three years so that I could 
stand here today, I still feel the pressure of other people’s fears that I might 
be ruining the genre. I still stand and wonder whether I should sit on his 
throne, or stay where I am, three feet away, and continue to take photos of 
it empty.

I’m forty years old this year. Does that invitation ever come?
When Nikolía returns to the monastery’s dark, she knocks, for some rea-

son, and then hands me a plastic ziplock bag with a dried narcissus bloom.
“For good luck,” she says, and hugs me again.
And the cab takes me back to Athens.
In Plutarch’s day, the people of Chaeronea believed that because the 

narcissus was so powerfully fragrant yet fleetingly in bloom its pollen must 
have possessed a medicinal quality. The town became known for cultivat-
ing millions of the blooms each year, extracting its wax, and creating a va-
riety of homebrew treatments for everything from headaches to pregnancy 
to hearing loss.

Its mythological namesake, Narcissus, was a beautiful young man who 
rejected all his suitors until he wound up dying, heartbroken and alone, 
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trying to win the affection of his own image in a pond. Back at my desk 
at home, whenever I look at the pressed narcissus bloom that Nikolía gave 
me, I can’t help but think that the appeal of seeking a cure in a flower such 
as this must have depended on the eerie fact that its prettiness conceals a 
risk: at the root of its name is narke—the Greek word for stupor—a nod 
to the flower’s intoxicating scent and the fact that its petals are poisonous.

As the myth of Narcissus tells us, there is no such thing as love in Greece 
without the risk of heartbreak. No chance for curing ills, either, unless that 
cure might kill us.

What my trip to Chaeronea taught me is the same thing that the writ-
ers in these anthologies have been teaching us for the past four millennia: 
that you have to take a risk. You have to sit in the throne. You have to push 
yourself, push your peers, push your readers, push your critics, push your 
culture, push your forebears, push your instincts and beliefs and fears. You 
have to be willing to disrupt the history that you are already a part of.

That is what we owe to history: Risk.
And the courage to make the essay our own.



7

4vdA Concordance of  
Modes, Forms, and Themes





9

Modes
rw

The truth is, no great essay functions exclusively in a “personal” mode or a 
“critical” mode, or in any other particular mode of essaying. If it’s ranging 
broadly, if it’s remaining curious, and if it’s keeping its options open as it 
bumps into new discoveries, an essay will simultaneously employ multiple 
modes of exploration.

This can prove challenging for us as readers, of course—like when a 
personal essay temporarily employs the techniques of journalism, or when 
a biography occasionally feels as if it’s not about one person but rather an 
entire culture, or when a travelogue starts to become about a journey hap-
pening inside the writer instead of whatever’s going on outside.

When essays slip in and out of these different modes, does one of them 
trump the other? Should our criteria for evaluating an essay change when 
it shifts from one mode to another? And what is the point of any modal 
category if everything can be so fluid?

I believe that the goal of an essay is to give its reader an experience. And 
in order for that experience to feel genuine, the essay must be more com-
plex than anything that one category could possibly allow. The world is 
complex, and our lives are complex, and the ways that we experience both 
ought to be just as complicated, layered, and multidimensional.

These categories are meant to help you begin your own explorations. 
But I hope that those explorations lead you into territories that would 
never easily fit into any category.

Personal

Walter Abish, “What Else”
Kathy Acker, “Humility”
Renata Adler, “Brownstone”
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Donald Barthelme, “Sentence”
John Berger, “What Reconciles Me”
Jenny Boully, “The Body”
Joe Brainard, “I Remember”
Dino Campana, “The Night”
Lydia Davis, “Foucault and Pencil”
Emily Dickinson, “To Recipient Unknown”
T. S. Eliot, “The Dry Salvages”
Thalia Field, “A ∴ I”
F. Scott Fitzgerald, “The Crack-Up”
William Gass, “In the Heart of the Heart of the Country”
Natalia Ginzburg, “He and I”
Albert Goldbarth, “Delft”
Edmond Jabès, “Dread of One Single End”
Laura Riding Jackson, “In a Café”
Yoshido Kenkō, “In all things I yearn for the past”
Brian Lennon, “Sleep”
N. Scott Momaday, “The Way to Rainy Mountain”
Michel de Montaigne, “On Some Verses of Virgil”
Octavio Paz, “Before Sleep”
Fernando Pessoa, “Metaphysics has always struck me as a prolonged form 

of latent insanity”
Francis Ponge, “The Pebble”
Thomas De Quincey, “The English Mail-Coach”
Arthur Rimbaud, “A Season in Hell”
Mary Ruefle, “Monument”
Lucius Seneca, “Sick”
Susan Steinberg, “Signified”
E. B. White, “Once More To the Lake”
Virginia Woolf, “The Death of the Moth”
Marguerite Yourcenar, “Fires”

Biographical

Samuel Beckett, “Afar a Bird”
Joe Brainard, “I Remember”
Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, “Erato    Love Poetry”
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Marguerite Duras, “The Atlantic Man”
Jamaica Kincaid, “Girl”
Li Shang-yin, “Miscellany”
Barry Lopez, “The Raven”
Leonard Michaels, “In the Fifties”
N. Scott Momaday, “The Way to Rainy Mountain”
Fabio Morabito, “Oil”
Mestrius Plutarch, “Some Information about the Spartans”
Edgar Allan Poe, “A Chapter on Autography”
J. Hector St. John, “On Snakes; and On the Humming-Bird”
David Shields, “Life Story”
Christopher Smart, “My Cat Jeoffry”
Gertrude Stein, “If I Told Him”
T’ao Ch’ien, “The Biography of Mr. Five-Willows”
Gay Talese, “Frank Sinatra Has a Cold”
Theophrastus of Eressos, “These Are Them”
Alexander Theroux, “Black”
James Wright, “May Morning”

Travelogue

James Agee, “Brooklyn Is”
Matsuo Bashō, “Narrow Road to the Interior”
Michel Butor, “Egypt”
Anne Carson, “Kinds of Water”
Annie Dillard, “Total Eclipse”
Li Tsung-Yuan, “Is There a God?”
John McPhee, “The Search for Marvin Gardens”
Harry Mathews, “Country Cooking from Central France”
Susan Mitchell, “Notes Toward a History of Scaffolding”
Saint-John Perse, “Anabasis”
Francesco Petrarch, “My Journey Up the Mountain”
Lisa Robertson, “Seven Walks”
Mary Rowlandson, “The Narrative of the Captivity”
Susan Sontag, “Unguided Tour”
Henry David Thoreau, “Walking”
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Cultural Observation

Anonymous, “Creation”
Sherman Alexie, “Captivity”
Jorge Luis Borges, “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius”
Kamau Braithwaite, “Trench Town Rock”
Thomas Browne, “Hydriotaphia, Urn Burial”
Paul Celan, “Conversation in the Mountains”
Guy Davenport, “And”
W. E. B. Du Bois, “Of the Coming of John”
Jonathan Edwards, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God”
Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Nature”
Susan Griffin, “Red Shoes”
Washington Irving, “A History of New York”
Velimir Khlebnikov, “The I-Singer of Universong”
Stéphane Mallarmé, “A Throw of the Dice Will Never Abolish Chance”
Herman Melville, “The Whiteness of the Whale”
Charles Reznikoff, “Testimony”
Bernardino de Sahagún, “Definitions of Earthly Things”
Sei Shōnagon, “The Pillow Book”
Jean Toomer, “Blood-Burning Moon”
George W. S. Trow, “Needs”
Azwinaki Tshipala, “Questions and Answers”
Mark Twain, “Letters from the Earth”
Eliot Weinberger, “The Dream of India”
Joe Wenderoth, “Things To Do Today”
Ziusudra of Sumer, “The List of Ziusudra”

Literary Journalism

James Agee, “Brooklyn Is”
James Baldwin, “The Fight”
Kamau Braithwaite, “Trench Town Rock”
Joan Didion, “The White Album”
Norman Mailer, “Ten Thousand Words a Minute”
Thomas De Quincey, “The English Mail-Coach”
Lillian Ross, “The Yellow Bus”
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Gay Talese, “Frank Sinatra Has a Cold”
David Foster Wallace, “Ticket to the Fair”
Tom Wolfe, “The Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby”

Criticism

David Antin, “The Theory and Practice of Postmodernism”
Francis Bacon, “Antitheses of Things”
Charles Baudelaire, “Be Drunk”
William Blake, “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell”
Anne Bradstreet, “For My Dear Son Simon Bradstreet”
John Cage, “Lecture on Nothing”
Julio Cortázar, “The Instruction Manual”
Guy Davenport, “And”
Ennatum of Akkad, “Dialogue of Pessimism”
Kenneth Goldsmith, “All the Numbers from Numbers”
Ana Hatherly, “Tisanes”
Heraclitus of Ephesus, “I Have Looked Diligently at My Own Mind”
Wayne Koestenbaum, “Darling’s Prick”
Clarice Lispector, “The Egg and the Chicken”
Carole Maso, “The Intercession of the Saints”
Paul Metcalf, “. . . and nobody objected”
Harryette Mullen, “Elliptical”
Dennis Silk, “The Marionette Theatre”
Jonathan Swift, “A Modest Proposal”
Walt Whitman, “The Weather—Does It Sympathize with These Times?”
William Carlos Williams, “A Matisse”
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Forms
ghg

The way an essay is structured, sounds, or looks on the page. The way an 
essay celebrates or challenges literary traditions. The way an author origi-
nally conceived of an essay, and the way that essay has subsequently evolved, 
independent of its author’s intentions.

I’m using the term “form” very broadly, in other words. To me, the form 
of an essay refers to the text’s mechanics, the ways in which it affects us, and 
the tools that it employs to do so.

Humor or Satire

Some scholars argue that satirical texts are not essays. That might be true—
if we believed that essays functioned only as “nonfictions.”

But when Jonathan Swift suggests that overpopulation and hunger can 
be remedied in Ireland by selling poor children to the wealthy as meat, he 
presents his argument essayistically. It is hyperbolic, and he does not mean 
what he argues, but the presentation of his argument is nevertheless essay-
istic. Its genre is immaterial.

Kathy Acker, “Humility”
David Antin, “The Theory and Practice of Postmodernism”
John Cage, “Lecture on Nothing”
Paul Celan, “Conversation in the Mountains”
Ennatum of Akkad, “Dialogue of Pessimism”
Washington Irving, “A History of New York”
Jonathan Swift, “A Modest Proposal”
T’ao Ch’ien, “The Biography of Mr. Five-Willows”
Theophrastus of Eressos, “These Are Them”
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George W. S. Trow, “Needs”
David Foster Wallace, “Ticket to the Fair”

Review

Thoughts on books, art, theater, film . . . as well as handwriting, puppets, 
rocks, etc.

Antonin Artaud, “Eighteen Seconds”
Fabio Morabito, “Oil”
Edgar Allan Poe, “A Chapter on Autography”
Francis Ponge, “The Pebble”
Dennis Silk, “The Marionette Theatre”
William Carlos Williams, “A Matisse”

Portraiture

How does the form of a portrait differ from the mode of a biography? A 
biography is about the other. But an essay that’s written in the form of a 
portrait employs the conceit that it is exploring the other—even though it 
might actually be about something else.

Portraits include profiles of people, examinations of places, descriptions 
of objects, concepts, and nonhuman entities.

Marguerite Duras, “The Atlantic Man”
Laura Riding Jackson, “In a Café”
Li Shang-yin, “Miscellany”
Paul Metcalf, “. . . and nobody objected”
Mestrius Plutarch, “Some Information about the Spartans”
Francis Ponge, “The Pebble”
J. Hector St. John, “On Snakes; and On the Humming-Bird”
Christopher Smart, “My Cat Jeoffry”
Gertrude Stein, “If I Told Him”
T’ao Ch’ien, “The Biography of Mr. Five-Willows”
Gay Talese, “Frank Sinatra Has a Cold”
Theophrastus of Eressos, “These Are Them”
Alexander Theroux, “Black”
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Eliot Weinberger, “The Dream of India”
Tom Wolfe, “The Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby”

Observation

Essays that gather material through experience, create meaning through 
ekphrasis, and make assertions by inference.

Ana Hatherly, “Tisanes”
Velimir Khlebnikov, “The I-Singer of Universong”
Li Tsung-Yuan, “Is There a God?”
Barry Lopez, “The Raven”
Fabio Morabito, “Oil”
Lillian Ross, “The Yellow Bus”
J. Hector St. John, “On Snakes; and On the Humming-Bird”
Gay Talese, “Frank Sinatra Has a Cold”
Walt Whitman, “The Weather—Does it Sympathize with These Times?”

Cataloguing

Essays that employ lists or structural repetitions in order to build a sense of 
unifying significance out of seemingly disparate parts.

Anonymous, “Creation”
Ennatum of Akkad, “Dialogue of Pessimism”
William Gass, “In the Heart of the Heart of the Country”
Natalia Ginzburg, “He and I”
Jamaica Kincaid, “Girl”
Li Shang-yin, “Miscellany”
Carole Maso, “The Intercession of the Saints”
Bernardino de Sahagún, “Definitions of Earthly Things”
David Shields, “Life Story”
Theophrastus of Eressos, “These Are Them”
Alexander Theroux, “Black”
Eliot Weinberger, “The Dream of India”
Joe Wenderoth, “Things To Do Today”
Ziusudra of Sumer, “The List of Ziusudra”
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Description

Essays that are heavily image-based, and in which we find meaning in their 
accumulations of detail. 

Anonymous, “Creation”
Antonin Artaud, “Eighteen Seconds”
John Berger, “What Reconciles Me”
Michel Butor, “Egypt”
Lydia Davis, “Foucault and Pencil”
W. E. B. Du Bois, “Of the Coming of John”
Susan Mitchell, “Notes Toward a History of Scaffolding”
Thomas De Quincey, “The English Mail-Coach”
Jean Toomer, “Blood-Burning Moon”
David Foster Wallace, “Ticket to the Fair”

Aphoristic

Essays that employ proverbs or have a scriptural vibe.

Francis Bacon, “Antitheses of Things”
William Blake, “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell”
Anne Bradstreet, “For My Dear Son Simon Bradstreet”
Heraclitus of Ephesus, “I Have Looked Diligently at My Own Mind”
Edmond Jabès, “Dread of One Single End”
David Shields, “Life Story”
Ziusudra of Sumer, “The List of Ziusudra”

Multiple Voices

Essays that are polyphonic, employing a multitude of voices—sometimes 
coming from one person, sometimes from more than one.

Walter Abish, “What Else”
Jenny Boully, “The Body”
Kamau Braithwaite, “Trench Town Rock”
Paul Celan, “Conversation in the Mountains”
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Thalia Field, “A ∴ I”
Susan Griffin, “Red Shoes”
Peter Handke, “Suggestions for Running Amok”
Paul Metcalf, “. . . and nobody objected”
N. Scott Momaday, “The Way to Rainy Mountain”
Harryette Mullen, “Elliptical”
Bernardino de Sahagún, “Definitions of Earthly Things”
David Shields, “Life Story”
Susan Sontag, “Unguided Tour”
Azwinaki Tshipala, “Questions and Answers”
Mark Twain, “Letters from the Earth”
Eliot Weinberger, “The Dream of India”
Marguerite Yourcenar, “Fires”

Epistolary

Essays that might have historically originated as letters but which we’ve 
now inherited as literature. Or, essays that are simply employing the con-
ceit of a letter in order to create the illusion that we are privy to intimate 
exchanges and revelations.

Emily Dickinson, “To Recipient Unknown”
J. Hector St. John, “On Snakes; and On the Humming-Bird”
Lucius Seneca, “Sick”
Susan Sontag, “Unguided Tour”
Mark Twain, “Letters from the Earth”

Journal or Diary

Like epistolary essays, these texts are structured like journal entries. Or at 
least they feel as if their intended audience is the speaker him or herself.

James Agee, “Brooklyn Is”
Joe Brainard, “I Remember”
Yoshida Kenkō, “In all things I yearn for the past”
Lisa Robertson, “Seven Walks”
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Mary Rowlandson, “The Narrative of the Captivity”
Sei Shōnagon, “The Pillow Book”

Book-Length

These essays were conceived and originally published as book-length proj-
ects. Some of them may be presented here only as excerpts, however.

Matsuo Bashō, “Narrow Road to the Interior”
William Blake, “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell”
Jenny Boully, “The Body”
Joe Brainard, “I Remember”
Kamau Braithwaite, “Trench Town Rock”
N. Scott Momaday, “The Way to Rainy Mountain”
Charles Reznikoff, “Testimony”
Mary Rowlandson, “The Narrative of the Captivity”
Sei Shōnagon, “The Pillow Book”

Hybrid: Poetry

Essays that originated as poems but are reframed here as essays. Or, essays 
that were always meant to be essays, but that intentionally and conspicu-
ously employ poetic techniques. 

Sherman Alexie, “Captivity”
Matsuo Bashō, “Narrow Road to the Interior”
Charles Baudelaire, “Be Drunk”
Aloysius Bertrand, “Ondine”
William Blake, “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell”
Dino Campana, “The Night”
Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, “Erato    Love Poetry”
T. S. Eliot, “The Dry Salvages”
Velimir Khlebnikov, “The I-Singer of Universong”
Stéphane Mallarmé, “A Throw of the Dice Will Never Abolish Chance”
Saint-John Perse, “Anabasis”
Charles Reznikoff, “Testimony”
Arthur Rimbaud, “A Season in Hell”
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Christopher Smart, “My Cat Jeoffry”
Jean Toomer, “Blood-Burning Moon”
James Wright, “May Morning”

Hybrid: Fiction

Essays that originated as stories but are reframed here as essays. Or, essays 
that were always meant to be essays, but that intentionally and conspicu-
ously employ fiction techniques.

Renata Adler, “Brownstone”
Antonin Artaud, “Eighteen Seconds”
Donald Barthelme, “Sentence”
Samuel Beckett, “Afar a Bird”
W. E. B. Du Bois, “Of the Coming of John”
Jorge Luis Borges, “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius”
Jamaica Kincaid, “Girl”
Herman Melville, “The Whiteness of the Whale”
J. Hector St. John, “On Snakes; and On the Humming-Bird”
Susan Sontag, “Unguided Tour”
Susan Steinberg, “Signified”
Margeurite Yourcenar, “Fires”

Collage and Found

Essays that redeploy and rearrange appropriated language in order to create 
new ideas, new arguments, new texts.

Walter Abish, “What Else”
Kamau Braithwaite, “Trench Town Rock”
Kenneth Goldsmith, “All the Numbers from Numbers”
Paul Metcalf, “. . . and nobody objected”
Mestrius Plutarch, “Some Information about the Spartans”
Charles Reznikoff, “Testimony”
Bernardino de Sahagún, “Definitions of Earthly Things”
David Shields, “Life Story”
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Instruction

Essays that make use of the imperative mood, and the conceit of sharing 
information for instructional purposes.

John Cage, “Lecture on Nothing”
Julio Cortázar, “The Instruction Manual”
Jonathan Edwards, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God”
Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Nature”
Jamaica Kincaid, “Girl”
Harry Mathews, “Country Cooking from Central France”
Bernardino de Sahugún, “Definitions of Earthly Things”
Ziusudra of Sumer, “The List of Ziusudra”

Meditation

Essays that consider their subjects by moving processionally or associatively 
toward explication.

Kathy Acker, “Humility”
James Agee, “Brooklyn Is”
James Baldwin, “The Fight”
Donald Barthelme, “Sentence”
Thomas Browne, “Hydriotaphia, Urn Burial”
Annie Dillard, “Total Eclipse”
Wayne Koestenbaum, “Darling’s Prick”
Clarice Lispector, “The Egg and the Chicken”
Norman Mailer, “Ten Thousand Words a Minute”
Herman Melville, “The Whiteness of the Whale”
Michel de Montaigne, “On Some Verses of Virgil”
Fernando Pessoa, “Metaphysics has always struck me as a prolonged form 

of latent insanity”
Thomas De Quincey, “The English Mail-Coach”
Henry David Thoreau, “Walking”
E. B. White, “Once More to the Lake”
Walt Whitman, “The Weather—Does it Sympathize with These Times?”
Virginia Woolf, “The Death of the Moth”
Marguerite Yourcenar, “Fires”
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Graphic

How these essays look on the page plays a big role in how we interpret them.

Francis Bacon, “Antitheses of Things”
Jenny Boully, “The Body”
Kamau Braithwaite, “Trench Town Rock”
John Cage, “Lecture on Nothing”
Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, “Erato    Love Poetry”
Kenneth Goldsmith, “All the Numbers from Numbers”
Brian Lennon, “Sleep”
Stéphane Mallarmé, “A Roll of the Dice Will Never Abolish Chance”
Edgar Allan Poe, “A Chapter on Autography”
Mary Ruefle, “Monument”
Gertrude Stein, “If I Told Him”

Sectioning

Essays that rely on sequences or an accretion of fragments in order to create 
their narratives. 

Renata Adler, “Brownstone”
Matsuo Bashō, “Narrow Road to the Interior”
Anne Carson, “Kinds of Water”
Joan Didion, “The White Album”
F. Scott Fitzgerald, “The Crack-Up”
Brian Lennon, “Sleep”
John McPhee, “The Search for Marvin Gardens”
Leonard Michael, “In the Fifties”
N. Scott Momaday, “The Way to Rainy Mountain”
Fernando Pessoa, “Metaphysics has always struck me as a prolonged form 

of latent insanity”
Mestrius Plutarch, “Some Information about the Spartans”
Lisa Robertson, “Seven Walks”
Mary Rowlandson, “The Narrative of the Captivity”
Sei Shonagōn, “The Pillow Book”
Eliot Weinberger, “The Dream of India”
Marguerite Yourcenar, “Fires”
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Interior Monologue

Essays that rely on an elliptical stream of consciousness in order to create 
their narratives.

James Agee, “Brooklyn Is”
Donald Barthelme, “Sentence”
Michel Butor, “Egypt”
Marguerite Duras, “The Atlantic Man”
Albert Goldbarth, “Delft”
Octavio Paz, “Before Sleep”
Francesco Petrarch, “My Journey Up the Mountain”
Mary Ruefle, “Monument”
Susan Steinberg, “Signified”

Pseudonym

Sometimes the fact that we know an essay was written under a pseudonym 
affects how we read it—especially if we only learn about that pseudonym 
after the fact.

Washington Irving, “A History of New York”
Saint-Jean Perse, “Anabasis”
Fernando Pessoa, “Metaphysics has always struck me as a prolonged form 

of latent insanity”
J. Hector St. John, “On Snakes; and On the Humming-Bird”
Mark Twain, “Letters from the Earth”



25

Themes (and some Subjects)
tit

When booksellers shelve nonfiction books under banners that proclaim 
what they’re “about”—Marriage, Sports, Travel, etc.—they limit how we 
experience them. After all, we find fiction under “Fiction” and poetry 
under “Poetry,” but if we want to find Annie Dillard it’s not so simple a 
search. We probably have to look under “Nature” or “Religion” or some-
times “Autobiography.” We are encouraged to start interpreting her book 
before it’s even in our hands, and before Dillard’s imagination can cast its 
spell on us.

To experience literature is to experience surprise. It’s to find ourselves 
in unexpected terrain—sometimes discomfortingly, sometimes exhilarat-
ingly. Yet when we are told what we will experience in a book before we’re 
even able to undergo that experience, something mortal befalls our rela-
tionship with that book, and the magic of discovery is lost.

Let’s do away with those banners in bookstores therefore, and the sub-
titles on the covers of “nonfiction” books, and pages 25–32 in this booklet 
while we’re at it (just as long as you own this copy).
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A Note about the Title

In 1903, in the February issue of Library World, the head of a public li-
brary in Hampstead, England, published an article entitled “The Fiction 
Nuisance and Its Abatement.” William Doubleday was a well-respected li-
brarian at the time. He’d written a couple books on library science, as well 
as a decent work of criticism on Keats, so his article attracted attention.

“The Public Library is primarily educational in its work,” Doubleday 
explained, so the “amusements of fiction,” as he perceived them, were not 
welcome on his shelves. “Education is in the air,” he continued, “and with 
its efficiency is bound up the welfare of our nation.”

At stake for Doubleday were the delicate and impressionable minds of 
his public library patrons, those citizens whom Doubleday had begun to 
notice were inquiring about novels more so than anything else at his li-
brary. He argued that as many as 80 percent of British library patrons were 
now asking for fiction recommendations over any other kind of literature.

“We recognise that whilst some novels have positive value,” he said, 
“others are at best harmless.”

Hostility toward fiction was nothing new at the time. For hundreds of 
years throughout the English-speaking world, the growing popularity of 
fiction had incited debates about the legitimacy of the genre: Would novels 
corrupt a nation’s youth? Did they deserve a place in libraries? Were they 
even worthy of the paper they were printed on?

To each of these questions, Doubleday believed the answer was no. 
Instead, he argued that literature that is truly worth of our attention “is 
a special form of literature read by young men.” After all, studious and 
serious young male readers “recognize the sternness of the battle of life,” 
he argued, and therefore are “resolutely preparing to face it” by applying 
themselves exclusively to “serious reading.”

To help set the nation straight on a path toward “serious reading,” 
Doubleday proposed that his fellow librarians start discouraging their pa-
trons from reading works of fiction by simply recommending that they 
read something else. For example:
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Selections of any books but novels may be produced upon 
request for the reader’s choice . . .

Or if that didn’t work: 

In some libraries, borrowers have been allowed open access to 
all the bookshelves except those containing novels . . . 

Or:

One common plan has been to allow borrowers to use a sup-
plementary ticket, “not available for works of fiction” . . . 

And lastly:

Attractive works of non-fiction may be temptingly displayed 
in convenient showcases

And this is why we ought to take note of Doubleday, because lurking inside 
the silliness of his scheming anxiety is the origin of America’s conflicted 
relationship with this genre.

If you look up above, in that last suggestion, you’ll find a hyphen-
ated word. It appears in his article on page 207, volume V, issue 56, in the 
February 1903 issue of Library World: “Attractive works of non-fiction may 
be temptingly displayed in convenient showcases.”

As dispiritingly unceremonial as this quotation is, some linguists be-
lieve that it is the first use of “non-fiction” in the English language.

It’s clear of course that Doubleday didn’t coin this term in order to 
help his readers passionately explore the nooks and crannies of a peculiar 
new kind of literature that he’d recently discovered, but rather because 
he wanted to steer his readers away from books that he didn’t like. What 
should bother us about the term “non-fiction,” therefore, is that it emerged 
as a tool of provincialism, deployed by a man who was far less interested in 
celebrating what this genre actually is than in demarcating a border across 
which nothing else could pass.

And yet somehow, within the span of a single century, “non-fiction” has 
become the bland de facto banner that flaps above everything from journal-
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ism to memoir, imposing the same aesthetic standards and expectations on 
everything that falls beneath its shadow.

I am writing beneath its shadow now, in fact. As the director of the 
Nonfiction Writing Program at the University of Iowa, I grapple with the 
implications of this term every day. Whether I’m fielding inquiries from 
motivational speakers who want to come to Iowa to promote their new 
self-help books, or battling with my school’s administrators in order to give 
students who are studying “non-fiction” the same opportunities as their 
peers in fiction and poetry, I can’t ignore the effects of so inaccurate a term. 
By embracing a label such as “non-fiction,” the creative writing community 
has signaled to the world that what goes on in this genre is at best utilitar-
ian and at worst an utter mystery. We have segregated the genre from art. 

So I use “Essay” because I want you to know these are art.
I use “History” because it’s one that we ought to be proud of.
And I use “New” because I hope, deep down, and for real, that the essay 

and its history will be so well known that readers in the future will consider 
this title old.
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