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David Gessner
Against a Literature of Fact
1. Burrowing

There’s a big party going on but I wasn’t invited.  Or, perhaps more accurately, I’m not really sure what all the celebrating is about.  I am told that we are in the midst of a renaissance of something called “creative nonfiction.”  That we are rejoicing because we have finally wrested the crown from the head of the Great American Novel and that we now stand triumphant with one foot on its corpse.  That’s good, I suppose, for a nonfiction writer like myself, but for some reason I’m not flush with triumph.  In fact what I feel is odd…..like something is missing.  


So I try, as best an individual can, to survey the modern nonfiction landscape in search of what I’m looking for.  It is a varied landscape, I get that, and anything I come up with, from my limited perspective, will be limited as well.  But still I notice a few things.  I notice, for instance, that journalism, in some areas, has gotten a lot better.  I am not foolish enough to attribute this to any one man or one influence but I do find myself thinking of a class that the writer John McPhee has taught at Princeton for many years, a class called “the Literature of Fact,” that inspired a virtual army of followers.  Of course McPhee, a reasonable man, would make no claim to being a nonfiction messiah, and would likely admit that he was merely describing a sensation that began with the New Journalists and perhaps long before.  When I read examples of the “literature of fact” I am happy enough.  There is much that is valuable, much to be admired, and much that is groundbreaking about the idea of a journalistic nonfiction that weds an artist’s eye to rigorous research, and that is embodied in McPhee’s own exemplary and decidedly un-showy work.  McPhee aptly demonstrates how a writer might serve the story, while politely keeping his “I” out of the way, thank you very much, and how fictional techniques like dialogue and scene can be used in nonfiction, without any displays of Tom Wolfe gaudiness. Robert Boynton, in The New New Journalism, his book celebrating the generation of nonfiction writers influenced by McPhee and these techniques, writes: “Rigorously reported, psychologically astute, sociologically sophisticated, and politically aware, the New New Journailism may be the most popular and influential development in the history of American literary nonfiction.”

Well, um, maybe.  Leaving Thoreau and Emerson, not to mention Didion, Capote and Wolfe aside for a minute, we might grant Boynton at least part of his point: as I look around I see that, at this moment in time, a large proportion of the long narrative nonfiction appearing in the remaining slick magazines, and the nonfiction that is most often reviewed in the major book reviews, seems to be influenced by writing that turns to other people, topics and ideas while keeping the self out of the way.  Which, for the most part, is a good thing.  

The trouble, I suppose, comes when the literature of fact, or perhaps the editors of fact, start to become gentle bullies, or more accurately landlords, who want only the good and the clean and the factual as their tenants.  Memoir muscles in of course, rumbling from the other direction, but too often the personal and journalistic are kept apart, held back like fighters itching to get at each other.  Worse, the two are often separated into “camps” or—god help us—movements.  Memoir becomes Dr. Fact’s bogeyman, it’s dark Hyde, its doppelganger.  And then, with a little too much vehemence, memoir is scolded as immature, too concerned with its self, whiny, and unable to grow up and care about others.  Of course a polite proportion of first person is allowed in the literature of fact, say 5%, a correct and refined slice of “I,” but should anyone take the affairs of the day, swallow them, digest them, and then, to use a metaphor that Michel de Montaigne, the father of the essay, favored, expel them as by-products of his or her own, they will be banished from the finishing school of fact.
Maybe this is just a reflection of the fact-filled society we live in, where the constant and unabating data onslaught has become a cliché.  We are flooded with information, drenched in it, information over all, and this is reflected in the books we read.  Never before has there been such a profusion of factual books about some subject, usually, since 9-11, about war and politics.   Books must be serious, must have a purpose, must stand up for, or against, the national defense.  And readers must be serious, too, diligently ingesting the proper nutritious doses of fact.  (The fact that there are so many factual political books is not undermined by the popularity of fact’s opposite—the political screed—since these also purport to be about something topical.)  The unspoken argument goes like this: isn’t it time to leave behind writing that is oh-so private and precious?  Time for a more serious literature?  Isn’t it time we forgo the old bullshit, leave behind the romantic and personal and creative, and get down to the serious, manly, buttoned-down work of reading?     

To look at the books reviewed in prominent book reviews, which directly reflects the work pushed by the review’s advertisers, mostly prominent New York publishers, you would think that the best nonfiction can offer is a series of bolstered book reports, books about some important topic or social issue where there is often, as Boynton says, “an element of muckraking.”  This is a vital service, particularly in this troubled world, but I still can’t help but feel that something has gone missing.  What exactly?   I think of Montaigne again, writing up in his tower study, concerned with his self but something more than his self, writing sentences that now, five hundred years later, still seem fresh.  With little strain I can spend some time this morning engaging in a conversation with Montaigne, following his mind through twists and turns that seem a lot like those that my own mind, or your mind, might take.  Boynton claims that our best contemporary nonfiction writers are our journalists who follow “the great issues of the day.”  But great issues fade and what is most boring in Montaigne isn’t his analysis of his bowels so much as his descriptions of the French Civil Wars.  

So perhaps, if Montaigne is my guide, I should look to the contemporary essay to try to find what has gone missing.  Maybe that’s the place where I can discover memoir and journalism mixing it up, where I can find someone sitting up in their study, both looking out toward the world and looking inward at themself.  But when I start searching I quickly discover that the word “essay” is anathema to New York publishers, even lower down the food chain than the short story.  The few essay collections that get past the gatekeepers are topical, which makes them, to my mind, something less, or at least something different than the type of essayistic writing I’m looking for.  Okay, fine, but you would think I could at least find essays in something called “The Best American Essays.”  And I do, sort of.  There are a few contemplative pieces mixed in there, along with some articles—the literature of fact again--and straight bits of memoir, and also a different type of writing that I can’t quite put my finger on at first, a kind of ritualized fetishsizing of  everyday objects, like, say, toasters.  I also quickly learn that the essays in these anthologies are chosen by celebrity writers like Susan Orlean who, oddly enough, seem to like to choose the work of other celebrities.  I do not mind toasters and I do not mind celebrities, but I still feel somewhat empty and I’m beginning to worry that the only one who can help fill that emptiness is a French guy who has been dead 500 years. 
Maybe part of the problem is that I do not read to “learn.”  In this I may be an oddball.  I mean if I learn incidentally, as a byproduct of my reading, that is great.  But it’s not why I’m doing it, it’s not what I’m digging for.  Maybe what I’m looking for is less a series of facts than a roadmap, though a roadmap so complex and messy that at first glance it would seem a crazy scribbled maze.   Maybe, and this is getting closer to it I think, I want to be pulled forward the way the reader of good mystery novels is.  The difference is that the question that drags me forward isn’t “Who done it?”  Rather it’s “how to be.”   

I am edging toward something soft here, toward the spiritual maybe, or at least the moral.  Journalism has deep roots as a nonfiction art form.  But wisdom literature has deeper roots.  Think the Bible.  Think Samuel Johnson clearing the nettles of human chaos with a machete called common sense.  Johnson wrote that the chief importance of biography, and by implication autobiography, was finding what could be “put to use” in our lives.  That’s it exactly.  More recently, as specialists sub-divide ever more and sub-genres split into even more subdued subs, wisdom literature has been shunted off into the ghettos of spiritual writing or, worse, inspirational writing, or, worst of all, the self-help section.  But take it out of these ghettos and re-integrate it, through the most capable and artistic of hands, and it can make up a vital feature, and a missing leg, of great nonfiction.   I am thinking here again of Montaigne, talking to himself up in his study, working out his, and our, life’s problems while never settling for anything short of complexity and contradiction in his answers.  And I am thinking of Thoreau, three hundred years later on this side of the Atlantic, essentially taking the Montaignian self-experiment and making it his own, but this time throwing in some trees and rocks.   

One thing I would bet my life on: if you could time-machine either of these writers into the present (and grant Montaigne American citizenship) and then have them write in the current idiom, neither would have a chance of being published in Best American Essays.  They are too sloppy, too unfettered, too rambling.  “Rambling” is a quality that critics and scholars love to praise in theory in essays, but in practice editors rarely allow any sort of real ramble to stand.  Our minds have been trained for nuggets, for articles, for information efficiently delivered.   To ramble we need to truly stretch our legs, to stride out without pretending we know just where we’re going.  We need to air it out, and explore whatever we happen to find, and this is, quite simply, not allowed.  “No Trespassing” and “Private Property” signs dot the modern landscape; we are taught to stick to the path.


Maybe one of the keys here is that neither Thoreau not Montaigne were involved in literary careers so much as they were involved in, as I suggested above, experiments of self.   Montaigne’s work, begun in the 1570s, signaled not just the birth of the essay but of an attitude, putting the self on display to reveal the contradictions of self, and hoping to achieve, through candor, the intimacy which the essayist Philip Lopate, a great contemporary champion and anthologist of the essay, calls “the hallmark of the personal essay.”  Lopate once wrote that reading the best personal essayists is comparable to going for a ride inside a writer’s mind, and this is certainly my experience in reading Montaigne.  To vastly oversimplify, Montaigne’s self-experiment involved a deep mining down into self and then a reporting back to the world of what he found there.  His readers, of course, don’t read him and say “Well, that’s a fair and accurate report of what Mr. Montaigne was like.”  Rather they instantly do what all readers have done since the beginning of reading and put themselves in the protagonist’s shoes, though in this case the protagonist is Montaigne himself.  In this way they begin to explore their own self shoals and self shallows.  “It is philosophy that teaches us how to live,” wrote Montaigne.  This sound laughable when we think of philosophy as a college major, disconnected from life, but what if, rather than laugh, we treat this idea seriously?

As for Henry David Thoreau, he externalized a similar experiment by adding the natural world to the mix, eschewing journalism in favor of reporting to a journal “of no large circulation”--his own.  Last fall I taught Thoreau’s Walden to a class of undergraduates and they at first reacted, predictably, with boredom and befuddlement.   But it was with something like joy that I started to watch as some of their eyes opened to the fact that, hey, this is stuff I could actually put to use in my own life.  And if Thoreau wormed his way into their thinking, it was in no small part because he was so preoccupied with worming down into this own.  “The mind is a burrowing organ,” he wrote. 

And that’s just it.  That’s just what I’m looking for.  Burrowing literature.  I want facts, sure, but I also want something that tunnels below the facts.  I want to watch a mind in action, a person using his or her mind to work down through those facts, hording the ones they need and tossing aside the ones they don’t, and, most of all, putting those facts to use.  That is what excites me.  That is what gets me turning pages.  

How can I get so excited about reading writers who at times seem preoccupied only with working out the algebra of their own lives? The standard explanation, which I touched on above, seems to be that by plumbing their own depths, by so well exploring themselves, they let us look into our own selves, and there is something to this.  But there’s more. What we discover when we read, and really interact with, these writers, is that they are living—yes, still living—human beings who are burrowing deeply into their own lives and the world around them.  They are trying to make sense of both the world and themselves, and they are trying hard.   (Why wouldn’t they try hard?  This is their one and only life!)  Why am I so concerned with this burrowing literature?   Maybe in part because it’s so exciting to me.  This is the excitement of quest, though this quest is not after a dragon or a pot of gold, but for the answer to a question.   That question is a simple one: how to be on earth during our short time here?  What should we spend our time doing?  Who should we become?  And, that question at the heart of the mystery again: How to be? 

These are the questions that keep me on the edge of my seat, curious, rapt, engaged, and if we read these writers for a while we find that these concerns are contagious.  By watching their burrowing minds in action, we begin to see that we can burrow, too.  
2.  The Ghost of James Frey

There are problems with this type of writing, however.  One practical challenge, if you write this sort of thing, is getting it published.  If publishing is your primary concern then it is best to keep your first person input under wraps, spooling it out at roughly the 5% that the editing cabal has determined is best, and to watch it lest you slip too close to the sloppy and soiled world of memoir. Stick to the facts and try to forget that what human beings are most intrinsically interested in are the lives of other human beings.   Be a good boy or girl and stand back deferentially and you will be rewarded.


If you do decide to peek out from behind your fact pile, you may experience some unpleasant side effects.  You will find that the puritans, who you might have thought had vacated the American scene a while ago, are still here in full force and not shy about launching into an orgy of tsskk-tssking and finger wagging.  And you might also find that, after you reveal yourself—expose yourself--in your prose, you end up feeling slightly queasy and ashamed, hungover even.  Be assured that that is perfectly normal and also part of the tradition.  One could argue that Montaigne’s chronicling of his own every move was the closest thing the 16th century had to reality TV, and in fact Montaigne painstakingly revealed the particulars of his life, including, as I’ve mentioned, his bowel movements.  He may do this with the belief that “Each man bears the entire form of the human estate,” but there is no getting around the fact that he also talks a whole lot about himself. Thoreau, too.  Flip open a page of Montaigne’s essays, or of Walden, and you will find you are gazing at a forest of “I”s.   And not only do these authors talk about themselves: they are also almost neurotically defensive about it.  Montaigne, for instance, can sound like Colombo after a while with all his apologizing, while Thoreau starts defending himself right on his first page: “I would not talk about myself so much if I knew anyone else as well.”  (It says worlds that this sentence sounds like an answer to a judgmental question asked by a stern father.)  
  


Modern essayists do plenty of apologizing, too, (see E.B. White) but since the essay is regarded as a minor player in the literary scene, it does not bear the brunt of the puritan attacks on the first person.  It is memoir, standing out front and taking the hits like the essay’s bodyguard, that takes most of the abuse.  In fact, though the work I am describing, the work I love, is not memoir per se, a digression (a ramble) into the current reaction to memoir seems legitimate, given that the forms share many borders and that the best modern essays, like the best ancient ones, employ healthy helpings of autobiography.  Of course the scorn heaped on the genre of memoir is out of all proportion to its crimes.  For the last twenty years it has been a straw man, held up as a symbol of all that is wrong with literature and the world.  Can you believe it? the critics ask.  These people write about—get ready now—themselves.   How disgusting.  But if you ask most of the memoir’s critics for an example of these awful narcissistic memoirs they are often at a loss, getting no farther than, say, Susan Cheever or, everyone’s recent favorite, James Frey.  
The image of Frey cowering on the couch after being spanked by Oprah is one of the most indelible in modern literary memory.  The only thing better would have been if there had been stocks and the audience had been allowed to pelt the man with tomatoes.  
Why was that moment such a great release for such a great many people?  Long before anyone had ever heard the name Frey, there were those who equated the rise of memoir with the end of civilization.  In the heat of the Freyian moment we heard a scolding chorus issue forth from dozens of columnists, commentators, and of course from the great benefactor herself.  “I believe the truth matters!” thundered Oprah, like the Queen of Hearts, as the crowd cheered.  Something must change!  Facts must be checked!  Off with his head!  Of course we all agree that Frey was wrong to have lied, to have made things up whole cloth.  But in the moral oversimplification of the moment, everyone seemed to have forgotten that our culture has a long proud tradition of fictional nonfiction.   Ignoring this tradition, not to mention ignoring the fact that most of us understand that memoir is not always literal truth, we all found ourselves outraged, outraged, that we had been lied to.  The collateral damage became obvious when Oprah’s next chosen book, Elie Wiesel’s Night, came under attack for factual details, most prominently the questioning of the age that the narrator was when he was carted off to Auschwitz.  That there is a world of difference between this inaccuracy and those of Frey, that to compare the two books would only be reasonable if Wiesel had invented the fact he was in a concentration camp at all, didn’t matter.  What mattered was the emerging belief that memoir should be held up to the rigorous journalistic standards of factual accuracy.      


I humbly defer.  Oprah may tell us the truth matters, but the truth is it’s not that simple.  Every seasoned reader, even the legion of judgmental columnists like Maureen Dowd who called for Frey’s head, must know that the memoristic and essayistic contract with the reader is quite different than the journalistic one.  Anyone who sits down to read a detailed account of a conversation a memoirist had when he was seven with his mother over the death of a goldfish, should know that what is on the page is made up, or as we say in the trade, re-created.  Astute readers also know that within the world of memoir there are lies and then there are acceptable lies.  As Bill Roorbach, a daring contemporary writer of nonfiction, says in Writing Life Stories: “Approximating the words from a lecture attended long ago at your modest college is something quite different from saying you studied under Robert Lowell at Oxford.”  Another historically “acceptable” lie is time compression.  I recently wrote a book of nonfiction, a long essay really, about the great nature writer John Hay, and I taped many of our conversations.  But when it came time to novelistically frame my time with this man, I decided it was better to have our meetings take place over the course of a single year, rather than the sloppier two years and change that it actually took.  My justification for this was fairly highbrow since this was a nature book and for a model I could point to Thoreau’s Walden, which had also been squashed down from multiple years into one.   Not a lie, true, but it would have been enough to earn Thoreau a scolding from Oprah.   

         Sins of time and dialogue may seem relatively minor.  Nature writers commonly move scenes around to fit the page and they have a relatively free hand in this as squirrels are less likely to complain or sue than cousins and friends.  But then we get to human beings, who inside pages become something called characters, and this is where it gets messier.  Omission is one of the lesser crimes of character: I have an essayist friend who wrote a beautiful piece about experiencing a moment of euphoria after a solo climb up a mountain.  The only problem was that the companion the writer had actually been hiking with read the essay and grumbled about being edited out.  Equally common is creating something called “composite characters,” when several real life people are smushed into one.  This is usually motivated by a desire for clarity and artistic neatness among minor characters: say you are writing about a time when you were in the hospital and you conflate three night nurses into one.  This can be taken too far: students of mine once read the work of a memoirist who later, when he came to speak to us, admitted that a minor character they had all really loved had actually been built in this way, from the parts of several characters.  They felt understandably betrayed.

Of course the simplest way for an author to use these techniques without upsetting readers is by fessing up.  This, after all, is the Montaignian heritage.  A major complaint about Frey’s book is that nowhere did he say or suggest that it wasn’t all true, and he rode this “true story” horse hard until it bucked him.  The paradox within the genre is that while we may forgive a few misplaced facts, we never forgive an overall lack of honesty.  In his note to readers, Montaigne said that, had custom allowed, he would have stood before us naked.  If we like the form we like that (even if we don’t really want to see a naked middle-aged Frenchmen).  As it turns out one of the surest and most obvious ways to establish trust is by telling the reader right at the start that what follows may not all be exactly true, and within the genre disclaimers have risen to a kind of minor art form.  For instance, at the beginning of This Boy’s Life, Tobias Wolff writes: “I have been corrected on some points, mostly of chronology.  Also my mother thinks that a dog I describe as ugly was actually quite handsome.  I’ve allowed some of these points to stand, because this is a book of memory, and memory has its own story to tell.  But I have done my best to make it tell a truthful story.”  

This last point is a vital one.  Intention may be hard to discern and somewhat vague, but intention matters.  One of the reasons for the Frey backlash is the sense of many readers that they were manipulated and betrayed, and that Frey’s motivations were not honorable ones.  In the best essays or memoirs we feel just the opposite: that the writer is honestly wrestling with ideas and then trying to present them to us as nakedly and frankly (and artistically) as possible.  A good memoir becomes great when we sense this honest effort to make sense of life’s facts.  Can readers be misled?  Lied to?  Can candor be used as a false trick, the way really good liars use it in life?  Certainly.  But we also hope we can ferret out intention, and, more importantly, that we know when something is art.
If, in the aftermath of the Frey scandal, nonfiction writers are held closer to journalistic standards it will be for the most part a very good thing.  But it would be a shame if this were taken too far.  The fact that the rules within memoir are not as rigid is one of the most exciting things about the genre, and that excitement has given us everything from the New Journalism to the hybrid animal that is the lyric essay.   Should our stories be as factually accurate as memoirists and essayists can make them?  Of course.  Just because a thing is emotionally true doesn’t mean it can’t be factually true, too.  But at the same time a memoirist who says their sister had blonde hair when it was light brown shouldn’t be held to the same standards as Stephen Glass.  It is the nature of memoir and essay that memory is telling the story and these forms will never be as clean as journalism.  In the best literary nonfiction the true rules that need to be followed are artistic ones.  Those rules are developed in each individual book by each individual artist, and they should be judged that way, individually, not in a great hue and cry of moralistic oversimplification.  Yes, it is wise for writers of memoir to hew as closely as they can to the facts.  But my worry is that we will, as usual, overreact and learn too literal of a lesson.  That in rushing to rein things in we will choke off what is creative and alive in the form.

Which leads to a larger point.  So much of the disdain for memoir, and for other more personal forms of writing, has been disguised as something it isn’t.  What is presented as a moral criticism is most often really a matter of taste.  I have a sweet tooth for the personal, and I admit this, but it does not make me a bad person.  “I prefer the swamp to the desert,” said my old college professor, Walter Jackson Bate, paraphrasing, I believe, Coleridge.  Me, too.  But that doesn’t make the desert evil.  There are those who like cool jazz and those who like it hot.  For the most part cool jazz rules the modern nonfiction market and, with the one swampy exception of memoir, the majority of that cool nonfiction is polite, non-intrusive, journalistic and, of course, about something.   
 3. My Best American Essays

Combine such personal attacks against writers of the personal with an atavistically puritan attitude toward the “I,” and then throw in the fact that the markets that actually pay for nonfiction prefer writing where the writer stays tucked safely behind a pile of facts, and it’s a wonder any truly personal essays ever get written at all.  But burrowing is a deep instinct, and the instinct will not be squelched. Beyond the walls of New York, and beyond the walls of the major anthologies, the essay is alive and well.  It has long been easy to make fun of small presses as ineffectual, to laugh at the hermetically sealed university writing programs, and to wonder if anyone ever actually reads literary magazines.  I know about making fun of these things because I did it myself as I strove ambitiously for bigger places and bigger publications.  But I’m beginning to see, as others saw long before me, that these places, while they may be frumpy and small and academic, are also vital as a proving ground for art and as an alternative for the increasingly monolithic Death Star of New York.  And as for the essay, the true essay, it would be all but dead without them.  
(I WOULD OBVIOUSLY NEED TO ADD SOMETHING ABOUT DAVID SHIELDS HERE, TOO—JUST A FEW LINES.)         

One backer of the form is the writer and editor, John D’Agata, who has long championed the lyric essay in his literary magazine, The Seneca Review, and in his alternative anthologies like The Next American Essay.  D’Agata hasn’t wasted too much time describing what the lyric essay actually is, as if that would dispel the mystique, but it seems to be a kind of jumpy prose poem that cuts here and there depending on its mood. If the advanced modern essayist is a juggler throwing disparate objects into the air, the lyric essayist is a performance artist, not overly concerned with whether the objects thrown up are caught or not.  Of course, the connecting of these disparate things in ways that surprise us is one of the great thrills of the form.  If essays really are like mysteries, it is the moment of connection that produces the ah-ha moment.  The lyric essayist appears less consciously involved in connecting his or her threads, and in fact they may be connected more poetically, and less conceptually, by sound, by language, and by image.  If there are times this nears genius, at other times it seems merely lazy.  I am sometimes left unfulfilled by lyric essays, at least those that seem only glancingly connected or connected by whim or sentiment.   

What the lyric essay does convincingly, however, is offer the essayist another possibility, which is always exciting.  Interestingly, the very first essay in D’Agata’s collection is “The Search for Marvin Gardens,” written by none other than John McPhee, back in the early 70s.  The essay weaves a first person account of playing Monopoly with an actual tour of the broken-down neighborhoods in Atlantic City that the Monopoly properties were actually named for.  My own favorite American essay of the last twenty-five years is also a braided essay, though not quite a lyric one since the connections come clean in surprising fashion by the end.  “Technically Sweet” was written by a man, Reg Saner, whose work, as best I can tell, has never set foot in any of the slick magazines or big presses.  In the New, New Journalism, Robert Boynton claims that the “days in which nonfiction writers test the limits of language and form have largely passed.”  Clearly here he is only referring to journalism, because within the world of the essay and memoir some serious testing is going on.  Take Saner’s essay for instance.  “Technically Sweet,” is written in short tight sections that describe, alternatingly, a walk that the author has made into the desert to some Anasazi ruins, a biography of Robert Oppenheimer, a protest staged against a nuclear trigger plant, a memoir of the author’s childhood during World War II, a camping trip to the Stone Lions shrine in New Mexico, and a history of the Anasazi people.  There is plenty of autobiography threaded throughout, though not confessional blatherings but rather honed nuggets of experience used, shaped and made pointed like arrowheads to serve the story itself.   Furthermore, the personal that I crave, the secrets of how to live, need not always spring from autobiography and in this case it is found, not just in Saner’s own story, but in the biography of Oppenheimer.  The essay’s title came from Oppenheimer’s description of the bomb, which while morally troubling and physically devastating, was also, “technically sweet.”  As it turns out the phrase also holds true of this essay.  Saner, who is also a poet (and mountain climber), decided to challenge himself and see if he could  write an essay based on a poetic form called the sestina, which involved weaving his six themes together in a braided essay.  The effect of the essay, as the braids weave their way to the end, is devastating.
It is a crime that Saner’s work is not better known and a crime directly related to the economics of publishing.  A lay person may still believe that great work will out in the end, but anyone who has looked closely at the mechanics of literature has to laugh at the notion.  As a quick example, a week ago The New York Times gave us its list of notable books for the year, a full 52 of 55 of which came from large New York presses   Imagine trying to land an essay collection in New York, with both agents and editors acting as goalies determined to keep your “too personal” and “rambling” work out of the nets.  As the editor of a literary journal, I have read hundreds of great essays that have not seen the relative light of day, and it is my belief that the most exciting work—the work that combines the new braiding forms, that mixes memoir with idea, that reads like nothing you have ever read before—is not even being seen by most readers.   

Which is not to say that great essays are not available, or that more well-known writers aren’t capable of producing them.  I have already mentioned Philip Lopate, and his groundbreaking anthology, The Art of the Personal Essay, offers not just a fine introduction to the form but Lopate’s own introduction, one of the best essays on the essay I have ever read.  He writes: “The personal essay has an open form and a drive toward candor and self-disclosure,” and, “The conversational dynamic—the desire for contact—is ingrained in the form, and serves to establish a quick emotional intimacy.”   Having taught the anthology for years now, and watched both my own reactions and those of my students, I have reached a few random conclusions about the anthology.  Here they are:

* Richard Rodriguez, though his politics may not be PC, is one of the few writers today who has fully embraced, and feels fully comfortable inside, the form and feel of the long essay, at once an experimenter and traditionalist.   

* E.B. White, while a great children’s author, may be the single most overrated essayist of all time, one who perhaps led to the rise of the toaster fetishsizers and the ascendancy of fact with sparse personal detail (though, to contradict myself in Montaignian fashion, his occasional great scenes are great, like the gonad-retracting moment in Once More to the Lake.) 

* However his fellow children’s book writer, Robert Louis Stevenson, is wildly underrated as an essayist.   You might say he had a voice born to the form (though “born” might be the wrong word here, as he started copying out whole essays of Montaigne’s before he was fourteen.)
* The early Joan Didion, as opposed to the recent bestselling memoirist, was a obvious master of the form, and never more masterful than when she steered away from the journalistic and toward the personal.  She is unrivaled at shaping her pieces and moving through time. 
* Scott Russell Sanders, whose active verbs and energy make him the ying to Didion’s yang, wrote one of the great contemporary essays in “Under the Influence,” an essay that is a cut above his usual exceptional, though somewhat more placid, pastoral essays.
* Critics are always quick to deal out the accolade/curse of being “the modern Thoreau.”  There are many possible candidates, and Annie Dillard, with her excitable persona and her grand pronouncements, more Emersonian than Thoreauvian really, is a worthy one.  But the contemporary writer who most deserves Thoreau’s mantle, and who has made his life an experiment in the manner of both Thoreau and Montaigne, is Wendell Berry.  Berry’s essays in the Lopate are solid, but to really watch this master at work you need to go back to the novella-length early essays, like “The Long-Legged House.”  In this novella length essay, Berry writes about turning his back on the rootless life of most Americans and becoming a “placed person.”  By doing so, he both begins a grand life experiment of rooting down and a deep cataloguing of that rooting in a series of essayistic explorations that are unrivalled  in our recent literature, and that have had an enormous impact on a generation or two of writers who attempt to write about ideas, culture, and nature.           
* As for Thoreau himself, my undergraduate class might have been ultimately won over by Walden, but I wouldn’t dare sentence them to reading his “Walking,” which is Lopate’s selection for his anthology.  While the essay contains some of the best lines he ever wrote—of shopkeepers he says “I think they deserve some credit for not having all committed suicide long ago”—it is so dense, plotless, and archaic that modern readers deserve some credit for not doing the same.
* George Orwell, on the other hand, is a shining model for the modern essayist.  If you have only read his fiction and political reporting you might think he is precisely the type of writer I am writing this essay against, but read “Such, Such Were the Joys…”, which seamlessly weaves childhood memoir and personal confession with essayistic and political thought, and you will see just what the modern essay is capable of.  (It says something about Orwell’s talent that both the factual and anti-factual camps can point to him as an example of a hero  of their forms.) 
* Long before it was claimed by a Milwaukee beer company, the word gusto was part of the habitual vocabulary of the early 19th century essayist William Hazlitt.  It is also the quality that makes his work bracing, though not particularly readable to this 21st century ear.

I could go on (believe me) but the point is that the anthology, though occasionally soporific, is varied and deep. When I teach the book I find it interesting to draw two circles on the board, one representing the self and one the world.  The proportion of one circle to another is different for every writer in the anthology, as it is for each writer from piece to piece.  For instance, in John McPhee’s nonfiction, the circle of self will always be small, sometimes to the point of pencil dot, while the world will be a grapefruit.  With Montaigne the proportions are reversed.  And maybe that’s another way of stating my argument: do not neglect the circles of the world but occasionally let those self-circles inflate.  In Orwell’s great essay the circles are nicely proportioned--the self a golf ball and the world an orange maybe--as he tackles both his personal childhood trauma and the tyrannical ways of the world.  
A similar proportion of self to world is found in the essay that I would contend is the very best the 20th century produced.   Here is how that essay begins:

On the twenty-ninth of July, in 1943, my father died.  On the same day, a few hours later, his last child was born.  Over a month before this, while all our energies were concentrated in waiting for these events, there had been, in Detroit, one of the bloodiest race riots of the century.  A few hours after my father’s funeral, while he lay in state in the undertaker’s chapel, a race riot broke out in Harlem.  On the morning of the third of August, we drove my father to the graveyard through a wilderness of smashed plate glass.
The day of my father’s funeral had been my nineteenth birthday.  As we drove him to the graveyard, the spoils of injustice, anarchy, discontent and hatred were all around us.  It seemed to me that God himself had devised, to mark my father’s end, the most sustained and brutally dissonant of codas.  And it seemed to me, too that the violence which rose all about us as my father left the world had been devised as a corrective for the pride of  his eldest son.  I had declined to believe in that apocalypse which had been central to my father’s vision; very well, life seemed to be saying, here is something that will certainly pass for the apocalypse until the real thing comes along.  I had been inclined to be contemptuous of my father for the conditions of his  life, for the condition of our lives.  When his life had ended I began to wonder about that life and also, in a new way, to be apprehensive about my own.    

You will perhaps recognize the voice and rhythms as those of James Baldwin.  The essay, “Notes of a Native Son,” begins with an aggressive piling up of declarative sentences and, for all its biblical rhythm, an almost military charge. Clearly Montaigne, bumbling his way into the essay, wouldn’t have entered this way, and if you look closely, and strip the opening down, you realize that most of what makes up those first two paragraphs is straight memoir: here is what happened to me.  But there are hints of a plot, or the essayistic equivalent of plot, to come, and the hints come in the phrase “I began to wonder.”  While there will be many powerful scenes detailing racism in the essay to follow, it is the wondering that will guide us and the wondering that makes it an essay not an article or memoir.  A dozen pages later the piece will end in a fashion not unfamiliar to readers of Montaigne, with a divided self trying to make sense of its inward contradictions:   
It began to seem that one would have to hold in mind forever two ideas which seemed to be in opposition.  The first idea was acceptance, the acceptance, totally without rancor, of life as it is, and men as they are: in light of this idea, it goes without saying that injustice is commonplace.  But this did not mean that one could be complacent, for the second idea was of equal power: that one must never, in one’s life, accept these injustices as commonplace but must fight them with all one’s strength.  This fight begins, however, in the heart and it now had been laid to my charge to keep my own heart free of hatred and despair.  This intimation made my heart heavy and, now that my father was irrecoverable, I wished that he had been beside me so that I could have searched his face for answers which only the future would give me now. 
You’ll have to trust me when I say that I have great respect for articles.  But let an article do that!  Here is the burrowing literature of Montainge and Thoreau brought to bear fully on a “great issue of the day.”  Here is a coda that would do any essayist proud, a perfectly inconclusive conclusion that reflects exactly what that split internal state feels like, and so helps us live and be, in Keats’ term, “in uncertainties.”  Here is what the essay can do, and what we lose when we exile it from our pages.  Here is something that we crave along with our crunchy facts.     

4. The Uses of Uncertainty 


John D’Agata, in his introduction to The Next American Essay, shares some of my ambivalence about the word “fact.”  He writes: “I want you preoccupied with the art in this book, not with facts for facts sake.  A fact comes from the Latin word factum—literally ‘a thing done’—a neuter past participle construction that suggests a fact is merely something upon which action has happened.”  I have one friend, a nonfiction writer, who, having never met D’Agata, has built up a healthy dislike for the man based solely on this disparaging of the word fact.  Which is my worry: that by arguing in the manner I have, I am creating two sides in a niggling semantic battle.  I need to be clear then: I have nothing against facts—I use them all the time in my own work--and as the opposite of the word fiction, fact works just fine as a working definition of the stuff that I most often write and read.  But stick an “s” on the end and its temperament, if not its full personality, changes.  Stick an “s” on the end and it can become a petty tyrant, fastidious, pushy, sure that it is right and eager to impart information in the manner of a gym teacher.  Facts are those things that help you do well on Jeopardy, and in Trivial Pursuit (Profound Pursuit being another matter entirely.)  Facts are serious and impressive.  Not soft the way writing about an inconsequential subject like the self, of all things, is.  Facts are full of manly vigor.  They are not, well, fanciful.  

“FACT!” a father of a friend of mine used to yell at the end of his sentences.  As in: “Over the last three years taxes have risen three percent while the national income has fallen by two.  FACT!”  It is this sort of emphatic certainty that seems to rule our time, the certainty of Fox and CNBC.  In its stead, I would like to propose something close to what Baldwin writes about at the end of his essay, the ability to be of two minds, the ability to live with, and maybe inside, our doubts, and to honestly admit them, and then proceed anyway.  Is there really any honest way to be on this earth other than to be in uncertainties?  “Thus I guarantee no certainty, unless it be to make known to what point at this moment, extends the knowledge that I have of myself,” wrote Montaigne.  Emerson reiterates this in his essay, “Montaigne, of the Skeptic.”:  “The philosophy we want is one of fluxions and mobility,” Yes, exactly.  I will take a fluid philosophy, one that swims in doubts but that does not swim aimlessly, but toward a purpose.  The purpose is a corny one, an old fashioned one: to lead a good life on earth, a moral life, a life that is the better for our burrowing.  What do I mean by “better?”  Montaigne is clear enough about that at the end of his essays:  


It is absolute perfection and virtually divine to know how to enjoy our being rightfully.  We seek other conditions because we do not understand the use of our own, and go outside ourselves because we do not know what it is like inside.  Yet there is no use mounting on stilts, for on stilts we must still walk on our own legs.  And on the loftiest throne in the world, we are still sitting only on our own rump.

The most beautiful lives, to my mind, are those that conform to the common human pattern with order, but without miracle and without eccentricity.


I’m not sure I agree with the eccentricity part, but here, almost five hundred years later, everything else sounds pretty good.  And the greater point, the greater delight, is not whether I agree with Montaigne or not, but that, because he burrowed so deep, his words are still there for me to argue with, to mull over, to read like a confused maze of a roadmap.  Writing of his own conversations with great writers of the past, Montaigne admitted to often feeling “weak and puny, so heavy and sluggish in comparison,” but he did take one consolation: “Still I am pleased at this, that my opinions often have the honor of coinciding with theirs, and that at least I go the same way, though far behind, saying ‘How true!’”  And what more is there to say to that?  How true!

 “The sincerity and marrow of the man reaches to his sentences,” wrote Emerson of Montaigne.  “I know not anywhere the books that seems less written.  It is the language of conversation transferred to a book.  Cut these words, and they would bleed; they are vascular and alive.”   And they are still alive!  That to me is the deepest pleasure, that to me is a more miraculous form of communication than a cell phone or the highest speed internet.  Let the scientists and tech people all get together and gather up every fact they can find and see if they can invent a better way for people to communicate over five hundred years.

I know I am coming on strong here with my fact-bashing, but let me pause for a second.  For those who primarily read to learn, I am not interested in taking away that pleasure.  Rather it is to that pleasure that I’d like to add.  Maybe, along with learning the capital of South Dakota or the per capita income of Lima, we can learn a little about how to be in the world.  This is what first excited me about reading, and this is what excites me still.  On the other hand, I can’t pretend that because it is the type of writing that I like, and the type of writing that I mainly do, that it is the only sort of writing.  It is the false pose of writers of manifestos to say WE NEED MORE WRITING LIKE THIS when what they really mean is “we need more writing like the kind I do.”  
The truth is that I do not have grand ambitions for the essay, frumpy and disheveled as it is, and I can’t imagine it taking over the world.  It stands there, shy, muttering to itself, while the Literature of Fact struts by, confident and clear-eyed.  I do not think that the essay holds the answer, the key, the way to be on earth.  But I do believe that what I am calling burrowing writing, disheveled and anxious as it is, has something to offer, even when that something isn’t quite as obvious. All I’m saying is that, in our rush toward knowledge and profit, we shouldn’t ignore this other way to be and push the little guy right out of the room.  Because in this world of swirling facts and surety, of articles and book reports, the essay and essayist still have their place. And while I deeply believe that nothing is certain, this is one thing I can say with some assurance.  
