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When I started editing,_ six years ago, the film

“The Man Wh uldn't Feel’ and Other Tales,

I had one film in mind - Sunless by Chris Marker -

as an inspiration to try and make a ‘different’ type of documentary.
Whilst writing the thesis, I have discovered another masterpiece -
The Man With the Movie Camcra - by Dziga Vertov.

'To both, this thesis 1s dedicated.



ABSTRACT

This thesis on the essay film is written from the film maker’s point of view,
following the production of the film The Man Who Couldn’t Feel and Other Tal

(54 min, 16mm). The film and the thesis together form the PhD submission.
Examination of the completed film led to the definition of the essay film as an avant-
garde, non-fiction film genre. The thesis rejects the current positioning of the essay
film as a part of the documentary genre. The essay film creates an aesthetic
coherence through the use of image and sound fragments, narrative and non-
narrative structures, ‘methodically unmethodically® edited together. The essay film
follows Vertov’s and Astruc’s steps in 'writing' fragments as they occur to the film
maker, which are in turn put together using the editing traditions of the film avant-
garde and modernist poetry. The film maker’s presence in the essay film results in
the cinematic 'text’' becoming the 'reflective text' - the mediating medium between
the film maker and the spectator. Beside its avant-garde roots, the genre owes much
to the literary essay tradition established since Michel de Montaigne. Many of the

literary essay’s aesthetic, thematic and structural elements are to be found in the

essay film genre. Each and every essay film is unique in its structure, and the genre
as a whole does not conform to a pre-determined cinematic construction.

Nevertheless, the thesis charts some useful characteristics and definitions for the

establishment of an independent essay film genre.



CHAPTER ONE : INTRODUCTION

This thesis on the essay film is written from the film maker’s point of view,
following the product_ion of the film ‘The Man Who Idn’t Feel’ and QOther Tales,
(54 min, 16mm) made over a period of four years. The film and the thesis together
form the PhD submission. The aim of the study programme at the outset was to
investigate the main trends of non-narrative documentary cinema so as to define more
closely the ‘essay’ form of documentary. Producing the film and subsequently
retlecting on the film making practice and on the wider context of non-narrative
structures led to the writing of this thesis. The thesis rejects the position that the
essay film is a part of the documentary genre and demonstrates that the essay film is
an independent genre and that it owes more to avant-garde and literary essay
practices than to the documentary genre. The advantage of establishing a film theory
from 1nside the work itself, rzither than bringing it in from 'the outside', has proved

to be immense and very rewarding.

My work as a film maker has developed from my early interest in anthropological
film making and the conventional documentary tradition, very much influenced by
the work of the French f{ilm maker Jean Rouch. After producing several
/
S |

documentaries, I proceeded in my work to look to 'open up’ the documentary form

of film making. I explored a form that is neither fiction nor documentary in my



film, Jacoba (Holland, 1988). This film points to the possibilities of creating a film

structured from separate sequences - some constructed with the help of actors and
sets, some traditional documentary segments, others altogether abstract. It enabled
me to try for the first time to break down traditional linear narrative structure. The
experience of working with fragments and self-contained scenes was, in hindsight,

extremely valuable upon embarking on ‘The Man Who Couldn’t Feel’ and Other

Tales.

Fourteen years ago I travelled to mainland China with 70 rolls of Super 8 film (with
no sync sound). My purpose was not to make a documentary film about China. 1
collected images that were powerful as independent images and contained within
themselves an idea that stayed with me longer than the passing impression of travel.
Those 1mages were not chosen as representing life in China but as containing within
them more general, abstract readings on different levels. Later, I proceeded to
collect images from around the globe on subsequent travels. In addition, I brought
together, for the purpose of creating the new film, archive material I have collected
over the years, musical recordings I made in the past and written texts I have
gathered from various sources during my work as a film maker. Conventional
editing methods were completely unsuitable in constructing a non-narrative film. I
compiled all the rushes randomly into large reels and, throughout the viewing and

later the editing process, I kept the material unclassified and resisted grouping it in an



order or form. I started editing, not from a theoretical perspective or according to a
pre-determined structure, but from within the material itself - images, sound
fragments and music. The theory would come later. Examination of the completed
film - ‘The Man Who Couldn’t Feel’ and Other Tales - a film that was intendcd
originally to be a non-narrative documentary, led to the definition of the essay film as

an independent genre and not as part of the documentary discourse.

This thesis demonstrates that the essay film i1s a unique genre, creating an aesthetic
coherence through the use of image and sound fragments, put together in a variety of
narrative and non-narrative structures within a film, ‘methodically unmethodically’
edited together to create an aesthetic unity. This 1s bound together with the notion
that film maker 1s present inside the work and introduces it to the audience, asking
them to take part in the construction of the film’s meanings. As a result, the
cinematic ‘text' becomes the 'reflective text', the mediating medium between the film
maker and the spectator. The essay film follows Montaigne’s, Vertov’s and
Astruc’s steps 1n ‘'writing’ fragments as they occur to the writer, or the film maker.
These fragments are 1n turn edited together associatively, relying on poetic metaphor

and juxtaposition.

A detailed look at the essay film form and a full structural analysis of the film ‘The

Man Who Couldn’t Feel’ and Other Tales reveals the linear and non-linear structural



clements within the genre, and the use of the avant-garde montage and poetic film
metaphor techniques to achieve a coherent form based on the fragmentary cinematic
text. Beside the avant-garde roots of the essay film, the genre owes much to the
literary essay tradition as recognised in modern European literature since the
publication of Michel de Montaigne’s essays. Many of the literary essay’s aesthetic,
thematic and structural elements are to be found in the essay film genre. The strong
avant-garde elements of the cinematic language within the essay film, together with
its links to the literary essay, point to the definition of an independent film genre - the
essay film. Each and every essay film 1s unique in its structure, and the genre as a
whole does not conform to a pre-determined cinematic construction. Nevertheless,
the thesis will chart some useful characteristics and definitions for the establishment

of an independent essay film genre.

The thesis starts in Chapter Two by discussing the literary essay as one of the
fundamental and essential principles for the examination of the essay film. It
considers 1n detail the content, style, structure and aesthetics of the modern Western
tradition of the literary essay, with some reference to an earlier, fascinating, Japanese
medieval tradition of essay wriﬁn g. This chapter defines the literary essay form in
general and looks 1n particular at Michel de Montaigne’s essays. Beside Montaigne,

this chapter discusses in detail Theodor Adorno's concern with the relationship
between the essay and art, and his major contribution to the debate on the aesthetics

of the essay. In recent times, the French writer Roland Barthes has created a
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renewed 1nterest in the.essay form. Barthes' writings on the subject of the essay
and Reda Bensmaia’s writings on Barthes are extremely important to this thests, as
are Graham Good’s more general overview of the essay and Richard Sayce’s
discussion of Montaigne. The second part of Chapter Two examines closely
Montaigne’s writings as the basis for the comparison between the literary essay and
the essay film. A detailed textual analysis of one of Montaigne’s essays shows that

the writer’s personal experiences, coupled with the apparent formlessness of the
essay, the associative movement between several 1deas and the extensive use of

quotations, achieve a unity in diversity through association. It represents directly
what Adorno praises as the strongly experimental, 'methodically unmethodically’,
approach of the essay. These structural and aesthetical considerations are examined

further in Chapter Three in the discussion of the essay film form.

Chapter Three begins by discussing and rejecting the existing theories of the essay

film, mainly by Michael Renov and Carl Plantinga, who place it inside the
documentary genre. Chapter Three then proceeds to define the essay film genre.
The essay film form i1s not new. Dziga Vertov’s work and writings, early this
century, had already 'shown the way' for the genre, as is the case, to some degree,
with Alexander Astruc's ‘caméra-stylo' theory. Recently, Nora Alter’s writings on
some aspects of recent _Gerrnan essay films point toward a better definition of the

essay film genre by placing the Russian avant-garde traditions and Adorno's

11



acsthetics of the literary essay under one roof. A similar attempt 1s made by Susan
Howe in her discussion of American modernist poetry and the essay film. In order
to understand in full the avant-garde roots of the essay film, Chapter Three proceeds
to consider 1n detail the use made by Russian formalism and American modernist
poetry of associative techniques and their influence on avant-garde film montage
through the use of poetic metaphor and film metaphor in the context of symbolic

association and montage.

After defining in the two previous chapters the literary essay and the position of the
essay film as an avant-garde genre, Chapter Four turns to the film “The Man Who
Couldn’t Feel’ and Other Tales and discusses it, through a detailed textual analysis,
as an essay film. Both origins of the genre - the literary essay and the avant-garde -
are 1dentified in this chapter in the discussion of the film. Chapter Four argues that
the film is not a documentary film as there is no central theme or single story within
it. Nor does it contain a linear structure. The film analysis shows that, as in a
Montaignean essay, the multitude of visual and sound sequences and short 'stories’,
often repeated and interwoven, are 'methodically unmethodically' structured by'thc
use of avant-garde film techniques. Chapter Four looks at the film as a 'caméra-
stylo' film and highlights the structure of the film which relies heavily on montage
techniques used by the early Soviets and by the Modernist poets. [A complete shot-

by-shot breakdown of the film appears in Appendix One to this thesis]. '
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Chapter Five looks at a range of essay films, previously defined as documentaries or
as 'difficult to define' films, in order to broaden the definition of the essay film
beyond my work and to apply it to that of other film makers. This chapter discusses
Alberto Cavalcanti's Rien gue les Heures (France, 1924), but concentrates mainly on
Dziga Vertov’s and Chris Marker’s essay films as the most important and striking

examples of the genre. Vertov’s films - The Eleventh Year (USSR, 1928),

Enthusiasm (USSR, 1930) and in particular The Man_With the Movie Camera
(USSR, 1929) - are discussed as early examples of the genre. Marker’s films - A
Letter from_Siberia (France, 1958), The Koumiko Mystery (France, 1962), and his

most famous film Sunless (1982) - which differ in some ways from Vertov’s

approach, are also analysed as essay films.

The Conclusion to the thesis is followed by nine Appendixes which contain a shot-
by-shot analysis of the film '“The Man Who Couldn’t Feel’ and Other Tales', the

complete texts of the film's sound track and a list of the film’s cinema screenings to

date.
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CHAPTER TWO : THE LITERARY ESSAY

Introduction

This chapter will discuss the main characteristics and features of the literary essay as
a basis for the discussion of the essay film. Frequently, the literary essay is studied
as an offshoot of, or as a footnote to, other literary works, or as an appendix to an
analysis of a writer’s output in other literary genres. An historical examination of
the essay is useful when the focus of study is literature, but 1s less useful here,
‘where the focus of study is the genre itself, its structure and 1ts potential relation to
the essay film. The main contributors to the discussion of the structure and the form
of the essay all attempt to reach a definition of the essay, whilst acknowledging that
the essay cannot be categorised, identified in precise terms or 'boxed into' a genre.
Nevertheless, we do need some working definition of the form with which to begin
our analysis. This chapter will attempt to define the essay form in general and will
look in particular at Michel de Montaigne’s essays and analyse the form as it appears
in his work. A close examination of Montaigne’s writings will form the basis for
the comparison between the literary essay and the essay film as I believe this

comparison will contribute to an accurate definition of the essay film.

The literary essay in modern European literary history started with Michel de

Montaigne (1533-1592) - the ‘father’ of the genre and often treated as the writer of
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the "definitive’ essay. During the past three hundred years, a large body of study
relating to his essays has evolved. The enormous variety of issues which appear in
his texts are used to support many and often contradictory theories in literature,
philosophy, history or psychology. These contradictions are of course inevitable,
when one looks closely at the form, the range, the variety and the style of his essays.
For a long time, Montaigne was also unique because of writings included both

essays and reflections on the writing of the form itselfl,

A major contribution to the study of the essay as a form in the German-speaking
world during the first half of the twentieth century, came with Gyorgy Luckas

(1885-1971) who was followed by Theodor Adorno (1903-1969). Both are

concerned mainly with the relationship between the essay and art, and they pose the
question whether the essay is an art form. They base their analysis on nineteenth

century and early twentieth century German literature. Curiously, neither discusses

Montaigne nor any of the studies related to his essays.

The person who created a renewed interest in the essay form was the French writer

IFora complete translation of the three-volumes (named “Books™) of Montaigne’s essays containing all 107
individual essays, see Montaigne, M. de, Frame, D (trans.) The Complete works: Essays: Travel Journals:

Letters, 1958b, London: Hamish Hamilton. All references in this thesis to Montaigne essays are taken from
this edition and are in this form: Montaigne, 1958b: ‘Essay Title’, page number.,

For extensive bibliographical references to the study of Montaigne through the ages, see Good, G. The

Observing Self, Rediscovering the Iissay, 1988, London: Routledge, and Sayce, R The Essays of Montaigne - A
Critical Exploration., 1972, London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson.
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Roland Barthes (1915-1980). R. Bensmata and S. Sontag both offer an overview

of the development of the essay from Montaigne to Barthes. Sontag, in her

introduction to a volume of translations of Barthes’ essays, describes Barthes’ work
as the culmination of both the French (Montaigne and Gide) and the German
(Nietzsche) traditions. Bensmaia, throughout his extremely detailed study of
Barthes’ essays, declares Barthes to be the new Montaigne. Both regard him as the
true follower of the sixteenth century writer (see Sontag, 1982: xxxiii), and the

person who rediscovered the essay form and pushed 1t toward new boundaries and

possibilities.

The essay can be described as the triangular relationship between the 'self’ (the
writer), the 'text' (the writing itself) and the reader, who 1s drawn into the essay to
play an active role in its reading via the text’s structural forms. The essay develops
1ts own aesthetics and style, which may be loosely described or defined but which,
paradoxically, are easily recognised by the reader. For the purpose of a general
discussion of the essay form, G. Good offers a useful and clear introduction with

which to begin.  According to Good, the following general points are essential in the

definition of the essay:

* The essay 1s normally written in prose. Its language stresses the accuracy of

representation, rather than the elaboration of literary style, as is the case with

narrative fiction or scholarly study.

* The essay’s language is relatively informal, often factual and colloquial. Both

16



Montaigne and Bacon, the first English essayist, chose French and English
respectively in preferénce to Latin, the common written language of their times.

« The essay is flexible in length. Short and long sentences are often alternated.
The length of a paragraph is as variable as is the overall length of the essay itself.

» The essay presents knowledge, but does not offer a complete, systematically
organised scholarship. The essayist needs to be an independent observer, rather
than a specialist in any field of knowledge.

e The essayist is prepared to face a world in which nothing is known for certain.
The essay seeks diversity and the personal and avoids the disciplines of knowledge.
In contrast, disciplined modes of study or writing seek unity and use a particular
methodology, where access to the thesis is often limited to the specialists in the field.
» The essay concentrates on raw, crude and unsorted material or on experiences
which are often unclassified and undefined within a discipline. The essay is not a
'study’ which contributes to the general system of knowledge, but is a process of
self-learning.

* Quotations in an essay are used as a form of dialogue between the writer and the
reader and are not intended to lend authority to the work, as is the case in a
disciplined study. Quotations taken trom sources in the past are not put in the essay
to reinforce the present experience of the writer, but instead they are part of the

current experience itself. The modern essay, as established by Montaigne, broke

with the previous practice of relying heavily on authoritative ancient texts. Using

17



quotations, though, was one of Montaigne's only concessions to the previous
generation’s tradition of writings and to the authority of the ‘giant’ writers of the

past, such as Virgil, Horace and Seneca (Good, 1988: ix-x, 1-9).

Content
Regarding the content of the essay, without proffering a rigid categorisation of the
~ essay’s subject matters and accepting the fact that many essays are nearly always a
mixture of all or some of the following features, we are able say that an essay may
comprise:
e A letter addressed to the reader, or addressed to a real or fictional friend.
A series of descriptive sketches, in fictional or non-fictional prose, which relate a
story or an incident.
* A discussion of a moral issue, but not a complete study of ethics ahd morality.
In face of big or small moral questions, the essay emphasises the lack of moral
coherence and perfection in the human moral stand, accepting the fact that human
behaviour often escapes from a system of values and is erratic by nature. The essay
will include contradictory ideas from time to time as its charts its route through a
series of fragments. Montaigne, after writing essays for sixteen years, makes this
point clearly:

The world 1s but a perennial movement. All things in it are in constant

motion (...) I do not portray being (...) I portray passing (...) I may indeed

18



contradict myself now and then (...) if my mind could gain a firm footage, I

would not make essays, I would make decisions; but it is always in
apprenticeship and trial (Montaigne, 1958b: ‘Of Repentance’, 611).
* A travelogue which highlights a particular location or an experience during
travelling, But the essay 1s not a complete travel book, charting the entire experience
of the trip; it 1s a mixture of self-preoccupation and observation by the traveller.
Chance plays an important role within the travel element in an essay. In an analogue
to walking, the essay is constantly changing pace and direction, laying itself open to
digression, deviation, deflection and wandering.
* Autobiographical elements play an important role as subject matter in the essay.
But again, as in the case of the travel feature within an essay, an essay does not chart
a complete and systematic account of the writer’s life, but instead concentrates on an

episode or a single experience (Good, 1988: vii - xiii).

The essay 1s not about the 'self’ only, as J.M Cohen, one of Montaigne’s modern
English translators, claims (1958: 9). The essay is not a confession either. Itis a
medium of communication to a friend, no more and no less. For example,
Montaigne’s essays started as a result of his wish to ‘communicate’ to his closest
friend, Etienne de la Boélie, who had died a short while earlier. A definitive system
of presentation of a series of experiences is substituted in the essay by the realisation

that everyone’s experience is mixed, varied and divergent in a similar way. As P.
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Lopate states: “At the core of the personal essay is the supposition that there 1s a
certain unity to human experience” (1994: xxii1). The essayist’s truths are 'for me'
and 'for now', personal and provisional. The essay is as close to the experience of
the individual as a diary. But the essay, in contrast to the diary, does not present a

chronological, systematic and complete account of the writer’s daily experiences.

Structure and Style

We have seen from the above deflinitions of the literary essay that one of the ctucial
elements of the essay is the flexibility with which the writer treats his/her
experiences. S/he does not impose a system on them. Judgments and assumptions
may be put forward, but they are not used as fundamentals. When conclusions are
presented in an essay they are not foregone conclusions: “Knowledge and truth can

lodge in us without judgement, and judgement also without them, indeed the

recognition of ignorance is one of the fairest and surest testimonies of judgement that
I find” (Montaigne, 1958b: °‘Of Books’, 297). In fact the essay’s 'conclusions' (if
one can use the term at all) often contradict each other and cannot be used as a basis
for a further future study. “Intrigued with their limitations, both physical and
mental, they (the essayists) are attracted to cul-de-sac”, claims Lopate (1994: xxvii).
Nothing in an essay 1s carried over. An essay starts every time afresh from a new
beginning. An essay offers knowledge of the moment, no more, no less. The

essay does not claim to present a definitive study or a properly laid down chain of

arguments. Its authority is not in the systematic presentation of the outcomes of

20



learning but in the experience presented by the writer.

E. Moore in her comparative study of Max Frisch’s Sketchbook and Kenko's Essays
in Idleness stresses the Japanese concept in which the author’s experience is
considered to be the historical truth (1988: 168). Furthermore, the Japanese literary
tradition accepts that the truth *“lies within the perception of the perceiver in his ability
to express this reality in an aesthetically persuasive manner” (Ibid: 169). Thoughts,
meditations, perceptions and reflections stay close to the objects and ideas put
forward in the essay. The truth in an essay 1s limited, and 1t does not claim to be all
embracing. The essay is a provisional and tentative reflection.  Scepticism from the
writer’s point of view, as it is presented to the reader, 1s crucial in the understanding
of an essay. Montaigne’s essays can be seen as the most striking in the genre,
precisely because of that feature. In contrast to Montaigne, Francis Bacon, his
contemporary, projected a great deal of confidence in his assertion that humans

possess clear ability to progress in their understanding of the world (Good, 1988:

43-54).

Ideas within an essay are developed through things, objects or associations and not
through a direct line of argument.  In a narrative, a presentation of a catalogue of
events or a logical argument, one event follows another, often as a result of a cause

and effect relationship. In an essay, event and reflection, object and idea are
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interwoven and limit each other’s development. Adorno uses the colourful
metaphor of the woven carpet to describe the process (1984: 160). This

characteristic of the essay stands is a stark contrast to the linear structure of the

scientific study or the narrative story.

Crucial elements 1n attempting to define the essay are the selection process and the
techniques of ordering 1ssues, 1deas and events. An essay 1s based on the premiss
that issues and ideas are selected as they have occurred to the writer, and not as they
generally occur. The writer’s experience or perception of the 'what, who, where
and why' of the subject matter 1s crucial. It does not mean, though, that the essayist
examines his/her navel in an endless anguish and self-interest. S/he speaks freely to
the reader about events, hopes, ideas and fears. M. J. Miller in her comparative
study of the Japanese autobiographical genre and Montaigne’s essays defines the
particular nature of the autobiography in the essay:

Of course, the recreation of this personality or character, as revealed by the

views expressed 1n the essays, 1s dependent on the reader: the organization

of the matenal 1s such that the personality is implicit in the work, implicit in
what 1s expressed and in the way it is expressed. The reader recreates for

himself a sense of the writer, a portrait that is based on these implications”

(1985: 246).
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Although the essay includes some direct autobiographical elements, 1t cannot be
studied as an autobiography. Montaigne wrote: “Everyone recognises me in my
book, and my book in me” (1958b: °‘On Some Verses of Virgil’, 667), and in
another place: “I have no more made my book than my book has made me” (Ibid:
‘On Giving Lie’, 504). D. Frame in his introduction to his translation of
Montaigne’s work declares that “the book is the man™ (1938: v). He sees the 'self’
as the dominant element in discussing the essay. The same is true of the other
modern English translator of Montaigne, J. M Cohen, who calls the work ‘an
autobiography’, although he proceeds immediately to qualify his definition, pointing
to the essay as a very unusual autobiography (1958: 9). Both translators' views are
somewhat limited. G. Defaux highlights a very important element in the study of
the essay. He rejects the idea that the study of Montaigne is the study of the man

himself. The 'self’ of the text is not the same as the ‘self” of Michel de Montaigne.

He wholeheartily embraces Barthes’ emphasis on the text, as it seems fruitless now,

centuries later, to go on and speculate about the writer’s life (1983: 73-92).

The 'self’ in the essay, either visible or obscured, is often only a reference point.
The mixture of elements, events and reflections can only be held together with the
concept of the 'self’. R. Bensmaia, in his study of Barthes, emphasises the notion

of the essay as a practice of writing. The essay is a text, generated from fragments

which exist outside established classifications. These fragments 'refuse' a fixed
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centre or an over-arching scheme. M. Richman in her introduction to Bensmaia’s
book on Barthes observes that : “their composition consists of heterogeneous series
of idecas ‘hinged’ together by a ‘mot-bas-tant’ a ‘sufficient word’, the most common
being le corps - the body” (1987: xi1). Bensmaia uses throughout his book the
term ‘the reflective text’ to point to the overwhelmingly personal character of the
essay 1n its rclation to the 'self’. The ‘self’ and the ‘text' are inseparable. The
writer stands in the centre of an often eclectic and fragmentary text. The essayist
establishes himself as the primary intellectual subject for the variety of digressions,

instecad of using external stimuli on which to ‘hinge’ the essay (Richman, 1987: x).

Barthes' writings, in particular his book S/Z and the four books that followed - The

Pleasure of the Text, Roland Barthe:

Camera Lucida, contain fragmentary texts and offer an example of a matrix of
different genres. But the essay i1s not the ‘mélange of genres’, but the genre of
‘'self-generation’, emanating from the ‘'self’ (Richman, 1987: xvii). Barthes
himself, in the section entitled ‘Step by Step’, describes this process in detail. He
states that onc must first of all renounce structuring the text according to the
principles of classical rhetoric, as they are taught from secondary school onward:
"Everything signifies ceasclessly and several times, but without being delegated to a
great final ensemble, to an ultimate structure” (1975: 12). The writer needs to break
down the ‘single text’ to the last detail, by working back along the multitude threads

of meanings. The ‘single text’ is not used to create a unificd model but is an
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“entrance into a network with thousands of entrances” (Ibid.). He describes the
process as the step-by-step method, elevating digression to a system. As a result,
the text is presented to the reader directly, instead of through an assembled
methodical structure. According to Sontag, Barthes’ writings have, in the final

analysis, one great subject: writing itself (1982: vii).

Richman sees the use of the digression method as a way to abolish the distance that
separates the producer of the text from the reader. Barthes’ text does not belong to a
generic category. It creates a strong, close relationship between the writer and the
reader and it demands that the reader becomes a producer and not a consumer of the
text (19_87: xviii). This relationship between the text and the reader is mentioned by
M. Miller in her discussion of Japanese essay form: ‘“The reader recreates for
himself a sense of the writer, a portrait that is based on these implications” (1985:
246). The same effect on the reader had already been noted by Montaigne’s earlier
commentators. Frame offers two examples: Emerson commented: “it seems to me
as 1f I had myself written the book (...) so sincerely it spoke to my thought and
experience” (quoted in Frame, 1958: vi) and Pascal remarked that: “it is not in
Montaigne, but in myself, that I find all that I see in him” (Ibid). Frame describes
this as a ‘mystery’: “no one has explained this” (Ibid). Barthes’ notion, years later,
of the reader as the producer of the text, offers an explanation of that ‘mystery’.

A fascinating footnote to the study of Montaigne’s essays and his influence on the
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Modernist movement in literature earlier this century, and especially on Virginia
Woolf, is presented by D. Marchi. Woolf herself, in her essay dedicated to
Montaigne in the volume of essays called The Common Reader, writes of Montaigne
as ‘the first Modern’. Woolf went ‘on a pilgrimage’ to France, to Montaigne’s
castle and visited his study in the tower of his estate. The visit moved her greatly.
She describes the effect of Montaigne’s essays on the reader as being like standing in
front of an old painting:
But this talking of oneself, following one's own vagaries, giving the whole
map, weight, colour, and circumference of the soul in 1ts confusion, its
variety, its imperfection - this art belonged to one man only: to Montaigne.
As the centuries go by, there is always a crowd before that picture, gazing
into its depths, seeing their own faces reflected in it, seeing more the longer
they look, never being able to say quite what 1t 1s that they see (1925:
84).
Coming away from the visit she reflects on the art of writing in light of Montaigne’s
essays:
There 1s, 1n the first place, the difficulty of expression. We all indulge in
the strange, pleasant process called thinking, but when it comes to saying,
even to someone opposite, what we think, then how little we are able to
convey! 'The phantom is through the mind and out of the window before

we can lay salt on 1ts tail, or slowly sinking and returning to the profound
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darkness which i1t has lit up momentarily with a wandering light. Face,
voice, and accent eke out our words and impress their feebleness with
character 1n speech. But the pen is a rigid instrument; it can say very little;
it has all kinds of habits and ceremonies of its own. It is dictatorial too: it
1s always making ordinary men into prophets, and changing the natural

stumbling trip of human speech into the solemn and stately march of pens

(1925: 85).

Marchi charts the direct line of influence of the Montaigne essay on Woolf via
Gournay, Montaigne’s editor and the first feminist writer in France, and via the
writer Walter Pater, Woolf’s mentor. Although Woolf refers directly to Montaigne
only once, the Frenchman’s scepticism, personal style, historical and cultural
diversity and even his ambiguous treatment of gender have contributed dramatically,
according to Marchi, to Woolf’s work and in particular to A Room Of One’s Own
and Orlando. Marchi goes as far as to suggest the link between Montaigne’s father’s
surname - Eyquem = Oakham (in English) - and the poem “The Oak Tree” at the
centre of the narrative of Orlando. More interesting still is Marchi’s assertion that

Montaigne’s essays, Pater’s Gaston and Woolf’s Orlando are all “prototypes of the

open, scriptible text of Barthes - embodying that provisional mode of literature which

always demands further analysis” (1997: 16)
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P. Lopate, in his discussion of the literary essay as an introduction to the essay film,
raises an important question regarding style: “It is not enough for the essayist to slay
a bull; it must be done with more finesse than butchery” (1996: 245). The self-
exposure, the doubts, the scepticism, the honesty and the 'rough ride' between ideas
and concepts can only be convincing and meaningful for the reader if they project
authority, using a style full of surprises and containing freshness and originality.
For the readers to become the true producers of the text, to appreciate the
‘digressionary’, in Barthes’ terms, and the ‘methodically unmethodically’ shape of
the essay as described by Adorno, the essay has to possess a flair so as to take the
reader along the bumpy road of turns and twists. The essay “reflects a childlike
freedom that catches fire, without scruple, on what others have already done”
(Adorno 1984: 152). According to Sontag, ‘writing itself’ is essential to the essay,
style and, in particular, the ‘excessive, playful, intricate, subtle, sensuous language’

must play a role in the establishing the form (1982: xxii).

M.J. Miller in her comparison between the tenth century Japanese collection of

sketches by Sei Shonagon, The Pillow Book, and Montaigne’s essays observes that:
An interesting parallel between the two authors (is) their common love of
writing for the joy of it (...) Both Montai'gne and Sei Shonagon,
perhaps because they invest so much in writing itself, seem free of any
negative egotism, for all the introspection. The delight in the world around

them and 1n the play of their own wit in recording their reactions seems at
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times almost as unselfconscious as that of a child (1985: 261).
In an elegant and concise manner, fusing the two elements of the 'self’ and style,
Sontag puts two quotes at the beginning of her essay on Barthes: The first is by the
American poet Wallace Stevens in a journal dated 1899: “The best poetry will be
rhetorical criticism”. The second, “I rarely lose a sight of myself”, is by the French
writer Paul Valéry (1982: wvii). In his final question, ‘What then is the Essay?’,
Bensmaia evokes the art of the Sophist as described by Plato:
This art of contradiction which, by the ironical part of an art founded on a
mere opinion, belongs to mimicry and (...) 1s concerned with the making of
images; this part, not divine but merely human, of the art of production,
having discourse as its particular province, fabricates its illusions (Plato,
quoted in Bensmaia, 1987: 92).
The aesthetic question raised by Bensmaria at the end of his study of the essay form is

also the one which forms the centre of Adorno’s discussion of the essay.

Aesthetics

Theodor Adorno’s "The Essay as Form’, written between 1954 and 1958, reflecting
on the shape of the essay form in Germany, comes to the conclusion that in the past
it had not fared very well, nor received a 'good press'. He positions the essay

between the scientific and the artistic forms. Adorno claims that the essay:

mirrors what is loved and hated, instead of presenting the intellect (...) Luck
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and play are essential to the essay. It does not begin with Adam and Eve

but with what 1t wants to discuss; it says what is at issue and stops where it

feels 1tself complete - not where nothing 1s left to say (1984: 152).
Gyorgy Luckads in his letter to Leo Popper which opens his book of essays, tries to
describe the essay as a well-defined art form: “Only now may we write down the
opening words: the essay 1s an art form, an autonomous and integral giving-of-form
to an autonomous and complete life” (1974: 18). Adorno disagrees. He fails to
see the traditional aesthetic constraints of the form, preferring to describe the essay’s
purpose as breaking fl'ee from any form in pursuit of its truth. Furthermore,
referring to the opposite end of the spectrum, Adomo also disagrees with positivism,
which claims total separation between form and content.  Adorno does not accept the
possibility that a discussion on the subject of aesthetics can be done unaesthetically.

In fairly strong language, Adorno claims the right of the essay to break free from any

system of organised knowledge, from ‘the violence of dogma’ (1984: 158).

Adorno puts forward the notion that personal experience based on a personal
consciousness cannot be separated from the experience of humanity and history.
The 1ndividual’s hhife experienc_e, as reftlected in the essay, is as valid as traditional
theory in describing the social history of humanity. Adorno sees the value in the
essay form which seeks to discover its subject from within, rather than by bringing

in other disciplines and theories to make sense of the subject with which it is dealing.
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This opens the way to free associations of ideas. Without relying on outside
theories, the essay’s individual concepts support each other. . This can be related to
Bensmaia’s concept of ideas being 'hinged' together, described above. Of course
concepts are necessary, according to Adorno: “Even language that does not fetishise
the concept cannot do without concepts” (1984: 160). But the essay takes the
presentation much more seriously than the traditionally presented theories which

often separate the subject from the presentation. Adorno praises the 'methodically

unmethodically' approach of the essay (Ibid: 161). The essay works through a
series of fragments, mirroring reality, and does not attempt to smooth over the cracks
as a disciplined study does. A. Tournon reaches a similar conclusion, while
discussing the irregularities in Montaigne’s texts: “The resulting irregularities are not
simply a fortuitous disorder, it is a consequence of a system in which expression and

a critique of thought take precedence over the rule of rhetoric” (1983: 53).

Adorno compares the development of concepts in an essay to the process of learning

a language 1n a foreign country. Unlike the systematically put together teachings of
a language in school, a language is learnt in a foreign country through experience,
‘without a dictionary’, through the repetition of words in different contexts. The

price paid by learning through experience rather than by the rules is often making

errors 1n the new language. It is similar to the price the essay pays as a result of its

particular mode of writing. The essay form lacks security as a consequence of its
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open intellectual approach (1984: 161).

In his critical study of Montaigne’s writings, R. Sayce identifies an aesthetic unity in
the Montaigne essay. Itis achieved by combining the advantages of immediate and
spontaneous thoughts with, paradoxically, the grouping of thoughts, however
loosely, around some sort of central theme: “One of Montaigne's greatest
achievements is the reconciliation of these two opposite poles” (1972: 263). And
Adorno claims that “discontinuity is essential to the essay” (1984: 164). The essay
is an open form as it does not subscribe to a system. But, at the same time, 1t can be
described as a closed form since it puts a great deal of emphasis on the presentation
of ideas. Max Frisch in his introduction to his Sketchbook, a book of short
fragments of writings from the late 1940’s, asks his readers to address this:
The reader - always assuming there is one, that there is somebody who is
interested in following these sketches and jottings of a youngish
contemporary whose claim to attention lies not in his person but only in his
contemporaneity (...) - the reader would do this book a great favor were he
not to dip into its pages according to whim or chance, but to follow the
order as presented; the separate stones of a mosaic - and that is what this

book 1s at any rate intended to be - can seldom stand up by themselves

(1977: 1).

Earlier in this study, parallels between the J apanese rich medieval essay tradition, in
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particular as represented 1n Kenko’s Essays in Idleness and Shonagon’s The Pillow

Book, and between Frisch’s and Montaigne’s work have been already highlighted.
A close look at the aesthetics of the Japanese genre of essay writing reveals even
more comparisons with the Western literary essay genre and specifically with
Adorno’s concepts. M.J. Miller in her study of the aesthetics of the Japanese
tradition of essay writing in Essays in Idleness and the The Pillow Book describes
the practice of using different means to unify a literary work, apart from the narrative
story structure. She mentions the use of associative links, seasonal references, and
symbolic identification, all which were used to involve the active participation of the
reader in the reconstruction of the Japanese essay text (1985: 255). L. Chance lists
the different styles used by a Kenko’s essay: “(The essay) incorporates subtle
multiple genres, including narrative, memoir, journal, poetic criticism, aphorism,
Buddhist homily, admonition, court manual, and oral anecdote”

(1997: 446)

Kenko describes this process of writing in his essay no 82:

Somebody once remarked that thin silk was not satisfactory as a scroll
wrapping because it was so easily torn. Ton'a [a Japanese poet, 1289-

1372] repled, "It is only after the silk wrapper has frayed at top and

bottom, and the mother-of-pearl has fallen from the roller that a scroll

looks beautiful”. This opinion demonstrated the excellent taste of the
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man. People often say that a set of books looks ugly if all volumes are not
in the same format, but I was impressed to hear the Abbot Koyu [a
contemporary of Kenko] say, "It is typical of the unintelligent man to
insist on assembling complete sets of everything”. Imperfect sets are
better. In everything, no matter what it may be, uniformity is undesirable.
Leaving something incomplete makes it interesting, and gives one the

feeling that there is room for growth (1967: 70).

D. Keene in his introduction to Kenko’s essays places them and the The Pillow
Book within the Japanese random mode of composition known as zuthitsu which
means ‘follow the brush’: “The formlessness of the zuihitsu did not impede
enjoyment by readers; indeed, they took pleasure not only in moving from one to
another of the great variety of subjects treated but 1n tracing subtle links joining the
successive episodes” (1967: xvi). Keene finds the expression of contradictions an
important element in Kenko’s essays, pointing to his use of random, suggestive style
rather than his systematic thinking (Ibid: xxi). He states that the irregularity and
incompleteness of Kenko’s essays go well with the notion of simplicity:

Simplicity which allows the mind freedom to imagine, to create, did not

appeal to nineteenth century (European) observers of Japanese architecture,

who contrasted its insignificance with the grandeur of European

masterpieces, but today our tastes are better attuned to the understatement
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advocated by Kenko (Ibid: xx).
L. Chance in her discussion of Essays in Idleness notes that moving freely from
topic to topic, the reader of the essays “enters into active dialogue with a reticent yet
highly rhetorical Kenko, who both plays upon and disappoints ordinary reactions.
Even his most dogmatic passages (...) anticipate the reader’s responses, while

ignoring their incompatibility with his intermittent bursts of celebration of everyday

lite” (1997: 446).

Michel de Montaigne
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