














PUurRrosEs POWERS

merchants discovered the value of goods and alchemists
discovered the composition of unknown metals by the
use of scales. Just so the essay, as Montaigne was the first
to show, is a weighing out, an inquiry into the value,
meaning, ar  true nature of experience; it is a private
experiment carried out in public. In each of three suc-
cessive editions, Mc aigne inserted new material into
his essays without revising the old material. Often the
new statements contradicted the original ones, but Mon-
taigne let them stand, since he believed that the only
consistent fact about human beings is their inconsis-
tency. In a celebration called “Why Montaigne Is Not
a Bore,” Lewis Thomas has remarked of him that “He
[was| fond of his mind, and affectionately entertained by
everything in his head.” Whatever Montaigne wrote
about—and he wrote about everything under the sun:
tears, smells, growing old, the pleasures of scratching—
he weighed on the scales of his own character.

It 1s THE singularity of the first person—its warts and
crotchets and turn of voice—that Jures many of us into
reading essays, and that lingers with us after we finish.
Consider the lonely, melancholy persona of Loren Eise-
ley, forever wandering, forever brooding on our dim and
bestial past, his lips frosty with the chill of the Ice Age.
Consider the volatile, Dionysian persona of D. H. Law-
rence, with his incandescent gaze, his habit of turning
peasants into gods and trees into flames, his quick hatred
and quicker love. Consider that philosophical farmer,
Wendell Berry, who speaks with a countryman’s knowl-
edge and a deacon’s severity. Consider E. B. White, with
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his cheery affection for brown eggs and dachshu'nds, his
unflappable way of herding geese while the radio warns
of an approaching hurricane.

E. B. White, that engaging master of the genre, a
champion of idiosyncrasy, introduced his own volume of
Essays by admitting the danger of narcissism:

I think some people find the essay the last resort' of
the egoist, a much too self-conscious and self-serving
form for their taste; they feel that it is presumptuou.s
of a writer to assume that his little excursions or h%s
small observations will interest the reader. There is
some justice in their complaint. I have always b.ee.n
aware that I am by nature self-absorbed and eg01s‘t1—
cal; to write of myself to the extent | have d.one in-
dicates a too great attention to my Oown life, not
enough to the lives of others.

Yet the self-absorbed Mr. White was in fact a del‘ighted
observer of the world, and shared that delight \fvu;h us.
Thus, after describing memorably how a circus girl prac-
ticed her bareback riding in the leisure momentf be-
tween shows (“The Ring of Time”), he confessed: A‘s a
writing man, or secretary, I have always felt charged with
the safekeeping of all unexpected items of worldly or un-
worldly enchantment, as though I might be held per;
sonally responsible if even a small one were to be lo§t.
That may still be presumptuous, but it is a presumption
turned outward on the creation.

This looking outward helps distinguish the essay
from pure autobiography, which dwells more compla-
cently on the self. Mass murderers, movie stars, sports
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