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Pseudo-essays: the hybridization of non-fictional genres between autobiography

and metatextuality in the United States

Guido Mattia Gallerani
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NOTES

1. L’Hybride  et  la

littérature

Pseudo-saggi.  (Ri)Scritture  tra  critica  e  letteratura

2.

The Open

Form: Essays for Our Time

3. L’Abeille et la Balance. Penser l’essai

4.

Parages

5. Le Pacte autobiographique

6. Temps  et  récit  I.  L’intrigue  et  le  récit

historique Temps et récit II. La configuration dans le récit de

fiction

7.

Palimpsestes.  La  littérature  au  second  degré

Fiction et Diction

Métatextualité  et  métafiction.  Théorie  et

analyses

8. S/Z

9. L’Idiot de la famille : Gustave Flaubert de 1821 à 1857

10. Saggi critici. Terza serie Il personaggio-uomo.

Saggi critici. Serie postuma

11. Facebook  and  MySpace  are  crude  personal  essay  machines.  On  everyone’s  Facebook  page  is  a

questionnaire, on which each person is asked to list personal info — everything from age to sexual status.

[…] Every page is a bent version of reality — too unsophisticated to be art but too self-conscious to be mere

reportage  Reality Hunger. A Manifesto  

12. As  readers,  that’s  what  we  want:  the  penetration  of  privacy.  We  want  to  see  under  the

skirt On Being Blue. A Philosophical Inquiry

13. The Next American Essay  The Making of

the American Essay

14. The lyric essay inherits from the principal strands of nonfiction the makings of its own hybrid

version of the form. It takes the subjectivity of the personal essay and the objectivity of the public essay and

conflates  them  into  a  literary  form  that  relies  on  both  art  and  fact,  on  imagination  and

observation Reality Hunger op. cit.  

15. The aphorism is one of the earliest literary forms — the residue of complex thoughts filtered down to

a single metaphor. By the second millennium b.c., in Sumer, aphorisms appeared together in anthologies,
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collections of sayings that were copied for noblemen, priests, and kings. These lists were then catalogued by

theme: “Honesty,” “Friendship,” “Death.”  Via editing and collage, the form germinated into longer,

more complex, more sustained, and more sophisticated essayings Ibid.  

16. As a  work  gets  more  autobiographical,  more  intimate,  more  confessional,  more  embarrassing,  it

breaks into fragments. Our lives aren’t prepackaged along narrative lines and, therefore, by its very nature,

reality-based art — underprocessed, underproduced — splinters and explodes Ibid

17. Tying  my  shoes  in  the  lobby  of  the  recreation  center,  I  saw  someone  reading  what  looked  like

Checkpoint, Nicholson Baker’s novel about a man who fantasizes about assassinating then president George

W. Bush. I’d just finished reading the book, so I said, “Are you reading Checkpoint? How do you like it?” The

reader seemed wary and was strikingly reluctant to respond with any specificity to my question. He asked if

I was the writer David Shields. I am, the one, the only (actually, there’s at least one other writer named

David  Shields,  a  scholar  who’s  the  author  of  a  book  called  Oracles  of  Empire).  Still,  we  talked  about

Checkpoint and Baker only circumlocutiously. When I was ready to go, I well-meaningly but ill-advisedly

said, “I’m David Shields; I guess you know that. What’s your name?”— which, of course, reanimated the

entire spy-vs.-spy subtext, so he said, very slowly, “I’m Wes.” No last name. End of conversation. A new

moment in the republic, so far as I could tell  Ibid.

18. The Awkward Age

I  don’t  know of  an artistic  project  more thoroughly soaked in  awkwardness  than

Henry James’s  Awkward: A Detour

 

19.

Maybe

the novel requires a reader other or different from myself. Maybe my own relation to awkwardness prevents

me from properly being placed by the novel Ibid.

20.

I read most of the novel in a hotel room perched at an

unnatural  altitude  high  above  the  summit  of  Salt  Lake  City,  Utah.   The  point  of  the  trip  was

“business”— but it wasn’t my business, it was Jean’s. No one trained to interpret books was trained to

manage a business or negotiate intricate relations among kooky personnel Ibid.

21.

Or, descending to the hotel restaurant, I ate without making eye

contact as though I were an undercover agent in a foreign locale, intent on a mission: solitude. I asked

where was the pleasure of this text, and the book answered with this distinct manifestation of solitude

Ibid.

22.

In the background of this novel, a novel

made up of entirely of conversations between people who seem either beyond the ken of the very language

they call their own, or unable to hear each other, or beset by impossibility of desire in language  I heard

the innocent chirpings of my nephew, making sounds only meaningful to him, surrounded by therapists

intent on making his language meaningful to them too Ibid.

23. Jane’s Fame. How Jane Austen Conquered the World
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24. Austen’s words, quite apart from what she said with them, also struck me as ridiculous when I first

heard  them.  I  was  used  to  stylistic  brilliance  that  hit  you over  the  head:  Joyce’s  syntactic  labyrinths,

Nabokov’s  arcane vocabulary,  Hemingway’s  bleached-bone austerities A Jane

Austen Education: How Six Novels Taught Me About Love, Friendship, and the Things That Really Matter

Œuvres  complètes,  

25. Literary studies, the Professor  was trying to tell us, was not about learning a secret language or

mastering a bag of theoretical tricks. It was not about inventing a new, professional personality, either. It

was about getting back in touch with the ways we used to read – the ways people read when they’re reading

for fun – but also about intensifying them, making them more thoughtful and deeply informed Ibid

 

26. Down again in the car, retracing my way back to the missed turn, I began to think again of those

writers and their novels, among the pages of which my father might have felt most fully alive. If I were to

look for him, to salvage his reputation from my aunt’s portrait of the enfeebled, timid homosexual manqué,

the kid brother, it would be among them, his true secret and unfulfilled loves. I tried to remember the

stories and novels he’d put in my path when I was teenager and he was dying. A list came to mind, then:

, , , , ,

The Scientists: A Family Romance

 

27. I was almost convinced that my father hadn’t read me  to show me that my feelings at

Riverdale were, as he’d claimed, “normal,” or that what was happening to me at school was something that

had already been experienced by Thomas Mann, a century earlier, but because he’d recognized, in my own

eleven-year-old vulnerability, an opening in which to plant the seed for a future confession he’d never have

the time or courage to make Ibid.  

28. L’Âme et les formes

29.

Miroir d’encre : rhétorique de l’autoportrait

30. Palimpsestes op. cit.

31. Notes sur la littérature
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