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Esej in singularnost: uvod
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Eseja ni mogoče uvrstiti v tipologijo literarnih vrst, podedovano iz ro-
mantike, torej v epiko, liriko ali dramatiko, vendar ga literarna veda vsaj od 
začetka 20. stoletja obravnava kot samostojen žanr. Njegova zgodovina 
sega v antiko k Platonu, Pliniju, Seneki in Marku Avreliju, za začetnika 
zvrsti velja Montaigne. Med razlogi, da lahko esej označimo kot žanr, ki 
poleg romana najbolj ustreza moderni dobi, so njegove strukturne značil-
nosti, kot so mešanje različnih žanrov, refleksivnost in avtorefleksivnost, 
prvoosebni govor, ki ga je mogoče primerjati z lirično izpovednostjo, 
avtobiografskost, poetični slog, narativni elementi (zlasti anekdotičnost), 
intertekstualnost (zlasti citatnost), odprta forma, obravnavanje kulture v 
najširšem pomenu te besede itd. Esej posamezniku (nemetaforičnemu 
jazu), ki nima pretenzije po objektivni resnici, omogoča, da zapiše svojo 
subjektivno resnico, zato ga je mogoče razumeti tudi kot ključni žanr post-
moderne družbe oz. njene umetnosti, filozofije in znanosti.

Drugi pojem, zapisan v naslovu pričujočega tematskega sklopa, se po-
dobno kot esej izmika enoznačnim definicijam. V luči singularnosti se je 
eseju mogoče približati vsaj na dva načina: 

1) V ospredju so značilnosti eseja, njegova enkratnost in edinstvenost. 
Pri tem se je mdr. mogoče sklicevati na posebno šolo novejše literarne vede, 
t. i. poetiko singularnosti. Avtorji, kot so Timothy Clark, Derek Attridge in 
Samuel Weber, so literaturo obravnavali kot dogodek singularizacije, ki se 
odvija ob recepciji, pri čemer so svoje raziskave oprli na argumente Kanta, 
Heideggerja, Gadamerja, Blanchota, Derridaja. Clark� trdi, da singularnost ni 
neka skrita lastnost, izvor ali afekt literature. Vsebovana je v tem, kar Derrida 
imenuje »sintaksa«, se pravi v postavitvi in ne vsebini besed. Singularnost 
literature je sintaktična, logična ali poetična operacija, ki povezuje besede. 
Eden izmed izrazov, ki jih je Derrida uvedel za opisovanje singularnosti 
literature, je »gubanje« izrazov enega prek, čez in okoli drugega v besedilu in 
možnih kontekstih, ki jih besedilo prinaša. Singularnosti ne moremo v celoti 
zajeti s kako tematizacijo ali kratko trditvijo. Povzroči lahko učinek posebne 
globine, sakralnosti, zgoščenosti ali skrivnostnosti. Nobena interpretacija 
ne more zajeti skrivnosti ali singularnosti besedila zgolj z nekim preprostim 
naslovom, ne da bi pri tem česa izpustila (131–132).

2) V ospredju je singularnost esejista, pri čemer se je mogoče nasloni-
ti na različne filozofske koncepte subjekta in posameznika (Kierkegaard). 
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Poleg tega ni mogoče zanemariti dejstva, da je že Montaigne razpravljal o 
oblikovanju svoje identitete v procesu pisanja, o subjektivnosti in univer-
zalnosti svojih ugotovitev ipd. Po Montaignu, ki je last absolutne resnice 
pripisoval izključno Bogu, so koncept jaza, predmeti konceptualizacije in 
védenje o predmetih enako spremenljivi in gibljivi. V svojih esejih je vedno 
znova obravnaval samega sebe in svoje spremembe. Kritiziral je idejo, da bi 
bil on sam, Michel, kaj manj zanimiv od človeka na splošno (III/9). Čeprav 
je bilo njegovo zanimanje usmerjeno k »posamezniku« (III/2), se je dobro 
zavedal, da imajo njegovi opisi singularnega Michela splošne implikacije.

V razpravah, zbranih na naslednjih straneh, je mogoče zaslediti oba 
pristopa, ki smo ju pravkar grobo orisali, pri čemer se je večina avtorjev 
osredotočila na singularnost eseja. Peter V. Zima v svojem prispevku ugo-
tavlja, da je imel modernistični esej utopično dimenzijo, ki v postmoder-
nističnem eseju izgine in jo nadomesti enodimenzionalen pogled na druž-
bo. Preroško napetost kot posebno značilnost esejističnega sloga Walterja 
Benjamina poleg alegoričnosti in surrealističnosti izpostavi Remo Ceserani. 
Sledijo trije prispevki, v katerih je v ospredju singularnost esejista: Marko 
Uršič se ob Montaignevih esejih ukvarja z razmerjem med avtorjem in ese-
jističnim subjektom; Montaignev podvig analizira tudi Varja Balžalorsky, 
pri čemer izpostavi vzporednice z neegološkimi teorijami individuuma; 
Ignacija Fridl pokaže, da je Montaignevo stališče o eseju kot refleksiji jaza 
mogoče razumeti na način, da jaz v esejistični formi poskuša določiti mero 
in mejo lastnemu bivanju. V naslednjih treh razpravah avtorji izpostavijo 
značilnosti izbranih esejističnih pisav: na primeru čeških esejev iz 20-ih in 
30-ih let Ivo Pospíšil analizira specifične tematske in formalne značilnosti 
češkega eseja in njegovo tipologijo; v prispevku Pétra Hajduja je literarnost 
biografskih esejev madžarskega pisca Kálmána Mikszátha opisana z analizo 
metafor; Mária Bátorová pa ugotavlja, da eseji čeških in slovaških disidentov 
nimajo samo dokumentarne vrednosti, ampak avtentično presegajo meje 
žanra. Singularnost eseja po mnenju Marka Juvana ne bi bila mogoča brez 
»sensus communis« – pojma, razumljenega kot obče mesto, sklicevanje na 
zdravo pamet ali Kantov »Gemeinsinn«. Na premalo upoštevano značil-
nost eseja opozori tudi Bart Keunen, ko izpostavi njegovo prikladnost za 
raziskovanje vsakdanjega življenja. Po mnenju Iztoka Osojnika esej nikoli 
ne more nastati z reportažo (reprezentacijo), temveč zgolj kot neposredno 
lingvistično pričevanje, kot dogodek. S posebno vrsto dogodka, tj. z gle-
dališkim esejem se ukvarja Tomaž Toporišič, pri čemer za analizo izbranih 
primerov uporabi koncepte singularne pluralnosti in estetske performativ-
nosti. Tematski sklop zaokroži prispevek, v katerem se Tomo Virk ukvarja z 
naravo esejističnega diskurza v literarni vedi in ugotavlja, da esej omogoča 
razpiranje tistih segmentov literature, ki niso dostopni v objektivno znan-
stvenost naravnanemu diskurzu.
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The essay cannot be categorized in the typology of literary genres in-
herited from Romanticism – that is, as epic, lyrical, or dramatic. Instead, 
since at least the beginning of the twentieth century, literary studies has 
treated it as an independent genre. Its history stretches back into Antiquity, 
to Plato, Pliny, Seneca, and Marcus Aurelius. Montaigne is considered 
to have started the genre, and in the twentieth century the best-known 
authors and poets writing essays included. Among the reasons that the 
essay can be labeled the genre that, alongside the novel, best suites the 
modern age are its structural characteristics such as the mixing of various 
genres, reflection and self-reflection, the use of the first person (which 
can be compared with lyrical expressiveness), autobiography, poetic style, 
narrative elements (especially anecdotes), intertextuality (especially cita-
tionality), open form, treatment of culture in the broadest sense of the 
word, and so on. The essay enables the individual (the non-metaphorical 
self) that does not have pretensions of objective truth to write down his 
subjective truth, and so it can also be understood as a key genre of post-
modern society or of its art, philosophy, and science.

Like the essay, the second concept contained in the title of this the-
matic section also evades an unambiguous definition. In the light of sin-
gularity, the essay can be approached in at least two ways.

First, the characteristics of the essay, its uniqueness and singularity, are 
in the foreground. Here one possibility is to refer to a special new school in 
recent literary studies: the “poetics of singularity.” Writers such as Timothy 
Clark, Derek Attridge, and Samuel Weber have treated literature as an 
event of singularizing that takes place in reception, and they have based 
their studies on the arguments of Kant, Heidegger, Gadamer, Blanchot, 
and Derrida. According to Clark in his book The Poetics of Singularity,� singu-
larity is not some hidden quality, origin, or affect of literature. It inheres in 
what Derrida terms “syntax,” the placement and not the content of words. 
The singularity of literature is the syntactic, logical, or poetic operation 
that relates the words. One of the terms introduced by Derrida in order to 
describe the singularity of literature is “fold” or “folding” of terms across, 
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over, and about each other through the text, and through the possible con-
texts that are projected by the text. Singularity cannot be fully captured in 
some sort of thematization or summary proposition. It may produce the 
effect of extra depth, sacrality, density, or mystery. No interpretation can 
gather the secret or singularity of the text under some summary heading 
without leaving some remainder (131–132).

Second, the singularity of the essay writer is in the foreground, in 
which it is possible to rely on various philosophical concepts of the sub-
ject and single individual (Kierkegaard). In addition, one cannot overlook 
the fact that even Montaigne discussed the formation of his identity in the 
writing process, subjectivity, the universality of his findings, and so on. 
According to Montaigne, who ascribed the possession of absolute truth 
to God alone, the conceptual self, the objects of conceptualization, and 
knowledge about objects are equally changeable and fluid. In his essays, 
Montaigne repeatedly discusses himself, his flows, and changes. He criti-
cizes the idea that he himself, Michel, should be of less interest than man 
in general (III/9). Although his interest is directed to “a particular one” 
(III/2), he is well aware that his portrayals of the singular Michel convey 
general implications.

In the papers brought together on the following pages it is possible to 
trace both of the approaches roughly sketched out here, although most of 
the contributors have concentrated on the singularity of the essay. Peter V. 
Zima’s paper determines that the modernist essay had a utopian dimension 
that has disappeared in the postmodern essay and has been replaced by 
a one-dimensional perspective on society. Remo Cesarani highlights pro-
phetic tension as a special characteristic of Walter Benjamin’s essay-writ-
ing style, in addition to allegory and surrealism. The next three papers 
focus on the singularity of the essay writer. Marko Uršič examines the rela-
tionship between the author and the subject of the essay in Montaigne’s 
essays. Varja Balžalorsky also analyzes Montaigne’s achievement, highlight-
ing parallels with non-ego-based theories of the individual. Ignacija Fridl 
shows that Montaigne’s stance on the essay as a reflection of the self can 
be understood as the self seeking to define the scope and limits of its 
own existence in essay form. The papers by the next three contributors 
highlight characteristics of selected essay-like writing. Based on Czech es-
sayists of the 1920s and 1930s, Ivo Pospíšil analyzes specific thematic and 
formal features of the Czech essay and its typology. Péter Hajdu’s paper 
describes the literary character of biographical essays by the Hungarian 
writer Kálmán Mikszáth through analysis of metaphors. Mária Bátorová 
determines that the essays of Czech and Slovak dissidents have not only 
documentary value, but also authentically exceed the boundaries of the 
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genre. According to Marko Juvan, the singularity of the essay would not be 
possible without a sensus communis – a concept understood as a common 
place, referring to common sense or Kant’s Gemeinsinn. Bart Keunen also 
draws attention to an under-acknowledged characteristic of the essay by 
accentuating its applicability for the study of everyday life. According to 
Iztok Osojnik, the essay can never originate through reportage, or represen-
tation, but only as indirect linguistic testimony, as an event. Tomaž Toporišič 
deals with a special type of event, the theatrical essay, in which he uses 
the concept of singular plurality and aesthetic performativity in order to 
analyze selected examples. This thematic section concludes with a paper 
by Tomo Virk, in which he examines the nature of essay-like discourse in 
literary studies and determines that the essay makes it possible to open 
up those segments of literature that are not accessible to discourse that is 
oriented towards objectivizing disciplines.

Darja Pavlič:     The Essay and Singularity: Introduction to the Thematic Volume


