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Thrashing Out

John D’Agata and the Lyric Essay
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Still, ultimately, we must know
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We are heading into a restaurant with John D’Agata to have
lunch. All of a sudden, we realize he has disappeared. We find him
in the lobby, reading every plaque, inscription, and caption on the
walls before finally coming to the table. For a writer “preoccupied
with art, not with facts for the sake of facts,” he seems, for the
moment, to prefer the company of facts to our own.

D’Agata is a “lyric essayist™: the term is a fairly new one and
the subject of a certain degree of controversy, in part because
everyone wants to be called by it. Nonfiction writers want to
use the term to imply that they write in a “lyrical”—that is to
say, “beautiful”—style. Poets want to use the term to imply that
they’re doing “serious intellectual work.” But what does the term
actually mean?
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Classification systems are ways of dealing with information. They are useful, perhaps necessary. But there are always problems, always. John D’Agata has an essay that will be published this spring about a suicide that took place in Las Vegas. The magazine publishing the essay hired a

D’Agata was fired from the “News” section of his fifth-grade newspaper because his teacher said he didn’t know the difference between nonfiction fact checker, who determined that nearly every single sentence in the essay contained some sort of factual error. Appended to the forty-page essay will be a
and art. He visits a school that has put “creative nonfiction” in the English department, home of the “expository” writers, across an alleyway from the seventy-page document written by the fact checker that describes each of these errors.
remarkably similar-looking building which houses the Literary Arts department, home of the playwrights, fiction writers and poets. But what effect will two versions of the truth have on the truth except to erode it further?

It is categorization that in mathematics proved the destruction of “intuitive set theory,” basically the idea that things can be put into groups based on Jorge Luis Borges’ short story “The Library of Babel” is unambiguously fictional. But I>’Agata is putting it in his forthcoming anthology on the history
a shared property. Imagine trying to divide the adjectives in the English language into two groups: “autological” words—words that describe themselves, of the lyric essay. “Borges is trading in information,” says D’Agata, “and that’s what makes the piece tick. It doesn’t matter that the information’s false.”
like “pentasyllabic” and “adjectival®—and “heterological” words—words that do not describe themselves, like “long” and “monosyllabic.” It seems That’s Borges’ point as well. In the story, he postulates a human race living in a seemingly infinite library: “the Library is total and . . . its shelves contain
straightforward enough. But where do we put the word “heterological?” If it describes itself, then it doesn’t. The only thing that breaks this seemingly all the possible combinations of the twenty-odd orthographic symbols; that is, everything which can be expressed, in all languages.” People go mad looking
watertight classification scheme is itself. for the book that contains a veridical account of their own life or death (though innumerable false accounts exist elsewhere in the library) or of the creation

If sets do exist, said American mathematician Errett Bishop, they are “God’s mathematics, which we should leave for God to do.” of the universe, or of the creation and nature of the library itself. Some end up committing suicide, or feverishly destroying books before they are killed by

D’Agata wanted the back of his collection of lyric essays Halls of Fame to just say “Literature.” But if you go to a bookstore, notice that nonfiction books others. The narrator gets by through the act of writing. But each person in the Library of Babel is up to the same thing: the desperate effort to cope with
seem to be everywhere except the literature section. Would one find Beowulf in the Germanic Studies section? Gilgamesh in the Middle East section? information. And by including this narrative, however fictional, D’Agata seems to be saying: “Their story is an essay.” Or: “Their story is the story of the

“But this is what we allow to happen to our art. essay.”

“If T don’t know the form it’s going to take, I don’t know anything about the essay. It tells 50% of
the essay. It really just involves finding the form.” D’Agata seems always to be searching for the form,
even in the two pairs of glasses whose configuration on the table he incessantly adjusts by millimeters at
a time. “There’s a major issue for nontraditional forms, which is, ‘Why and how is this particular form
applicable?”” The edge of the reading glasses touches the sunglasses exactly halfway along their length,
and makes a ninety-degree angle.

“Do these wires have to be here?” he says, frightened by the degree of chaos he spots by the lectern. He
shuffles his papers. Taps them on the table to square them. The essay he’ll read is, he says, an exercise in
non-arrangement. We realize, as he probably does, that it is doomed. He fidgets with the microphone.

“Sometimes it’s thrilling when the style is working in mimesis with the story that’s being told. Sometimes
the style is simply a template for the story.” Sometimes the story being told is negated by the style: as his
“non-arrangement” essay describes Armageddon in crisp, tidy, witty lists. I realize that this can be thrilling
too.
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How could one ever imagine art coming from a process
that didn’t involve arranging or shaping in any way?
Besides: not to arrange is impossible anyway, D’Agata
asserts. We shape as soon as we begin perceiving

His is a phenomenological point of view, then.
Philosopher Daniel Dennett, among others, attacks
phenomenology as being anti-scientific; if everything we
perceive is being shaped by us, then where do facts about
the world—and not just our experience of it—come from?
What, then, is a fact?

So the notion of “nonfiction” is itself a fabrication.
D’Agata prefers the term “essay” for what he and others
are doing

So: an “essay” is a plan, a strategy for dealing with an onslaught of information
and experience. Its fundamental gesture might be one of “thrashing out,” in
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something invariably “chaotic, amorphous, and phantasmagoric.”
And a “lyric essayist,” then, might be someone more interested in the plan
than its subject, more interested in the beauty of the struggle than victory.
Joan Didion, in D’Agata’s anthology The Next American Essay: “We tell
ourselves stories in order to live. . . . but writing has not yet helped me to see what
it means.” And narrative is only one plan of many, the most popular one but not
necessarily the most appropriate. “Narrative is just as much a construction as the
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There’s a paradoxical quality to John D’Agata swearing his disinterest in facts and wearing his obsession with them
on his sleeve.

Yet perhaps there is a way out of this contradiction. I don’t think John D’Agata is obsessed with information; I think
he’s obsessed with how humans deal with information. Fellow lyric essayist Eliot Weinberger calls ours the Age of
Proliferation: “For the last twenty-five years, those who are not poor in the First World have been [like Borges’ “men
of the Library”] under siege by armies of [information] production. [. . .] The Western consumer lives in the guilt of
excess, the dizziness of choices, the identification of self through one’s selections, the doubts about one’s self as seen
through one’s selections, the continual belief that one has made the wrong choice when there are so many others.”

If this is truly the defining dilemma of our age (by “our” I mean the non-poor First World-ers)—and I believe it is,
if we really are in the Library of Babel-then the solution just might come in the form of an artist, one for whom “to
produce implies a conscious decision not to consume, if only momentarily.” And it just might come in the form of an
artist that both loves and hates the fact, one who can’t stop collecting them and can’t stop thinking about what to do
with them all. One who finds a way to make them, ultimately, both irrelevant—what a relief!—and beautiful.
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