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A Background to the Study of Prose 

What is an essay? 

Professor Hugh Walker in the Introduction to his famous book “ The English Essays and Essayists” (1934),  

mentions two notions about the definition of an Essay – 

a) a composition comparatively short and 

b) something incomplete and unsystematic.  

The second notion was Johnson’s conception who was himself an essayist of no mean a stature. He defined 

essay as a loose sally of the mind, an irregular undigested piece, not a regular and orderly performance. He 

was guided by the essays of his times. These notions, continued for many many years, even today after 

nearly two hundred years from Johnson’s times (1709-1734), they hold the floor. “The Oxford English 

Dictionary” defines ‘Essay’ as “a composition of moderate length on any particular subject or branch of a 

subject” 

The Birth of the Essay- 

The earliest essay-anonymous and trivial-Remedies against Discontentment appeared in 1556. But we owe 

to Bacon and 1557 both the birth of English Essay. Bacon published ten small pieces of the most 

concentrated literary polemical ever presented in 1597. It will be of interest to note that the Greeks, 

Theophratus and Plutarch and the Romans, Cicero and Seneca wrote essays long before the genre was given 

its standard name by Montaigue’s great French Essayist in 1580. 

Casaubon’s translation of Theophratus appeared in 1592. This translation of George Eliot’s creation. 

Casaubon gave a great stimulus to the school of essay writing. But in concept of character writing as an art 

had caught its roots already in England.  

Stephen Gosson’s (1554-1624) School of Abuse (1579) dedicated to Sir Philip Sidney (1554-1586). Apology 

For Poetry (1595) are notable examples of exercise in this new art. 

Becon regarded the essay as a receptacle for detached thoughts, which is evident from his own words about 

them. Of studies (1597) and Of Adversity (1625) are glorious examples commented and commended by 

Macaulay in the nineteenth century. Montaigue and Lamb also belong to Elizabethan age. In their essays 

subject is often unimportant. For them every road leads to the end of the world, the title promises only some 

graceful triviality, it may cover deep feelings if not profound thought. 

And Bacon wrote extensively and on almost all abstract subjects and real situations such as Poor Relations. 

Nevertheless there is not even one essay which does not show that Bacon had mastered the principle which 

probably no contemporary had grasped. 

Hooker and Raleigh who preceded Bacon also wrote essays of merit but they were not masters of style.7 So 

till closing years of the 16th century, no one had shown a mastery of principle of prose; only Bacon showed 

such mastery. 
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William also showed such mastery, his essays were published in 1600 and Robert Johnson who published 

his essays in 1601 could not reach Bacon’s profundity. John Seldon (1584-1654) the author of Table Talk 

deserves a place beside Johnson and Bacon. 

The sixteenth century had established in the Essay standard of high order. Johnson and Bacon were both 

unlimitable in many ways. But growth and development is the law of nature, be it the field of finance, 

agriculture, politics, religion or literature. 

The author of Resolves : Divine, Moral, Political Mr. Owen Felltham (1602-1668) was the pioneer essay 

writer of the seventeenth Century. Next in line are Edward Hyde. Then comes James Howell ( 1594-1666) 

with his paper on “ The Spectator” which is voluminous, published in four volumes. Dryden (1631-1700) is 

another notable essayist of Seventeenth Century. 

Richard Steele (1672-1729) is the initiator of Anne’s period of essay writing but the true ball ringer was 

Daniel Defoe (1661-1731). Richard Steele (1672-1729) is the initiator of Anne’s period of essay writing but 

the true ball ringer was Daniel Defoe (1661-1731). 

In addition to the great Spectator and The_Rambler (1750) and several more journals came up and they 

mostly carried imitations. The new Journals became less literary and more attached to political parties. 

After Stevenson (1850-1894) the essay flourished until the thirties when it was affected by a declining 

number of periodicals, the pressure on newspapers space and their attraction of their radio. George Orwell 

(1903-50) born in india, educated at Eton, was a great essayist . His Famous work include The Road to 

Wigan Pier (1937), Homage to Catclonia (1938). 

The mid Twentieth Century is known for variety of essays; Variety in length, content, style, language, 

criticism and emphasis. What is missing is brevity, compactness and perfection and literary treatment of the 

topic(s). Essayists are more concerned with the age for which they are writing and lose with the depth and 

breadth of the subject and its various dimensions as was the case with Bacon, Steele and Addison etc. There 

is journalistic tinge in all essays except the ones written in the earlier part of the twentieth century. The Chief 

writers of the post mid twentieth century are: John Didion ( Slouching Towards Bethlehem (1967 ).  

Modern essay has seven distinct characteristics which distinguish it from the essays of the nineteenth or even 

eighteenth century essays. These characteristics include (a) global emphasis in content, (b) political tones, 

(c) slogan based (usually discussing the impact of globalization, liberalization, privatization and 

professionalisation, gender equalization, I.T. revolution, World peace, spiritualization and increasing health 

problems and need for poverty and ignorance elimination, democratic governance and disarmament issues, 

(d) unbalanced, one side supporters and (e) use of harshness and arrogant language and idiom, i.e. unfinished 

and hurriedly posted for publication, waiting for rejoinders and defence and (f) less attention to correctness 

of language and suitability of the idiom (g) heavily laden with quotations and references and (h), by and 

large contemptuous in impression and impact. 
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