The Essay:  A Definition
An essay is a brief prose composition in which the writer expresses a view on one topic.

The Informal or Familiar Essay (1580)
Although often considered English in nature, the modern essay begins with the French philosopher Michel de Montaigne (1533-92).  He was the first to use the term “essay,” (essai in French, meaning “try” or “attempt”) to describe the new type of writing he was “attempting” to produce.  In his work Essais, first published in 1580, he expressed his personal thoughts on a wide variety of topics.  Montaigne is the father of today’s informal essay, sometimes referred to as the familiar essay, or the personal essay.
The Formal Essay (1597)
Inspired by Montaigne, whom he admired greatly, the English writer Francis Bacon (1561-1626), published his own book titled Essays in 1597.
