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NOTE ON THE EDITIONS OF MONTAIGNE’S ESSAYS AND TRAVEL JOURNAL

UNLESS otherwise noted, all citations from Montaigne’s Essays and Travel Journal are from Donald M. Frame’s translation (The Complete Works of Montaigne, ed. D. M. Frame, Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1957). Reprinted in Everyman’s Library, 2003. The Book number is given in roman numerals, followed by the chapter and page numbers in Arabic numerals. The French text (Villey-Saulnier edition of the Essais published by the Presses Universitaires de France) is cited in the notes with the page number of this edition in brackets. References to the Journal de voyage (ed. François Rigolot, Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1992) are also given in the notes.


INTRODUCTION

MONTAIGNE’S ESSAYS: A BOOK CONSUBSTANTIAL WITH ITS AUTHOR

PHILIPPE DESAN

IN 1580, in Bordeaux, Michel de Montaigne published a book unique in both its title and its content. The book is supposed to have been written “in good faith,” almost by itself, without a clear distinction between “the matter” it contains and the life of his creator; it is “a book consubstantial with its author.”1 In this uncommon portraiture, Montaigne set himself no limits and embarked on judging almost everything that came to his attention. He accumulated essays on various topics, from thumbs to cannibals. A literary genre was born. The creator of the “essay,” Montaigne, serves as a bridge between what we call the early modern and modernity. Montaigne would rewrite and republish the same book several times over the next twenty years until his death in 1592. The Essais de Messire Michel seigneur de Montaigne2 resemble a patchwork of personal reflections that all tend toward a single goal: to live better in the present and to prepare for death. These considerations, or essays, offer a point of departure for the modern reader’s own assessments. In brief, one does not read Montaigne, one practices Montaigne. It is revealing that François Mitterrand, while he was president of France, prided himself on having the Essays for his bedside reading. He was pleased to “practice” Montaigne, contrary to those who merely “read” him; at least this is what he enjoyed telling his guests.

How does one systematize the thought of an author who did not claim to write anything other than essays—literally “attempts”—bound never quite to succeed? The very form of the essay presupposes its inevitable failure, for otherwise it would no longer be an essay. Modern thinkers create systems, not essays. Yet Montaigne did elaborate a philosophy of life without precepts, mottos, or models. His thought claims to be amorphous, or better, multifaceted (which hardly means powerless). Whereas Descartes and all of Western thought, from the seventeenth century on, sought to develop philosophies of content, Montaigne, on the contrary, was at pains to explore the form or, rather, many different forms of thought, knowledge, and man.3 For him these forms can be apprehended only in their relation to other forms, other men, and other possible worlds. Montaigne’s true originality is precisely his fleeting attempt to conceive of form as an organizing model of all knowledge.

Even when Montaigne offers judgments based on his personal experiences and opinions, these judgments always have the particularity to be relative. They express only passing and temporal truths. The literary critique Hugo Friedrich understood well this peculiar status of the notion of truth in the Essays when he asserts that “his [Montaigne] concept of truth separates itself from the goal of a knowledge of things and existence and is transformed into the concept of personal truthfulness.”4 If truth is by definition universal, Montaigne’s personal truthfulness is exclusively the result of local and subjective considerations. Existence defines essence and philosophy itself can be understood only in its historical context. Thus could be summarized Montaigne’s quest to find the human condition: the particular is always an expression of the universal and the universal can be seen only in the particular.

The very act of apprehending the world around us forces us to create it at the same time that we experience it. Telling the world is the world. Montaigne asserts that our imagination plays an essential role in our understanding of things. For him, reason and imagination cannot be separated. From this premise, all sorts of possibilities open up, and Montaigne chooses not to establish any separation between the real and the possible:

in the study that I am making of our behavior and motives, fabulous testimonies, provided they are possible, serve like true ones. Whether they have happened or no, in Paris or Rome, to John or Peter, they exemplify, at all events, some human potentiality, and thus their telling imparts useful information to me.5

His approach to the world consists simply to “talk about what can happen”6 as if reality itself was merely the product of a verbal construction. At that point, potentialities become infinite and, throughout the centuries, readers have embraced the Montaignian principle of endlessly retelling the world “as long as there is ink and paper in the world.”7

Starting from a materialist assumption, Montaigne realized that the body is the foundation for all knowledge, and that the mind itself is inseparable from the body. In this crucial moment—one that defines “modernity”—knowledge thus depends on both the experiences of the body and the conceptualizations of the mind. Similar to the oscillations of the world and the universe, the “body and mind are in perpetual motion and action.”8 All knowledge is relative insofar as it depends on bodily experiences that will sometimes adapt to the mind and other times dominate the mind. Montaigne constantly redefines the nature of his task in order to fashion himself anew. He offers an impressionistic model of descriptions based on momentary experiences:

Others form man; I tell of him, and portray a particular one, very ill-formed, whom I should really make very different from what he is if I had to fashion him over again. But now it is done. Now the lines of my painting do not go astray, though they change and vary. The world is but a perennial movement. All things in it are in constant motion—the earth, the rocks of the Caucasus, the pyramids of Egypt—both with the common motion and with their own. Stability itself is nothing but a more languid motion. I cannot keep my subject still. It goes along befuddled and staggering, with a natural drunkenness. I take it in this condition, just as it is at the moment I give my attention to it. I do not portray being: I portray passing. Not the passing from one age to another, or, as the people say, from seven years to seven years, but from day to day, from minute to minute. My history needs to be adapted to the moment.9

Montaigne acknowledges that the mind and the body often assert their monstrosity in remarkable ways (the French Wars of Religion of his time, for example); however, this is an evil that he deems worthy of consideration. Although only visible in human actions, violence also resides in the mind. Montaigne will become fascinated by the relationship between mind and body. As he puts it: “My mind will not budge unless my legs move it”10: all ideas require some kind of action. The mind allows us to explore the world in all its shapes and forms. This journey through the meanders of thought—a thought that can only be understood in its relation to other thoughts—led Montaigne to an analysis of himself, which he calls “introspection,” taking into account possible contradictions in time.

WHY MONTAIGNE?

The reception of Montaigne over the centuries is anything but simple. The institutionalization of an author depends, in effect, on what one might call his or her “ideological and historical trajectory.” Since the seventeenth century, Montaigne has been the object of numerous doctrinaire appropriations, and he has been frequently forced into the service of various currents of thought. He has been ceaselessly reinvented according to the expectations and preoccupations of the given period. In this sense, the reading of the Essays has always been marked by a series of aesthetic, political, moral, and even institutional choices. It is true that Montaigne’s book lends itself easily to all sorts of misappropriation. Even today there is a tendency to retain only the writer, ignoring the historical and political dimension of this figure. It is claimed, for example, that Montaigne authored only one book, the Essays, when in fact he also translated the Natural Theology of Raymond Sebond (1569) and edited the works of Étienne de La Boétie (1571) before becoming an author in his own right. A book of wisdom par excellence, the Essays rub off on the reader in order to make him or her more judicious.

The text of the Essays represents a veritable cornucopia. Each reader finds in it his or her own Montaigne, even if it means ignoring the numerous contradictions interspersed throughout his work. Pierre Charron, one of Montaigne’s first readers, managed to establish a fundamental link between Montaigne’s writing and the search for wisdom, according to a model at once ancient and Christian. This wisdom has contributed in large part to the reputation of Montaigne, which resists literary and philosophical fashions, thus creating a feeling of durability for his readers. No doubt this is why Montaigne continues to serve as a point of reference when it is a question of understanding the individual in relation to society or to the human condition. Commented on by nearly all decision makers in French society (politicians, philosophers, intellectuals, etc.), Montaigne has traversed the centuries like a chameleon, and his Essays have been the object of frequently contradictory readings and interpretations.

An effect of “globalization” has reached Montaigne in recent years, bringing him sudden, worldwide visibility. Indeed, the recent success of books by Sarah Bakewell11 and Antoine Compagnon12 has contributed to the popularization of Montaigne and given an international dimension to the Essays. Even if these popularizing endeavors have allowed the general public to discover Montaigne, we must nevertheless recognize that the text of the Essays remains difficult to interpret for the reader who is not accustomed to the form of the essay. Nevertheless, this difficulty, inherent in Montaigne’s writing, has transformed into an advantage, for it has enabled everything and its opposite to be said about this author and his philosophy. Recent articles in the French weekly press even credit Montaigne with inventing the “blog” and the “selfie.”13 In short, Montaigne has become the thinker of postmodernism par excellence.

If Montaigne’s book allows the critic to say more or less anything, this is surely because it was elaborated over a long period. Let us not forget that the Essays were written over the course of twenty years, from 1572 to 1592. From the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre to Henri IV’s abjuration of his Protestant faith in July 1593 (ten months after Montaigne’s death), passing by the assassinations of the Duke of Guise at the end of 1588 and of Henri III in 1589, one too often forgets that these twenty years of writing were punctuated by the bloodiest, most barbarous events in French history.14 The Essays do not escape the violent context of the civil wars, even if their author maintains that no one will remember this religious conflict after a century: “It will be a lot if a hundred years from now people remember in a general way that in our time there were civil wars in France.”15 He was certainly wrong in this assertion. Let there be no mistake: Montaigne was a “politique”—in the sense acquired by this term in the 1570s and 1580s—and participated fully in the events of his time before becoming a writer in later life.

To be sure, Montaigne sometimes chooses to pass over in silence significant episodes of his time, but these are silences that speak volumes. When he began writing his Essays, Montaigne did not make a clear distinction between private and public life. His first readers, moreover, did not differentiate between the individual man (the writer and philosopher) and the parliamentarian, the mayor of Bordeaux, the political negotiator, or the plenipotentiary ambassador to the Holy See in Rome—so many functions and careers that influenced the writing of the Essays. The later reification of this book into a full-fledged, uniform text has for this reason always posed problems. Montaigne’s text thus logically undergoes the inescapable practice of reorganization into “selected passages.” In effect, the intrinsic malleability of the Essays greatly facilitates this sort of practice and permits the defense of a cause, an agenda, or a point of view. We must face the facts: if Montaigne is one of the most co-opted authors, this is precisely because he expressed himself on everything, and most often in a contradictory manner.

The Essays privilege form at the expense of content; however, the uses made of Montaigne over the centuries have, on the whole, neglected the form of the book in order to extract snippets of content from it in the form of piously assembled apothegms and quotations. The Essays offer an immense reservoir of precepts, maxims, adages, and aphorisms that make Montaigne out to be sometimes a Catholic thinker, a defender of secularism, a precursor of modern liberalism, a Stoic, a skeptic, an Epicurean, a moralist, even a revolutionary: so many hats that one can make Montaigne wear without a feeling, for all that, of excessively distorting him. It is enough to find some appropriate quotations—and the Essays do not lack for them—and it is done. It is perhaps for this reason that Montaigne represents the ideal author for an academic world that transforms itself every generation. As we have suggested, the successive reinventions of Montaigne over the centuries may also be conceived as a record of his co-optations.16

Immediately after his death in 1592, the question arose of the political reading of the Essays and of Montaigne’s philosophical and literary posterity. Once the consubstantiality of author and book had disappeared, there remained in the end only a book that was potentially dangerous for weak minds. It is in this way that the Essays were perceived in the first instance. To be sure, Montaigne had idealized an “able reader”17 for his book, but he had also recognized the limits of a unitary reading of the Essays:

My book is always one. Except that at each new edition, so that the buyer may not come off completely empty-handed, I allow myself to add, since it is only an ill-fitted patchwork, some extra ornaments. These are only overweights, which do not condemn the original form, but give some special value to each of the subsequent ones, by a bit of ambitious subtlety. Thence, however, it will easily happen that some transposition of chronology may slip in, for my stories take their place according to their timeliness, not always according to their age.18

This late hand-written addition in a margin of the Bordeaux Copy of the Essays19 establishes the limits of a recalcitrant text. Montaigne here seems conscious of the necessity of creating the illusion of harmony between chapters highly distinct in both their form and their content.

Beginning in 1595—the year in which the first posthumous edition of the Essays appeared—Montaigne the editor was replaced by Marie de Gournay the editor, who, for half a century, literally bore this orphan who had been entrusted to her.20 In her various prefaces to the Essays (1595, 1608, 1617, 1635), Marie de Gournay strove constantly to correct interpretive sideslips of a text deemed unstable in order to avoid any misappropriation of her “adoptive father” (père d’alliance). In a letter addressed to Justus Lipsius, she even suggests that Montaigne’s book entails dangerous interpretations: “I would have liked for them [the Essays] to be clearer in some places, and that in others they did so bluntly say things of dangerous interpretation, if not fully explained.”21 Gournay leaves no doubt about the controversial aspect of the Essays; she concludes that “this book is not the banter of apprentices; it is called the lesson of the masters. It is the breviary of the demigods, the antidote to error, the emancipator of souls, the resurrection of truth, the hellebore of human sense and the spirit of reason.”22 Gournay sought a nearly sacred status for the book of her “adoptive father.” However, a “breviere des demy dieux” is hardly accessible to common mortals. This is the whole challenge of Montaigne’s book.

Are the Essays really a dangerous book? How do they lend themselves to interpretive sideslips? In spite of her characteristic extravagance and overflowing language, Marie de Gournay is not necessarily wrong in highlighting the problematic aspect of the Essays. It is a difficult text to grasp insofar as it escapes even its author’s initial intention. Indeed, very early on (1593), Montaigne’s book became the object of a confessional misappropriation. According to Scaliger’s quip, it is in fact the reformer Simon Goulart who first “had Montaigne’s works castrated”23 and brought the Essays into line with the taste of the Protestant audience. He had done the same with Étienne de La Boétie fifteen years earlier.24 Montaigne had had to suppress the Discourse on Voluntary Servitude from the first edition of his Essays—published in 1580—in order not to give off the impression that he approved of an item of juvenilia that was suddenly viewed as a Huguenot pamphlet.

Shortly after his death, Montaigne was published in Geneva, in Huguenot territory. An intransigent Catholic, the essayist was now suddenly associated with the thinkers of the Reformation. This first recuperation of Montaigne announced many more to come. Such a paradoxical misappropriation was, however, not as unthinkable as it may seem.25 To allow the Essays to be read in a Protestant setting, it had been enough simply to efface those passages censured by the religious authorities in Geneva. Goulart strove to highlight the form and style of the writing; toward this end, he thinned out the content in favor of the critical form of the book. It is interesting to note in this regard that this Protestant reading of the Essays placed particular emphasis on Montaigne’s individualism and independence of mind, constructing him as a fierce opponent of all dogmas—including, of course, the Catholic one.

In editorial terms, against Marie de Gournay’s wishes, the Essays were saddled with a complex and increasingly comprehensive critical and paratextual apparatus in order to facilitate reading. Very soon, the “life of the author” came to the forefront, and the social and political context of the essays was forgotten. Toward the middle of the century, the public life of Montaigne was scarcely remembered. An important characteristic of the Essays disappeared at the same time. The second half of the seventeenth century tended to reduce Montaigne to a strict minimum. His Christianity was less apparent than at the beginning of the century, and his style seemed so far removed from the prevailing Cartesianism that the author of the Essays became a sort of pariah. The condemnation of Montaigne by the religious authorities and his placement on the Index in 1676 announced a new religious extremism that banned the Essays. The censorship of the book was founded on two points: in the first place, his cavalier attitude with regard to ecclesiastical history, but also the large number of obscenities present in the Essays. Montaigne was no longer of contemporary interest, and the vice police began to crack down. Montaigne was considered insufficiently Christian, but this rejection also expressed a new literary sensibility at the end of the seventeenth century. This was the period of a “moralized Montaigne” and of a text transformed into religious apothegms. This entailed cutting large sections of the text. To moralize Montaigne, his editors cast off nearly 80 percent of the text of the Essays. This period of the “spirit” and the “thoughts” of Montaigne was followed by more than thirty years of editorial silence, a long dry spell, unbroken until Pierre Coste’s edition, printed in London in 1724. Once again Montaigne was reborn, thanks to an expatriated Italian Protestant in England.

In the eighteenth century, most editors reduced the Essays to a compilation of quips and maxims detached from one another. His style was seen as appalling, and his digressions were not pleasing in philosophical circles. After favorably judging Montaigne’s letter on the death of La Boétie, Coste produced the following judgment on the Essays: “Ah, there is the good Montaigne! There, he took the trouble to write well; afterwards, in his Essays, he never bothered to write well. It’s a shame.”26 Coste expresses the typical view of the eighteenth century: neither writer nor philosopher, Montaigne certainly demonstrated genius, but unfortunately this genius never led to any philosophical system.

Montaigne’s earliest biographers reproached him for his immorality. This was the case, for example, with Jean Bouhier, who published his Mémoires sur la vie et les ouvrages de Michel de Montagne in a collection of Éloges de quelques Auteurs François, published in 1742. In spite of some praises, Bouhier cannot pardon the author of the Essays for his crimes against “Christian morality”: his concupiscence, his vanity, and the “obscenities of the crudest sort” strewn across the Essays. According to him, Montaigne’s morality was principally Stoic, while his mores were fundamentally Epicurean. One can imagine the mixture. Appreciated among “voluptuaries and those inclined toward pyrronism,”27 the text of the Essays had to be condemned by “those who are penetrated by the evangelical truths.”28 Bouhier did not accuse Montaigne of irreligion; however, he maintained, “it must nevertheless be allowed that, by his manner of thinking and expressing himself, highly opposed to the spirit of the Gospel, he could justly be suspected of libertinage,”29 Montaigne’s “libertinage” offered yet another reason to keep the Essays away from women and children. Once again, one spoke of the dangerousness of his book, for its free and easy style represented a trap for those “who have some disposition to be corrupted,”30 especially when one considers that Montaigne “writes, moreover, in such way that he seems to speak to everyone, with that amiable freedom one assumes when speaking with friends.”31 Along these lines, Dom Devienne (1728–1792), a theologian affiliated with the Benedictine order and author of a Dissertation sur la religion de Montaigne (1773), defended Montaigne’s Christianity, even while regretting that the Essays are full of Epicurean maxims and other “vile details.”

Compared with the relative failure of the Essays in the eighteenth century, the nineteenth century saw, for its part, a veritable editorial blossoming of Montaigne’s works. This indisputable bestseller status during the first half of the nineteenth century is partially due to the initiative of the French Academy, which made Montaigne the object of a praise-contest (concours des éloges) in 1810. Between 1769 and 1810, France had seen the Revolution, the Terror, and the confiscation of church property. If Christian morality was not weakened, a secular and antireligious current had developed enough to allow Montaigne’s reintegration into the canon of French authors. Moral and religious judgment of Montaigne changed fairly abruptly. Criticism placed its emphasis almost exclusively on the chapter “Of the education of children.” The rediscovery of Montaigne necessitated his religious rehabilitation at a moment when Napoleon had just returned to the Roman Catholic Church the property confiscated at the very beginning of the century. Following the praise-contest for Montaigne, twelve texts were published. Several of these were recycled in various editions of the Essays throughout the nineteenth century—this was particularly the case for the text of J.-V. Le Clerc, which served as an introduction to his famous edition of the Essays, often republished until the very beginning of the twentieth century and known as the “Vulgate” of the Essays.32 Montaigne thus acquired an unprecedented renown, and he was even transformed into a moralist, figuring among the likes of La Rochefoucauld, La Bruyère, La Fontaine, and Vauvenargues.33

Many still thought that the major problem with Montaigne—what kept him, for example, from entering the philosophical canon—was his superficiality and his erratic imagination that “let slip all his thoughts, both those that are just and those that are flawed.”34 Montaigne ran after a thousand contrary things, finding errors along the way that he readily mixed with truths. He was reproached for his lack of system and method but recognized for the quality and diversity of his judgments at a moment when historicism was beginning to be fashionable. Montaigne was thus slowly transformed into a representative of a specifically French critical tradition. His inventive spirit and especially the importance he gave to imagination in his work granted him a choice spot in the republican education system developed during the second half of the nineteenth century. Little by little, Montaigne’s immorality disappeared, and one saw in him the proof of a critical tradition that gave birth to the modern intellectuals. Montaigne also became a model for youth. His transformation into a skeptical thinker, doubting every form of dogmatic thought, allowed an end to be put to the readings of his contemporaries, who had called into question his “honnêteté,” and allowed the reproaches made during the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries to be forgotten.

Montaigne was seen as one of the first thinkers liberated from the yoke of Christianity. During the second half of the nineteenth century, he even became the champion of secularism. His irreligion, previously seen as an unacceptable defect, was now viewed as a badge of honor. In the 1870s, Guillaume Guizot expressed the feeling of his time: “When I hear people speak of Montaigne’s Christianity—shall I say it?—it disgusts me. I find it difficult to imagine anyone more completely non-Christian than Montaigne.”35 Guizot did not hesitate to affirm that Montaigne was never a Christian, despite the fact that the author of the Essays himself thought he was. Within the university, this secularization of Montaigne was heralded by Émile Faguet, who defended the idea that “Montaigne’s Christianity is almost nothing; it is nothing but custom, education, and a light coloration.”36 The “ancient wisdom” with which the Essays were said to be literally “saturated” was placed in relief. Shortly before Faguet, Sainte-Beuve had described Montaigne as “the wisest Frenchman who ever existed,”37 a professor of good sense without equal among not only French, but also European writers generally. After a long absence, the term wisdom thus returned to center stage.

The twentieth century continued on this track of Montaigne’s genius and singularity, to which was added the myth of the writer withdrawn into his tower, far from the agitations of his time, playing with his cat and pondering the human condition. The image of Montaigne as a homebody, seated at his table in his “library,” surrounded by his books, writing for as long as there is paper and ink in the world, became dominant. A precursor of a typical French topos, which will be taken up again by Descartes (at the beginning of the Discourse on Method) and Voltaire (at the end of Candide), Montaigne had found his refuge—the famous tower—where he would spend the rest of his existence in writing his book. Even if it does not in any way correspond to reality, this whitewashed image still persists in our own time. Its consequence was an evacuation of Montaigne’s political life in favor of his career as a man of letters.

Montaigne became fully institutionalized only at the beginning of the twentieth century, not in programs of philosophy but in literature departments. The twentieth century reinvented Montaigne as a writer (écrivain)—in the modern sense of the term—and took an interest for the first time in the style of the Essays. From 1924 to 1934, the philosopher Alain discoursed at length on Montaigne, making of the essayist a pacifist who had remained outside the violence of his time. The interwar period reinforced the image of a Montaigne withdrawn from the world, evaluating humanity from the threshold of his castle. Alain was, for example, persuaded that Montaigne observed the events of his time without participating in them, that he never compromised himself:

The most beautiful page of Montaigne, which I am surprised is never quoted, shows him serene at his threshold, his door open, amidst the wars and pillaging of his time… . If you ask where this—possibly singular—movement of courage without anger is found, I shall tell you it is in the Essays. But search for the chapter and page; that will divert you from searching for enemies.38

Hidden away in his tower of observation, Montaigne would have acquired an objectivity and a wisdom never equaled by his contemporaries. The atrocities experienced in the trenches in the First World War made of Montaigne a moderate writer, prudent and tolerant, even if his biography is far from corresponding to this idealized construction.

A HANDBOOK OF MONTAIGNE FOR THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

The twenty-first century seems somewhat less interested in the writer Montaigne, but strives more than ever to find for him a place in the western philosophical canon. Thus, for the last decade people all over the world have been asking: what is it that makes Montaigne a modern philosopher? In what way can the Essays be considered the first great text of modernity? In short, the question of Montaigne’s modernity or postmodernity is now posed more than ever. In this sense, the twenty-first century is in the process of reinventing a new Montaigne. This Montaigne is inside us, he inhabits us.

What is pleasing in Montaigne today is his hypersubjectivity confronted with a globalized, but unstable, world. His freedom of judgment is often emphasized in order to prove that the subject can understand and interpret the world by himself, in spite of its complexity. This self-sufficiency of the subject, removed from its historical reality, represents the snare of contemporary readings of the Essays. We relish seeing in Montaigne the birth of introspection, of retreat and self-sufficiency. Perhaps due to this phenomenon of globalization that clutches us today, Montaigne is no longer perceived as a specifically French author. His thought has become internationalized, and he is read, studied, and commented in most European countries, but also in North America and Latin America. He has even largely surpassed the stage of a western thinker, for Turkey, Japan, China, South Korea—to mention only a few countries—have had a robust industry of translation of the Essays for the past 15 years. Montaigne is accessible today in more than 40 languages.

We have argued that Montaigne’s political dimension and the historical context of the Essays necessitate a knowledge of his time and his life. But it is also true that the text of the Essays relates to many modern issues, and, therefore, it offers a relevant point of departure for engaging them. For these reasons, The Oxford Handbook of Montaigne is divided into three parts: “Historical Montaigne,” “Reception of Montaigne,” and “Modern and Global Montaigne.” The part on the “Historical Montaigne” is intended largely for an academic audience; its primary purpose is to situate the author of the Essays in his own time and space. For example, one cannot understand the different editorial projects of Montaigne through the course of his life without relating them to his education, his nobiliary expectations, his public life, or even his personal and professional aspirations. Likewise, as we have argued, the Wars of Religion in France exerted a major influence on the writing and publication of the Essays. In summary, the political, social, and religious context of Montaigne’s Essays requires a rigorous historical presentation to inform the modern reader of the issues and problems that confronted Montaigne in his own time.

The second part of this handbook concerns the reception of Montaigne in Europe, particularly through two major figures of the seventeenth century, Shakespeare and Descartes. The third part of the handbook is turned toward the future, seeking to establish a link between Montaigne’s Essays and issues and problems directly relevant to our modern times and in an age of global ideology. Montaigne constantly searched what can be broadly defined as human nature or the human condition, the endless process by which man tries to impose himself and his opinions upon others through the production of laws, policies, or philosophies. For the essayist, this recurring battle for “truth” needs to be put into a historical perspective because, as he writes: “Our truth of nowadays is not what is, but what others can be convinced of.”39 This is why Montaigne’s motto is no more than a simple question: “What do I know?” (“Que sçay-je?”)—an obvious skeptic posture, but nonetheless a question that always needs to be asked, even when others give us ready answers. In summary, one can argue that reading Montaigne today teaches us that the field of vision defines the world that we see, or, as Montaigne put it: “What matters is not merely that we see the thing, but how we see it.”40

Translated by Trevor Tucker
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PART I

HISTORICAL MONTAIGNE


CHAPTER 1

FROM EYQUEM TO MONTAIGNE

PHILIPPE DESAN

WHAT is in a name? Everything in the Renaissance. Though Montaigne complains on several occasions of his lack of memory, nevertheless he does not imagine that he will forget his name: “if I were to live a long time, I do not believe that I would forget my own name, as others have done.”1 Montaigne’s name constitutes the memory of the author and incarnates the history of a family and its social ascent. But we must still determine what name Montaigne was talking about. Is it Michel Eyquem, his patronymic name, or Michel de Montaigne, the name of his land and his seigneury? The answer to this question changes over time and the passage from Eyquem to Montaigne represents a textbook case for anyone interested in the social history of the rich merchants and bourgeois who became gentlemen at the end of the fifteenth, and over the course of the sixteenth century. In this light, the name Montaigne represents a true “success story” for a petty rustic lord. Indeed, the author of the Essays was the first of his family to discard the name of his ancestors in order to preserve solely that of his seigneury.

To understand Montaigne’s familial background, it is necessary to study the social ascent of the Montaigne house from the middle of the fifteenth century onward. In Bordeaux, the economic transformations of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries favored the emergence and domination of wealthy merchant families. The fifth largest city in France, Bordeaux was ideally situated to form a hub that could serve the majority of European ports.2 Its access to the sea procured an appreciable advantage for those whose principal activity consisted of storing merchandise and dispatching it overseas to new markets. Bordeaux also experienced a significant immigration of merchants originating from other regions of France, as well as from Spain and Portugal in the fifteenth century. The trade apparatus and the administrative control of the city were concentrated in the hands of a few families who knew how to profit from the commercial development of Guyenne following the departure of the English in 1453.3

The name Eyquem was relatively common in the Bordeaux region during the fourteenth century. The Eyquems of Blanquefort—from whom Montaigne’s family was descended—established themselves in Bordeaux at the beginning of the fourteenth century and gained access to the jurade (elected body in charge of the administration of the city4) from 1358 onward, a sign of an already significant economic success. The well-to-do families of Bordeaux formed a bourgeoisie that was little interested in expounding upon its origins. Oriented toward the future, they practiced endogamy to reinforce their status in the city and to improve their access to municipal political power. For these families, it was a question of increasing their social position by means of marriage with other important bourgeois families. In the city, a political void permitted these families to take command of the administration in order to control the regulation of their economic and commercial activity. It was thus that the Anciennes coustumes de Guyenne were reformed under Francis I to take into account the demands of the local bourgeoisie.

Among the merchant families who very early on took hold of the admistrative reins of the city, we find the Eyquems. Montaigne’s ancestors made a fortune in the commerce of pastels and smoked herring. They followed a path typical of families of enriched merchants, using their economic success to gain access to political power. No matter what Montaigne might say about it, his family’s past in Guyenne was not of noble origins; rather, it was associated with commerce and goods, which can help explain why the historical periods evoked in the Essays are principally those of antiquity and the immediate present. The preceding hundred years do not form the object of a single reference in the text because, for obvious reasons, Montaigne was not preoccupied with recounting the history of his family. We possess only vague remarks about his grandparents or great-grandparents, from both the paternal and the maternal sides. Naturally, Montaigne speaks to us about his father and brothers, but he remains mute, so to speak, about his ancestors. We know only that he was born “of a race famous for integrity,”5 or that his nobility goes back more than a hundred years. In fact, this hundred-year mark was not selected by chance. In the sixteenth century the rules for belonging to the nobility varied according to regions. In Aquitaine, custom required one hundred years of living as a noble (vivre noblement) one one’s land before one could claim to be noble by prescription.6 Most often leaving aside this quantitative conception of nobility, Montaigne prefers to give it a qualitative definition and reminds the reader again and again that he acts as a lord and lives nobly on his estate.

A FAMILY STORY

Around the year 1449, Montaigne’s great-grandfather, Ramon Eyquem, married Isabeau de Ferraignes, sister of Henri de Ferraignes, one of the first members of the Parlement of Bordeaux. The marriage between the Eyquems and the Ferraignes marks the beginning of a profitable alliance for the Eyquems, as much financially as for the cultivation of useful social and political relations. Thanks to her brother, Isabeau offered her husband the possibility of gaining access to new circles of power. From the middle of the fifteenth century onward, the bourgeois Eyquem family was already occupying important municipal functions. At this time, Ramon Eyquem signed his notarial acts under the title of “honorable man Ramon Ayquem, merchant of the parish of Saint-Michel and bourgeois of Bordeaux.”7 He was included among the influential merchants of the city and gained access to the jurade in 1472.

Like many of the wealthy bourgeoisie, Ramon Eyquem invested his profits in real estate. In the logic of the accumulation of land and homes, he reasoned and acted in the manner of a merchant and did not yet have the makings of a nobleman. He left the concern for nobility to his children; his role was limited to preparing the terrain for the generation to come. All of his efforts were aimed at making his family name better known and respected. Like other affluent merchants of the time, the Carles, the Ferrons, the Pontacs, and the Makanans, Ramon Eyquem actively participated in the political life of the city, which was of great help in his personal affairs and facilitated his accumulation of wealth. At the end of the fifteenth century, the wine trade supplanted that of pastels and became the principal source of revenue for the bourgeoisie of Bordeaux and in the region more broadly. Logically, Ramon Eyquem traded all sorts of goods.

In 1477, one year before his death, Ramon Eyquem bought the noble estates of Montaigne8 and of Belbeys, in the barony of Montravel, along with their lands, vineyards, woods, and mills, from Guillaume Duboys for 900 Bordelais francs.9 It was this transaction that made possible the passage from “Eyquem” to “Montaigne.” The Montaigne estate was located on an elevation between Dordogne and Lidoire, today situated within the departments of Gironde and Dordogne, off the road of Castillon-Sainte-Foy. On November 30, 1477, Ramon Eyquem took possession of his land and of the noble house of Montaigne, precisely one hundred and three years before the publication of the Essays.

Around 1450, Isabeau and Ramon Eyquem gave birth to Grimon Eyquem, Montaigne’s grandfather, and to Pey (Pierre), their second son. In notarial acts of the 1470s, Grimon and Pey are qualified as “honourable men … merchants of the parish of Saint-Michel.”10 In 1488, after the death of his brother who was without descendants, Grimon alone remained to increase the profit from the Eyquems’s businesses.

His fortune grew considerably thanks to a sharp business sense, in particular for exportation. He specialized notably in trading wine and salted fish with England and Spain, an occupation that caused Scaliger to note, not without irony, that Montaigne’s father was a herring monger. A document from 1477 presents Grimon as a shipowner who leases a caravel, the Nicholas de Saint-Paul, to transport fifty barrels of wine to the port of Croutoy in Picardy.11 His commercial profits permitted him to increase his real estate holdings and to buy more woods, homes, and land in the area surrounding his noble dwelling of Montaigne.12

Like his father, Grimon became a notable resident of Bordeaux: elected to the jurade in 1485 at the age of thirty-five, he occupied this post for eighteen years before becoming provost of the city of Bordeaux in 1503. Around 1490, he married Jeanne Dufour, daughter of a merchant and jurat of the city. They had three daughters and five sons, among them Pierre, Montaigne’s father, born September 20, 1495. In 1485, Grimon Eyquem still signed his official acts as “honorable man,” (honorable homme) “merchant and bourgeois” (marchand et bourgeois) or sometimes “bourgeois of Bordeaux” (bourgeois de Bordeaux). If Ramon had enabled his family to acquire a noble estate, Grimon made a fortune for the Eyquems and consolidated their property holdings. In the final years of the fifteenth century, Grimon Eyquem was split between two ways of life: that of a commoner (roturier) residing in Bordeaux and that of a noble who rarely visited his lands. However, he had already begun to allow time to do its work in establishing the new name (Montaigne) of his family. Grimon could not claim to be “noble” without putting an end to his mercantile activities, a step that he hesitated to take. To do so, he would have to cut all ties with the commercial class and spend more time on his estate to establish his noble reputation. This is what he eventually did in 1508 when he ceded his business to one of his employees, Peyrot de Brusselay, and abandoned once and for all the world of commerce and goods.

The Eyquems had passed from the rank of wealthy bourgeois to the status of “rustic gentlemen” (gentilshommes campagnards) living off their private income. At that time, the title of “nobleman … lord of” (noble homme … seigneur de) referred to a series of different social realities: members of a noble bloodline acquired over several centuries on the battlefields, country gentlemen descended from enriched farming families, opulent merchants who had purchased their lands (even the coats of arms)—such was the case for the Eyquems—petty nobles ruined by wars and the demographic shift toward the cities, or even councillors, lawyers, and magistrates, who, thanks to the acquisition of their posts and their membership in the Parlement, had seen themselves enobled by different means and sought, in turn, noble estates where they could establish their families.13

In the first part of the sixteenth century, Grimon actively labored to have his recent nobility recognized. He died at the beginning of 1519, leaving to his four sons the task of following the long path leading to nobility by prescription. His eldest son, Pierre, had three brothers: Thomas, who was at first a lawyer before becoming canon of the church of Saint-André of Bordeaux and vicar of Montaigne; Pierre Eyquem, lord of Gaujac, who, after having also tried his hand at being a lawyer, eventually opted for the clergy and was canon of Saint-André; and Raymond, lord of Bussaguet, who made a long career as a councillor in the Parlement of Guyenne. In conformity with the rules of succession in effect during this period, the noble estate of Montaigne was passed down to Pierre, the eldest of the four brothers. Pierre would be a noble and a soldier; there was no better way to accelerate the ennoblement of the family. To spend some time on the battlefield was an expedient to proving the nobility of an individual who as of yet possessed only the title of a “gentleman on parchment” (gentilhomme en parchemin), according to the expression of the poet Tabourot des Accords in his Bigarrures. The only nobility recognized was indeed that of the sword, that which was attained on the battlefields.

Pierre Eyquem played a determining role in the social transformation of the Eyquems into the Montaignes. We do not know exactly where he did his studies. Montaigne tells us that his father had only a mediocre understanding of the arts and literature and was “a man of very clear judgment for one who was aided only by experience and nature.”14 He is, on the other hand, proud that his father embraced the armed profession, the only dignified occupation of the nobility. For ten years, he led a military career, the majority of the time outside of Guyenne and abroad. Montaigne writes that his father “had taken a very long part in the Italian wars.”15 He recounts how he left a diary in which were noted with great detail all of the military campaigns in which he had participated. Pierre Eyquem fought in the armies of Francis I and did not return to reside in the Château de Montaigne until 1528, nearly ten years after the death of his father. He preserved a military spirit his entire life and knew how to instill in his son Michel a sense of knightly valor and his taste for the art of war. He also chose to follow the path forged by his father and grandfather and involved himself in the affairs of the city without infringing upon his noble occupation, for at this time it was preferable, although not yet obligatory, to elect a mayor born of the nobility. Despite all of their nobiliary pretentions, the Eyquems never separated themselves from the political circle of Bordeaux and continued to be actively involved in the city administration.

On January 15, 1529, Pierre Eyquem married Antoinette de Louppes (Lopez), daughter of Pierre de Louppes (Pedro Lopez) of Toulouse and niece, or perhaps goddaughter, of Antoine de Louppes de Villeneuve (Villanueva), a Spanish merchant who had made a fortune in the pastel business. The Louppes family most likely descended from Jews converted to Christianity, so-called marranes or “new Christians” (nouveaux chrétiens) who had established themselves in London, Antwerp, Toulouse, and Bordeaux. The marriage of Pierre Eyquem and Antoinette de Louppes caused a lot of ink to be spilled. Antoine de Louppes belonged to the bourgeoisie of Bordeaux and signed notarial acts under the name of “Anthoine de Louppes de Villeneufve.” After having married his daughters with notables of the city, Antoine de Louppes saw in Pierre Eyquem, this young gentleman freshly crowned with his military exploits, a nice match for the daughter of his brother Pedro, also in the pastel business in Toulouse. The Louppes belonged to the class of nouveaux riches who did not shy away from any method of gaining access to the nobility for their children. They chose for this the quickest path, which was marriage with recently ennobled families, or those in the process of becoming so. The noble estate of Montaigne thus promised Antoinette a fine future.

The bourgeois origins of Montaigne’s mother—who became noble thanks to her marriage but was in no way noble by her family—seemed a little too recent and thus problematic for the author of the Essays, who was constantly preoccupied with affirming his own nobility. This merchant branch of his maternal side, still very present in the collective memory, could help to explain Montaigne’s silence regarding his mother. The proof that he puts forward to explain that his mother was descended from a noble family is indeed far from corresponding to reality. For this reason, the famous entry in his Livre de Raison (Ephemeris historica) in which he declares himself born of “noble parents” (nobilibus parentibus) has never been taken seriously by critics. Some have even claimed that Montaigne’s muteness on the origins of his mother was most likely revealing of his father’s “regrettable” marriage. Let’s be clear: regrettable on a social level, not a religious one.

While possible, the Jewish origins of Antoinette de Louppes have never been proven with certainty and do not authorize us to confuse family origin with Montaigne’s cultural and religious identity.16 In fact, the settlement of the Louppes family in Toulouse dates from well before the expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492. Their establishment in the south of France can be explained by the economic prospects tied to the pastel business in that region. It is nevertheless certain that Montaigne’s maternal ancestry remains an interesting problem in the Essays; but, without having the least documentary certitude—apart from textual cross references—the remarkable absence of allusions to his mother could reasonably be explained by a desire to keep quiet about his common extraction. For while time had permitted him to erase the bourgeois ancestry of his paternal side, this was not yet the case for his maternal side.

Not long after their marriage, Pierre and Antoinette established themselves at the Château de Montaigne and began to live as nobles. Following a family tradition that was already well established, Pierre did not, however, abandon his municipal responsibilities and split his time between Bordeaux and the seigneury of Montaigne. The official transfer of his residence, more symbolic than real, marked an important step toward the definitive ennoblement of the Eyquems.17 Pierre behaved as a lord and the noble life was all the more agreeable to him as he could pride himself on having waged war in Italy at the side of the king. He “trotted out his sword” (traînait l’épée) as his contemporary used to say. On his lands, he loved to host the local or foreign erudites passing through the region. Thus, in April or May of 1542, Pierre Bunel, an intellectual of Toulouse who produced some highly regarded Latin writings, sojourned for a time in the Château de Montaigne. As he was leaving, he gave to his host a copy of Raymond Sebond’s Theologia naturalis, a formative gift for the intellectual evolution of the young Michel de Montaigne, who was only ten years old at the time. The benevolent hospitality that Pierre Eyquem extended to men of letters also permitted him to make public his noble way of life and to immerse his sons in the humanist doctrines of the first half of the sixteenth century.

The first child of Pierre and Antoinette, Michel Eyquem de Montaigne was born in the noble residence of Montaigne on February 28, 1533, between eleven o’clock and noon.18 In his Livre de Raison, Montaigne recounts that his father and mother were noble by birth: “natus est Petro Eiquemio Montano & Antonina Lopessia nobilibus parentibus, Michael Eiquemius Montanus.”19 This first handwritten inscription was later modified—probably after 1570, because at the beginning of the 1560s Montaigne was still using his latinized name—in order to eliminate his patronymic name. He then removed “Eyquem” by crossing out his patronymic name three times with a double line. This intervention on the part of Montaigne to erase all trace of the name Eyquem probably dates from the beginning of the 1570s, that is to say, at the moment when he was made knight in the Order of Saint Michael and became a gentilhomme ordinaire de la chambre du roi. In another entry of his Livre de Raison (Éphémérides), the father’s name disappears, leaving visible only that of the noble land: “the year 1495 was born Pierre Eyquem of Montaigne, my father in Montaigne.”20 We will later return to this disappearance of the Eyquem family name.

Montaigne’s father took part in negotiations with the king regarding the reestablishment of city privileges following the salt tax (gabelle) revolt in Bordeaux in 1548.21 During this period Bordeaux was a city in transition. The authority of the jurats and of the mayor had been seriously curtailed in the wake of the uprising of 1548 and, at the beginning of the 1550s, the provost appointed by the king had, in fact, more power than the mayor. Pierre was nonetheless elected mayor of Bordeaux in 1554. During his tenure at the town council, he favored the grievances of the rich Bordelais merchants because he understood that only the bourgeoisie could assure the economic security necessary for the daily administration of the city. The price of wine was of central concern because a drop in prices began to affect the region in the aftermath of the revolt of 1548 and lasted until the end of the 1560s. These administrative obligations scarcely left time for Montaigne’s father to roam his lands on horseback, where he could make visible his status as a noble lord in plain view of his neighbors.

The author of the Essays preferred not to mention the diverse municipal offices of his father and his forebears, favoring instead the noble lands of Montaigne and considering his castle to be the unique place of residence of his ancestors. Although Bordeaux remained the political and economic center of the region, Montaigne chose to depict himself on his estate, notably in his tower. In speaking of his ancestral castle, he presents it as his “birthplace and that of most of my ancestors; they set on it their affection and their name.”22 After 1588 Montaigne adds, “and of my father,” but reconsiders and ultimately removes this mention, handwritten in the margins of the Bordeaux Copy (copy of the 1588 edition of the Essays with ample marginal manuscript additions). It was from this point on his own castle and, in the end, his father was, like Ramon and Grimon, relegated to the status of ancestor. Few of these ancestors had, however, lived at Montaigne and the author of the Essays is evidently inclined to transform this short history of the lords of Montaigne into an immemorial reality. In fact, Montaigne is only the second member of his family to be born at Montaigne. To compensate for the recent rise of his family to the nobility, he stages selected moments in which his ancestral nobility is revealed in all its dignity and even invents memorable moments that showcase his noble way of life. Thanks to his inherited land and château, Montaigne will literally consider himself a gentleman-farmer and force this constructed image upon his readers.

LIVING NOBLY

In the Renaissance, from a strictly juridical perspective, there existed only two social categories: the nobles and the commoners. In his Quatriesme traicté … des droicts du Domaine de la Couronne de France, published in 1582, the jurist Jehan Bacquet specifies that “within these categories are comprised all of the inhabitants of the kingdom.”23 In reality however, things were much more complex and a great number of “gentlemen” profited from the ambiguity that prevailed at the end of sixteenth century concerning the definition of nobility.24 Growing in frequency, enriched merchants gained access to this status by purchasing lands and noble estates ceded to them by impoverished petty lords or barons who found themselves short of money. They had to pay only a special acquisition tax, the droit de franc-fief. These “nobles on paper” (nobles de papier) then sought to have themselves exempted from the payment of this tax and considered themselves to be of equal standing with the nobles of old descent. This practice quickly became widespread and the merchant bourgeoisie knew how to exploit this “legal loophole” that opened the door to the nobility. Another means of becoming ennobled occurred by way of the station, title, and service of the individual. The Eyquem family preferred to take this path of ennoblement by official function. In France, several stations and offices guaranteed the ennoblement of those who occupied royal posts. Such was the case for the Lord Chancellor of France, the Keeper of the Seals, members of the King’s Privy Council, and the Masters of Requests, that is to say members of the high parliamentary nobility. Similarly, the presidents, councillors, lawyers, and attorneys general (procureurs généraux) in the court of the Parlement of Paris were considered noble and thus exempted from the droit du franc-fief.25 It did not take long for the provincial Parlements to follow suit by arguing that they too belonged, in a statuary manner, to the Parlement of Paris on which they depended. According to this principle, all councillors, whatever the town in which they exercised their office, were thus themselves attached to the Parlement of Paris and therefore benefited from the same rights.

This possibility of ennoblement by way of parliamentary function also applied to the councillors of the Cours des Aides and to any sovereign court in its jurisdiction. The reasoning was the following: because the members of a Parlement pronounced royal judgment, they themselves must also belong to the nobility. There could be only one sole justice, that of the sovereign, and it could be pronounced only by nobles. Nobility of the long robe was transmitted to one’s descendants, just like nobility of blood (noblesse de race).26 Indeed, heredity applied in both cases. The children of court councillors could therefore “benefit from all of the rights, authorities, privileges, tax exemptions and immunities from which the nobles of race benefit.”27 François de l’Alouëte attests to this regarding royal officials:

such is the force of the privilege and rights of nobility that the king grants responsibilities and offices to those who hold this standing. And such is the merit of their service, so prized and esteemed, that if their children want to follow the noble vocation, the will be immediately received into the rank of nobles, if they are direct descendants, and from then on all who descend from them will be true nobles.28

Incapable of going back more than one hundred years to find ancestors of noble birth, the majority of these new nobles preferred to assert their way of life, retired to their estates and free of all visible commercial activity. Such was the case for Montaigne and his father before him. “To live nobly” (vivre noblement) represents for this reason a leitmotif and a veritable social aspiration in the Essays. Familial history is most of the time left unmentioned in favor of present, daily preoccupations and, above all, a way of life regulated by nobility and the knightly spirit. From this ideological choice results a preference for writing of the quotidian life, a new category of modernity into which the form of the essay inserts itself. Montaigne quickly learned to use his book as proof of his nobility and to turn it into an object of memory. One could say that the Essays substituted themselves in a certain way for a lack of documentation and constituted the evidence par excellence by which the author established his own nobility.

For a wealthy merchant of the sixteenth century, the surest way of obtaining nobility was to purchase a public post and to join a provincial Parlement. A councillor of the king in a parliamentary court automatically became noble, as did his children. The rising bourgeoisie, most particularly in Bordeaux, largely exploited this efficient method for passing from one social order into another. It was then necessary to wait out two or three generations of “noble life” in order for this nobility to go unquestioned. In a chapter on the right of ennoblement from the Trois premiers traictez … des droits du domaine et de la couronne de France, Bacquet explains that there exist five means of verifying one’s nobility: (1) by “common repute” (renommée commune), that is to say if one manages to prove that one’s progenitors were themselves “reputed” to be noble by their neighbors; (2) by “noble and honest conversation” (noble et honeste conversation) of which the best evidence consisted of demonstrating that one’s ancestors had been accustomed to wearing noble clothing or heraldic devices; (3) by confirming that one of one’s ancestors had borne arms and served in the military profession; (4) by demonstrating that one of one’s parents had previously possessed a château or a “fortified estate” (terre forte); and finally (5) by an attestation that members of one’s family possessed antique coats of arms painted in “high-level places” (lieux haults) such as churches or sepulchres. “To live nobly” thus became a necessity for any gentleman who wanted to be recognized as such and to thereby confirm his social status. Although this expression generally has a juridical value in the sixteenth century, it does not, however, rely on any specific criteria and remains relatively vague in legal terms.29 For example, “to live nobly” carries no significance in and of itself, and has meaning only in the eyes of others, principally one’s neighbors. This is why nobility arises from representation above all else.

Nobility is summed up by a question of reputation, which one establishes by multiplying the “representations of nobility” likely to make an impression on the minds of nearby peasants and neighbors. Public rumor and appearance therefore represent determining factors in claiming a still poorly established nobility. Many bourgeois gentlemen30 thus became experts in communication and applied to the letter one of the political principles of Machiavelli: only appearances count. What was important was thus to be “notoriously noble” (notoirement noble), to use Bacquet’s expression. It is in accord with this strategy that Montaigne always sought to display his nobility. The collar of the Order of Saint Michael will be a godsend for him, because at every moment it recalls his status as a gentleman, and he rigorously followed all of the rules pronounced in the statutes of the order.

The process of ennoblement initiated by the Eyquem family toward the end of the fifteenth century began to bear fruit and Montaigne was the first to fully enjoy it. His family’s path is, in fact, typical for the time. Ennoblement by prescription is not rare in the Renaissance, though we possess very few texts relating to this means of gaining access to the nobility. As one could put it, “prescription is above all made of silence. It relies on the capacity to forget and a complicity of interests.”31 We can readily understand why this increasingly widespread practice did not rely on any juridical text, because it was in everyone’s interest to leave no written trace of this form of ennoblement. The vaguer the term of prescription, the more exploitable it is. The practice of “forgetting” (l’oubli) spreads out over a period of three generation or, in certain regions of France—Guyenne among them—over a period of about one hundred years. The noble recognized as such after the third generation or one hundred years then had the right to the title of “noble.” In the Essays, Montaigne alludes to his nobility in referencing the good fortune of being “well born” (bien né), as well as the right of prescription of his own title: “All her gifts that my house enjoys were there more than a hundred years before me.”32 With this anodyne remark, Montaigne means to distinguish himself from those who had not followed this sacred rule; he does not desire to be confused with the nouveaux riches who ignore the temporal prescription and attempt to skip steps on the path to ennoblement. In bringing to the reader’s attention the fact that his own lands and his seigneury date back more than three generations, he reminds us that he therefore has the right to consider himself a true gentleman.

Despite his assurance regarding his nobility by prescription, Montaigne otherwise hesitates to speak openly of his marriage. In the Renaissance, marriage is a matter of social and economic advancement, and not of the heart.33 As Montaigne writes, “the most necessary and useful action of human society; that will be marriage.”34 Therefore, in 1565 when he married Françoise de La Chassaigne, daughter of Joseph de La Chassaigne, and of Marguerite Douhet, granddaughter of the late second president Geoffroy de La Chassaigne, lord of Pressac, he made a fine marriage on a social level, at least in the context of his first career in the Parlement of Bordeaux. It was not, incidentally, the first alliance between the Eyquems and the La Chassaignes, who for ages shared political and nobiliary ambitions. The La Chassaignes were certainly not nobles of race, but, at the beginning of the 1560s, the Eyquem family had not yet attained the hundred years necessary for the prescription. An alliance with the La Chassaignes offered other more immediate advantages and initially permitted Michel de Montaigne to join a well-established parliamentary patronage that was sufficiently powerful in Bordeaux to allow him to envisage a promising career in the Parlement.

From the point of view of the La Chassaignes, the Montaignes represented an equally ideal alliance, because the two families had taken up similar strategies, both as parlementaires and as city administrators and potential new nobles. For Michel de Montaigne, an alliance with the La Chassaignes had the advantage of reinforcing the social and political visibility of the Montaigne name in Bordeaux thanks to the rich network and political influence henceforth at the disposal of this family that had passed from bourgeois to noble status. The marriage also guaranteed descendance and name transmission. In this regard Montaigne was less fortunate, as his wife never bore a male child. One can imagine the frustration of a man who was the first “noble by prescription” of his family but was incapable of transmitting the new name of Montaigne to his descendants. Indeed, Françoise de La Chassaigne gave birth to six children, all girls, of whom only one survived, Léonor. In paradoxical manner, the nobility of the Eyquems began and ended with Michel.

IDENTITY AND REPUTATION

There certainly exists an identity problem in Montaigne’s works.35 We know his famous declaration according to which his Self is always different from day to day. Montaigne moves away from a biological or natural definition of man in order to accentuate culture and communication: “We are men, and hold together, only by our word.”36 This is why the name reflects existence; it is often the first indication that we have of a man, of his origin and his status. In the case of Montaigne, the work is considered as consubstantial with its author: “I am myself the matter of my book.”37 We know that the name and the work become confused one with the other because the title of the book, which does not fall within the accepted editorial categories of the Renaissance, is precisely Les Essais de Michel, seigneur de Montaigne. The name is also what remains after the passing of the author. The book can acquire posterity, but only after having established the reputation of its author. It is here that we find the dilemma of the essay as a form.38 We speak today of Montaigne, we read Montaigne as much as we read the Essays. The two blend together thanks to the name of Montaigne contained in the title. For the author this name is at once a place in the world and a reflection of his thought in movement. It is clear that Montaigne wanted to assure his posterity by means of his name. As for the majority of the “great authors,” the seventeenth century will not embrace his first name and very soon the name of his estate, Montaigne, will impose itself as his only name.

Let’s recall that in fact, contrary to the modern bibliographical and editorial rules that systematically dissociate the name of the author and the title of the work, the proper name of Montaigne plays an integral role in the title of his book in all editions of the Essays published during his lifetime. It is even a necessity upon which Montaigne heavily insists. Let’s consider for example the relative slimness of the word “essais” and the disproportionate importance given to the name “Montaigne” and above to his status as gentleman—“MESSIRE”—on the title page of the first edition of the Essays in 1580 (Figure 1.1). On this title page everything is done to remind us that we certainly have before us the work of a gentleman: “Essays of My Lord Michel Lord of Montaigne, Knight of the order of the King, & Ordinary Gentleman of his chamber.”39 Montaigne rolls out his noble titles and does not allow any doubt to remain concerning the quality of the writer: the author is well and truly a noble lord because he bears the name of his land.40 This holds true for all the following editions. The title incorporates the proper name: the book is the name of its author; it symbolizes the passage of a being in the world in claiming a perfect conformity between a material existence, a body, and a thought. As Montaigne says, who so touches one touches the other (qui touche à l’un touche à l’autre). In a perfect consubstantiality, the work and the name become irremediably confused.
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FIGURE 1.1 Title page of the first edition of the Essays (Bordeaux, 1580), Bibliotheca Desaniana.



When in 1588 Montaigne had his work published by one of the great Parisian printer-booksellers, Abel L’Angelier, he was both surprised and irritated at the fact that his name appeared in the abridged form “MONTA.” at the top of each page—what one calls the running head. In the famous Bordeaux Copy conserved at the municipal library of the same city, a work containing copious annotations and manuscript corrections in the hand of the author and intended for a new edition, Montaigne gives precise instructions to the printer on one of the flyleaves. He requires that from now on his name be written in its entirety and, so that no misunderstanding persists on this subject, he specifies the manner in which this name should appear on the rectos and versos of the printed pages. As we can see, Montaigne’s proper name demands a precise disposition on the printed page and reflects a constant concern for featuring and making more visible this name that he is the first to take.

Over and over in the Essays, Montaigne poses the problem of the proper name in its relationship to reputation. He asks himself, for example, how glory is transmitted across the centuries and quickly perceives that only the proper name is capable of granting a reputation for posterity. The name is in a way the memory of the man, the only durable sign of his passage on earth. To exist in the memory of others, it is thus necessary to transform one’s own name (proper name) into a universal-common name that is recognizable by all. In the end, we are all confronted with the problem of transmitting a name for those whom we do not know and who will never have the singular experience of our existence.

As we have seen, in the Renaissance, the transmission of the proper name is dependent upon well-established criteria. In fact, only two methods exist that can assure the perpetuity of the proper name. First, a genetic descent that transmits the name from generation to generation. This constitutes an uncertain path that places the responsibility for transmission in the hands of hypothetical descendants. The second method, just as uncertain because it involves the reputation of the proper name, can be attained thanks to a singular action (battle or feat of arms) or the production of a particular artistic or cultural object (a painting, a book). In the latter case, the proper name is simply transmitted by what we call glory. Montaigne makes no mistake about it: “For the preservation of the body there are sepulchres; for the preservation of the name, glory.”41 In this latter case, glory finds itself perpetuated by reputation, but this inevitably occurs by means of the proper name.

Reputation is not, however, a simple affair. Indeed, it is necessary to dissociate the proper name from bothersome homonyms; in short, to transform a proper name into a name that is even “more proper.” Montaigne highlights this problem, which is frequent in the Renaissance:

As for expecting my name to receive it [glory], in the first place I have no name that is sufficiently my own. Of two that I have, one is common to my whole race, and indeed to others also. There is a family in Paris and one in Montpellier named Montaigne, another in Brittany and in Saintonge called de la Montaigne. The change of a single syllable will tangle our threads so that I will share in their glory, and they, perhaps, in my shame. And moreover, mine were formerly surnamed Eyquem, a name which still is attached to a well-known family in England. As for my other name, it belongs to whoever wants to take it. Thus I shall perhaps honor a porter instead of myself. And then, even if I had a particular mark for myself, what can it mark when I am no longer there?42

Montaigne’s reflection upon his name and his reputation is concentrated in this citation, which straightaway presents every problematic of the proper name in the Renaissance. The mixing up of individuals due to homonymy is in fact a reality of this time. It is rather difficult to distinguish men by means of a simple physiological observation, and usurpations of identity are frequent throughout the sixteenth century. It suffices to cite the famous case of Martin Guerre that was so well analyzed by Natalie Zemon Davis.43 How does one go about making a name truly proper to a single man? Can the name survive without the body? These two questions distressed Montaigne and constitute the object of numerous reflections in the Essays.

Montaigne possessed no male descendants. Father of six daughters, of whom only one survived him,44 Montaigne also wrote to transmit his new proper name (Montaigne) to posterity. It is thus that, in 1580, while publishing the first edition of his Essays in Bordeaux, he concluded his work with a letter addressed to Madame de Duras, in which he declares without shame that he is seeking a solid body that he will be able to inseminate with his writing, so that his name will endure for centuries:

These same traits and faculties that you have been familiar with and have favored, Madame, with much more honor and courtesy than they deserve, I want to lodge (but without alteration or change) in a solid body that may last a few years, or a few days, after me, in which you will find them when you are pleased to refresh your memory of them.45

In 1635, in an epistle to the Cardinal of Richelieu, Marie de Gournay will, in turn, present herself as the nursemaid (nourrice) of an orphan formerly entrusted to her. She will play this essential role, which consists of ensuring that Montaigne’s name will not fade away.

If the social ascent of the Eyquems was inevitably realized by the recognition and assimilation of the proper name, Montaigne’s reputation, for its part, depended upon the circulation of this same name (Montaigne) among the greatest possible number of individuals, or at least among the greatest of the kingdom. Regardless, the use of the name of his land or his seigneury can sometimes create confusion and make us lose sight of the fact that in the Renaissance the noble class was no longer endurably tied to its land, as had been the case in the Middle Ages. Montaigne cannot help but observe an increasingly widespread practice that seems to him rather contrary to his idea of nobility:

it is a base practice, and of very bad consequence in our France, to call everyone by the name of his land and lordship; nothing in the world causes more confusion and misconceptions about families. A younger son of good family cannot honorably abandon an estate that has been settled on him and by whose name he has been known and honored. Ten years after his death the estate goes to a stranger, who does the same with it: guess where this leaves us when it comes to knowing who these men are. We need seek no other examples than those of our own royal family: so many divisions, so many surnames; meanwhile the original of the stock has escaped us.46

It is nonetheless paradoxical that the Eyquem family had itself benefited from this practice denigrated by the author of the Essays. Here Montaigne seems to have forgotten that his own nobility was itself made possible thanks to the very practices he criticizes. Thus, instead of creating a new coat of arms, Ramon Eyquem appropriated the heraldry found onsite, that is to say that of the Essarts de Montaigne family, proprietors of the seigneury of Montaigne during the Middle Ages, a family that had since died out.47

The Eyquem patronym appears only once in the Essays, and even then it is only to dissociate Montaigne from a past that he claims to be distant. Very early on, the author of the Essays signed “Michel de Montaigne,” even during his tenure in the Parlement of Bordeaux from 1563 to 1570.48 This evident meticulousness for expunging his past and his origins—erasing the name of the Eyquems—will typify him throughout his life. In fact, it is not until after having divested himself of his parliamentary robe in 1570, and when beginning to write his Essays in 1572, that he felt confident in his new role as gentleman. The years of 1570–1572 truly marked a decisive turning point in the idea Montaigne held of himself; this new image of a gentleman-writer emerged inexorably through the abandonment of the patronym “Eyquem” and the valorization of his new name: Montaigne. The sentiment of having finally reached true nobility was, moreover, confirmed by two titles that were bestowed on him in rapid succession. From 1571 onward he will bear with pride the title of ordinary gentleman of the chamber (gentilhomme ordinaire de la chambre du roi) of Charles IX; the same year he had also just been “sworn in” as knight of the Order of Saint Michael, receiving the collar from the hands of Gaston de Foix, Marquis of Trans.49 Montaigne does not fail to record this important ceremony in his Livre de Raison. He could henceforth embark without any afterthought upon the profession that he has just elected: Montaigne will be a gentleman essayist,50 without, however, abandoning his political hopes and ambitions to serve his country and his king. In a way the Essays serve as the documentation of his nobility, or his lettres de noblesse, and the patronym Eyquem was from this moment on legitimately abandoned. Montaigne remarks upon this, noting that patronymic names and surnames create too much confusion as anyone can be called by them:

How many people are there in every family with the same name and surname? And in different families, centuries, and countries, how many? History has known three Socrateses, five Platos, eight Aristotles, seven Xenophons, twenty Demetriuses, twenty Theodores; and just guess how many it has not known. What prevents my groom from calling himself Pompey the Great? But after all, even if he does, what means or power exist that can attach and join this glorious sound or the honored pen strokes that represent this name to my groom when he is dead, or to that other Pompey who had his head cut off in Egypt, in such a way that they can get advantage out of them?51

Now that he was assured of the public acceptance of his nobility, Montaigne no longer seemed to consider the writing profession as contrary to the military ideal. He set about reconciling the two professions within a single work. The name Michel de Montaigne will be trotted out across the interminable disorder of the Essays—which he qualifies as a “wasteland” (terrains vagues)—just as his father trotted out his name onto the battlefields. Writing the Essays did not in the least hinder his accumulation of nobiliary titles because, again in 1577, by letters patent, he was also made ordinary gentleman of the chamber of the king of Navarre. The duties of these gentlemen were not terribly demanding and consisted principally of keeping oneself at the king’s disposition to receive and execute his orders. Under Charles IX, all gentlemen of the chamber of the king were compensated, but under Henry III the number of these gentlemen became so great that the majority of them no longer received any pay. Such was the case for Montaigne, who boasted of receiving no remuneration for his post. He did it for the glory and to have his name inscribed on the royal registers.

For a period of twenty years, from 1572 to 1592, the writing of the Essays reveals an ambiguity toward economic and mercantile phenomena. Montaigne relegated the merchant origins of his ancestors to obscurity and systematically praised nobiliary values. I have written elsewhere of this ambivalence toward a merchant world that is frequently visible in his writings.52 It is against this bourgeois origin that Montaigne must fight on each page of his Essays, against the name of Eyquem that haunts him, to demonstrate to the reader, and at the same time to the entire world, that he lives nobly as a gentleman on his estate, even going so far as to create the illusion and the myth of the retreat to his tower, far from the clamor of the Wars of Religion. The reinforcement of nobiliary values, notably by the persistent repetition of Montaigne’s name and his obstinacy concerning all that involves the vile commerce of goods, will end up being the greatest proof of the nobility of the soul that Montaigne claims for himself.

Illustrative of much more than one specific case, Montaigne’s Essays let us catch a glimpse, however, of an ambiguity and a profound tension between the old nobility and this new nobility issued from the rising bourgeoisie that acquires increasing power at the end of the sixteenth century. This social struggle between two classes confronting one another is equally marked by a redefinition of the proper name and its slow transformation into a proof of nobility. The social tension produced by accession to the nobility and the establishment of a new proper name, in opposition to the patronyms originating in the bourgeoisie, is always present in the Essays.

It is perhaps for this reason that, for Montaigne, a name is earned more than it is handed down, especially when its transmission proves problematic. We can thus appreciate Montaigne’s declarations concerning names in light of his own existence, because he will not be able to transmit his own to a single male descendant. As we have said, the name of Montaigne begins and ends with Montaigne. What a paradox for a man who never ceased to demonstrate that he possesses a noble spirit and writes for posterity, without any concern for his descendants (which he does not possess). An intransmissible name can be only “gratuitous,” in that no one will be able to inherit it. This premature ending of the name “Montaigne” is not, however, without its advantages: it cannot thus be adulterated by the generations to come. Montaigne cherishes his proper name as a unique object that belongs only to him. As a singular attribute, the name Montaigne becomes the object of a profound reflection. Born with Michel, the name Montaigne disappears with the death of its first owner. A form of consubstantiality—not displeasing to the essayist—can thus be theorized as existing between the name and the body of Montaigne, the departure point for the writing of the Essays.

It is therefore entirely logical that the question of the proper name keeps appearing in the Essays: “he must have won fifty-two pitched battles, always with weaker numbers, like Caesar. Then thousand good comrades and many great captains died in his service, valiantly and courageously, whose names have endured only as long as their wives and children lived,”53 Montaigne notes with sadness. Man inevitably depends on woman when it comes to assuring his lineage. The more he writes, the more the author persuades himself that the royal path of wars and battles is not the best means of transmitting a name:

So many names, so many victories and conquests, buried in oblivion, make it ridiculous to hope to perpetuate our name by the capture of ten mounted archers and some chicken coop known only by its fall. The pride and arrogance of so many foreign displays of pomps, the puffed-up majesty of so many courts and dignities, strengthens our sight and makes it steady enough to sustain the brilliance of our own without blinking. So many millions of men buried before us encourage us not to be afraid of joining such good company in the other world.54

The relative success of his first Essays of 1580 permitted Montaigne to glimpse the possibility of an illustrious renown without having to put it at the mercy of his hypothetical descendants or the hazards of battlefields. Neither semen nor sword could assure the transmission of his name to future generations; the pen, on the other hand, offered this possibility.

As if to reinforce the visibility of his new proper name, Montaigne expanded his first Essays, even adding a third book to them, but he never changed the title that must necessarily carry his name. He published a total of four editions of the Essays during his lifetime (he himself speaks of a fifth), but always with one identical title. After the success of the second Bordeaux edition published in 1582, when he had just been elected (in fact appointed) mayor of Bordeaux, Montaigne, as if to reassure himself of the fact that henceforth his name alone would be enough, asked the Parisian editor L’Angelier to remove his honorific titles from the title page. From 1588 on “Michel seigneur de Montaigne” would suffice, quite simply (Figure 1.2). The proper name then existed as a universal recognized by all—at least by those who mattered and were capable of assuring the reputation and thus the posterity of an author through their own writings. From 1588 onward—the title page of the first L’Angelier edition mentions it is the “fifth” edition, although we only know three other editions before this one—we see clearly that Montaigne understood his reputation to be assured. The anxiety he avowed in 1580 for finding a solid body that he wanted to “inseminate” with his writings had disappeared and Montaigne reaffirmed more strongly than ever what from now on he theorized as a perfect consubstantiality between book and man. There no longer remained any apprehension regarding the uncertainty of the name. Eyquem has vanished forever. As if by enchantment, Montaigne seemed to have completely forgotten his patronymic name.

Although he repeatedly maintains that he is not at all seeking renown, Montaigne is not, however, exempt from the vanity that consists of circulating his proper name among important individuals in France. It is thus that, beginning in 1571, he sent writing fragments of his friend La Boétie to the major figures of the kingdom, all the while adding to them a text that was his own. Montaigne admits that his editorial role in La Boétie’s works was principally to “distribute and divide it up into as many parts as I could, in order thereby to take the occasion to commend his memory to all the more people, choosing the most notable and worthy persons of my acquaintance, and those whose testimony might be the most honorable to him.”55 Of course Montaigne does not mention that his strategy to spread the name of La Boétie served him as well. The parcels of varied documents that he forwarded to Monsieur de Lansac, Monsieur de Mesmes, Michel de l’Hôpital, and Monsieur de Foix were all accompanied by an epistle signed with his name, “Michel de Montaigne,” words inlaid in the discourse of La Boétie, who, at that time, enjoyed a much greater reputation than that of the future author of the Essays.

When Montaigne gathered together La Boétie’s writings in 1571 with the intention of having them published in Paris, it is important to note that, on the title page of his friend’s work, Montaigne’s name appears for the first time. This habit of disseminating the name Montaigne should be compared to what the author says regarding a practice of which he disapproves, but that nevertheless applies to himself as well:

We call it making our name great to spread and sow it in many mouths; we want it to be received there in good part, and to profit by this growth: that is the most excusable element in this urge. But the excess of this malady goes so far that many seek to be talked about no matter how. Trogus Pompeius says of Herostratus, and Livy of Manlius Capitolinus, that they were more desirous of a big than of a good reputation. This vice is common. We care more that people should speak of us than how they speak of us; and it is enough for us that our name should be current in men’s mouths, no matter in what way it may be current. It seems that to be known is to have one’s life and duration somehow in the keeping of others.56
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FIGURE 1.2 Title page of the “fifth” edition of the Essays (Paris, 1588), Bibliotheca Desaniana.



“To sow names” is a telling expression coming from Montaigne’s plume. While he initially wanted to inseminate a solid body as a means of transmitting his name, he now realized that his writings had finally fulfilled this same formerly sought-after function. If he criticizes those who aim to have others speak of them at all costs, it is difficult not to put Montaigne in this same category. From this point forward (after 1588), his name circulated on all the lips of the kingdom and Marie de Gournay is not incorrect when, in 1595, in her preface to the posthumous edition of the Essays, she declares that “the reputation of this book is sufficient for its merit.”57 The reputation of the book had been realized through Montaigne’s proper name, a name that his ancestors, the Eyquems, had skillfully altered over time.

Ultimately, the new name borne by Montaigne was a success. So it was that in 1594, Marie de Gournay, calling herself the “daughter by alliance” (fille d’alliance) of the author of the Essays, did not hesitate to make use of Montaigne’s name in the title of a small book that she herself had published in Paris with Abel L’Angelier: Le Proumenoir de Monsieur de Montaigne—a sign that Montaigne’s name (his new proper name) had already gone down in history, a mere two years after his death.

Translated by Jacqueline Victor
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CHAPTER 2

MONTAIGNE’S EDUCATION

GEORGE HOFFMANN

ONE might argue that Montaigne learned more from eavesdropping in Paris among Buchanan’s acolytes or from reading books in his library in Périgord—perhaps even from his intense engagement with Lucretius alone—than he ever did from formal schooling. Such, however, would be to endorse too quickly Montaigne’s own dismissal of institutionalized education. His literacy in French, an abiding resistance to Ramist reforms, the framework for his mature ethical thinking, his early Protestant leanings, and influential models for his conception of self can all be traced to his years at the Collège de Guyenne.

The entire aim of Montaigne’s essay “Of the education of children” lies in taking education away from institutions and returning it to the hands of private tutors. Beyond the elitism inevitably entailed in such a proposition, it is worth pausing to recall how municipal schools had themselves wrested education out of the control of the Roman Catholic Church in order to make it public, that is to say, lay. The very term, laici, hints as the monopoly the Church long exercised over literacy in that it originally meant “unlettered.” As merchants increased trading with far-flung commercial partners, however, and as commerce expanded and cities grew, literacy rates arose of necessity outside the Church. A rising urban patriciate specifically did not wish their sons to take orders but, rather, to marry and expand the family’s size and scope.1 The new municipal schools they established for these sons served as objects of tremendous pride on the part of city elders, who, like Montaigne’s father, had labored to found them against daunting odds and entrenched tradition. Despite Montaigne’s sour memories, he could not repress the urge to crow that Bordeaux’s Collège de Guyenne was “the best in France” and its director, André de Gouvéa “incomparably the greatest principal of France.”2


ACQUIRING VERNACULAR LITERACY

Scholars, following Montaigne, have long attributed a supposed scholastic failure to his preschool Latin immersion: “where they give [translation exercises] to others in French, they had to give it to me in bad Latin, to turn it into good.” For, if Montaigne knew Latin too well, he knew French too poorly: “I was over six before I understood any more French or Perigordian than Arabic.”3 But could Montaigne have remained ignorant of French until the age of six? Some of his most formative months of language acquisition had occurred in the uniquely French setting of the local village, and from the mouth of his nurse.4 No matter how single-mindedly his father attempted to refashion life back in the château, he could little have hoped to enforce an all-Latin policy among a household containing dozens of servants and relatives, unruly either by nature or by title. A young, curious boy would have surprised many conversations between people who did not realize he was standing in the doorway. Few, if any of these adults, learned enough to carry on a conversation of any complexity. Did extended discussion simply disappear from the household for four or more years? Would a crash course in Latin for conversation have been required of the numerous neighbors and colleagues who visited the château? The father’s castle could not long have kept its secret from the sharp ears and inquisitive mind of a three year old, and the young Montaigne would have soon realized the charade Latin of his father’s château could not mask the vernacular world that lay beyond and, at times, within its walls.

Further, Montaigne’s classmates proved hardly more literate in French than did he. No boy at the time learned to read and write French at home. Montaigne’s difficulty translating into French would have been entirely typical for a six year old since translating from Latin into French was how all boys learned to read and write French in the first place: “children should learn to read and write well and quickly in Latin and in French,” as the Collège’s program specified.5 Municipal schools such as the one Montaigne attended taught literacy in both languages simultaneously using double translation exercises and from which latter-day French thème et version exercises descend. Unlike today, however, translating out of Latin into French aimed not only to verify pupils’ understanding of Latin, but also to teach them how to read French as well as how to spell and compose in the language the boys spoke but could not yet write. Montaigne’s capacity in French trailed that of his classmates not because he had been kept unaware of his native tongue, but because he had skipped ahead three grades and sat among classmates who possessed a formidable head start in writing French.

Montaigne suggests an additional reason why he did not remember school more fondly, namely that he showed up the Latin of his teachers, “my private tutors have often told me that in my childhood I had that language so ready and handy that they were afraid to accost me.” But how likely was it that the child Montaigne could have intimidated the likes of Antoine de Gouvéa, Nicolas Grouchy, and George Buchanan, instead of simply irritating older students acting as monitors? Buchanan, Grouchy, and Gouvéa ranked among the most accomplished Latinists of their day. They certainly proved more proficient than the unidentified instructor who had taught Montaigne and his family Latin back at the château, and who hailed from Germany, “the grossest nation in existence today” as Montaigne liked to call it—let alone the two assistants to whom his childhood tutor often had recourse, “two others with him, less learned.”6

NEO-ARISTOTELIANISM, ETHICS, AND LAW STUDY

Putting aside a moment the reasons for Montaigne’s discontent over school, and assuming that the Collège proved relatively successful in educating the young Montaigne, one can ask what he would have learned there. Contrary to how traditional accounts narrate a Renaissance liberating itself from Aristotelian strictures, the Collège de Guyenne steeped its older, artiens pupils in the works of the Stagirite. Elie Vinet taught at the Collège during Montaigne’s years there, and he served as its rector at the time Montaigne was writing his first Essays. In 1583 Vinet published the school’s curriculum, an ambitious list of works that commemorated ideals from the Collège’s heyday.7 These reveal a solid education in logic, either taught directly from Aristotle himself or from the manual of one of the Collège’s solidly neo-Aristotelian professors, the Præceptions Dialecticæ of Nicolas de Grouchy, who, like other colleagues at the Collège, Joachim Périon and André de Gouvéa’s brother Antoine, forcefully opposed the Ramist substitution of Cicero and dialectic for Aristotle’s logic at the upper levels (Cicero remained a staple at the lower ones).8

Many of Montaigne’s depreciative comments about philosophy, mistakenly taken to target Aristotle, merely echoed the sentiments of teachers like Grouchy, Gouvéa, and Périon, who pointedly distinguished their version of Aristotle from the abuses they found both in preceding scholastics and among contemporary Ramists. Instead, they hoped to reinvigorate study of the Stagirite through turning his method toward moral reflection. Thus Grouchy recommended using “syllogisms and enthymemes adapted to moral topics.”9 His Præceptions Dialecticæ illustrated logical arguments using examples pertaining to virtues and vices that replaced older hair-splitting philosophical ones, as in the following:



Omne bonum est laudabile.

Omna honestum est bonum.

Omne igitur honestum est laudabile.10



“A good education changes your judgment and conduct”: in this, Montaigne was simply echoing one of the foundational principles of humanist education as practiced at the Collège. For his teachers, education proved a way of imparting ethics, ethics a way of reforming institutions, “a market of virtue and learning,” as they called it.11 Youngest students began with the seven Psalms before moving on to the Moral Distichs of Cato. The scholars in tattered robes we imagine today poring over Latin in drafty corners nevertheless remained stubbornly convinced they were shaping a better future in the minds of their pupils.

The universe of the humanists was fundamentally a verbal one. Their educational revolution had consisted in de-emphasizing scholastic logic in favor of classical rhetoric. But “rhetoric” here did not reduce to empty speechifying nor to the inert recitation of maxims. Rather, humanists’ rhetorical study embraced a dynamic program of self-cultivation through learning when and how to use rhetoric’s power to move one to act appropriately and to urge better conduct among listeners. Instead of a set of propositions, humanists considered ethics to consist in practices, practices that included speaking about ethics and, in speaking about it, learning to behave ethically—behavior that might prove morally apt in a specific situation rather than following from a predetermined assessment of what moral action must entail.12

That said, one can nevertheless discern clear tendencies: constancy, moderation, self-regulation … in short, a Neostoicism fashioned for an urban merchant class whose values appear most visibly in how humanist collèges tirelessly extolled punctuality and hard work over idleness. Digging deeper, the foundations that underpinned the entire program at the Collège can best be understood in reference to the late medieval expansion of the legal profession. So long as a degree in theology had constituted the most desirable educational outcome, the entire medieval curriculum had leaned toward teaching the kinds of fine-toothed logical distinctions likely to serve theologians. The introductory trivium of grammar, rhetoric, and logic accorded by far the most weight to the last; even grammar study served largely as a pretext to introduce elementary logical principles. But by the fifteenth century, a burgeoning economy and the innumerable property disputes it generated, as well as a swelling bureaucracy and multiplying administrative bodies, increasingly tilted the balance of professional prestige toward a degree in law.13 Montaigne would remember this as a division between one profession more suited to extemporaneous argument (law) and another suited to arguments painstakingly prepared in advance (theology). While spontaneity seemed the more difficult task, it is no accident he found the France of his day richer in good lawyers than in good preachers.14

This migration in professional aspirations dragged along in its wake the whole scholastic program. From top to bottom, pedagogical values and the curricular focus they commanded rearranged themselves to address new sets of skills. Mathematics shifted toward computations used in auditing, geometry toward surveying property lines, and astronomy toward navigational questions. Rhetoric, the poorest sister of the trivium, now reigned as its queen. Ad hominem arguments might seem to hold little weight in disputes about the nature of the divine; but in a juridical setting they often were the dispute. Intricate chains of reasoning showed to poor advantage in courtrooms, where immediately graspable arguments and the speaker’s ethos could carry the day.


EARLY REFORMATION INFLUENCE

It would be incomplete, but not inaccurate, to see the Reformation controversies pitting these newly trained lawyers against theologians. Théodore de Bèze studied law under Melchior Wolmar and at Orléans, where he earned his licentiate. Calvin studied law at Orléans and Bourges, under Alciati, receiving his licentiate as well. Simon Goulart was trained in law at Paris. Finally, there was Luther himself, who famously defied his father’s wishes by dropping out of law school to enter a monastery. A “reform” of sorts was already sweeping France’s legal system as it sought to replace or supplement Roman law with home-grown customary law in an attempt to consolidate an independent, “Gallican” monarchy, free from Rome’s meddling. Such a milieu made these rising legal professionals natural converts to what would have seemed to them a congruent reform of Church rule.

Reformed literature often adopted a testimonial format, bearing witness to the Church’s crimes. Reformers claimed to “take up the case of Christ,” habitually appealed to a higher judge who might restore justice, or merely exhorted readers to act as a tribunal. One writer even claimed the Reformation had begun in the misapplication of a peculiarly legal sense of “justification” to construing “justification by faith alone.”15 In sum, a juridical culture tended to underwrite the attitudes of reformers toward their faith in a number of ways, among which the recourse to textual precedent, in the form of sola scriptura, stood as only one of the most prominent examples. Which scriptural precedents were cited, and how they applied, often depended on an individual minister’s discernment—in a manner more suggestive of jurisprudence than of the Roman Church’s emphasis on canonicity, codification, and institutionalized theology.

Nearly all of the teachers at the Collège harbored deep Reformation sympathies. Antoine de Gouvéa, Nicolas de Grouchy, Guillaume Guérente, Jehan de Costa, Claude Budin, Charles de Sainte-Marthe, Robert Breton, Pierre Allard, and André Zébédée all professed reformed views. Mathurin Cordier had even taught the young Calvin. More important still, George Buchanan, who would later ensure that James VI grew up as a properly reformed prince, tutored Montaigne and his brothers during summer vacations, and possibly at school as well.16 Buchanan was easily the most well known of Montaigne’s teachers, and he probably was the best Latinist at the Collège. The range of his writing, his wide travels, and his political connections offered much to admire.

One might assume that the political and theological stakes of the Reformation must have passed over the heads of students struggling to master declensions, but such does not reckon with how the Collège’s teachers aired their religious opinions in classes from the earliest age. Mathurin Cordier appended running commentary to Cato’s Moral Distichs, the work on which students began learning written French through studying a parallel French translation. Where the original recommended appeasing God with incense, Cordier corrected, “not even with incense, but with prayer, faith, a pure heart and a good conscience.”17

Buchanan, in particular, used school plays not only to teach Latin, but also to instill in his pupils Reformation values. One such play he authored, The Baptist, claims the heart constitutes the true church in which resides the Holy Spirit, accuses ordained priests and bishops of demanding tithes, frames God as a higher authority who allows one legitimately to oppose kings, and praises martyrdom.18 The chorus pauses to accuse the people of idol worship in terms suspiciously similar to those reformers employed to attack Roman worship: “wood and stone are worshipped as a deity … the sculptor venerates the statues which his own right hand has made. Untrammeled by law, he begs a tree-trunk for life.”19 The entire play turns on the right of John, a nonordained minister, to preach and give baptism. The way Herod wavers in the face of conflicting counsel could easily have read as a commentary on the recent shift of Francis I toward oppressing early reformers, epitomized in the figure of John himself, a proto-Protestant prophet who speaks truth to power and promises the population a renewal of religion.

Another play, Jephtha, repeatedly lambasts the worship of statues and images and the use of incense. Reflecting an intense Protestant preoccupation with iconoclasm, the play’s protagonist attributes God’s punishment of Israel to idol-worship: “we poured out foolish prayers to dumb rocks, and made empty vows to deaf logs.” Buchanan transforms tragic “fortune,” a staple lament of the classical chorus, into a reformed reflection on divine providence, and he criticizes Jephtha’s rash vow in distinctly reformed terms: “true piety is not to worship God by a practice which you have self-deceivingly established for yourself.”20

Montaigne admitted to being swayed to Reformation ideas in his youth, and Buchanan’s plays allow one to flesh out this confession. Being the youngest and smallest of his cohort would have marked Montaigne out for the role of Iphis, the blushing daughter of “virginal modesty” yet “manly spirit” whom Jephtha must sacrifice. It is in the mouth of Iphis that Buchanan placed a criticism of prayer as putatively practiced among Roman Christians, a criticism that Montaigne will echo years later in his chapter “Of prayers.” Iphis admonishes, “We should not coax the deity with prayers when the fickle breeze of fortune blows against us.” Montaigne similarly condemns “that error of ours … of having recourse to God in all our designs and enterprises, and calling on him in every kind of need and in whatever spot our weakness wants help.” Moreover, Montaigne asserts in this same essay a very reformed-sounding preference for the Pater Noster on the grounds that it is the only prayer attested to in scripture. As “the only prayer I use,” it implies, further, that Montaigne refrained from praying to the saints.21

A SENSE OF SELF THROUGH ACTING

Shorter than average, placed among boys three years older, benefiting from special privileges his father had obtained for him, and, by his own admission, conceited, Montaigne unsurprisingly bore sour memories from his schooldays.22 By his second year, he claims, he came under the supervision of a preceptor who deliberately turned a blind eye on his voracious private reading of Ovid, Virgil, Terence, and Plautus. But this supposedly “extracurricular” reading proves precisely what was being taught to the other boys, whose regular diet of Cicero was supplemented with excerpts from Terence, Ovid, and Virgil. Indeed, these were the authors taught in nearly every humanist program across France. In other words, it would appear that Montaigne was allowed, perhaps even encouraged, to complete a standard program of class work through independent study, as would a “special needs” student.23

The one thing that Montaigne remembered with a smile were school plays. Dramatic recitation allowed Montaigne to exercise his strength in oral Latin while eluding his weaker skills in written French. The school came to consider him its finest player; “I was considered a master craftsman,” acknowledged Montaigne still proud years later at having found a way to impress others.24 Acting on stage, in leading roles no less, even if this only meant striding out on a platform set up at one end of the dining hall, might seem likely to have made an unhappy boy stand out even more. But playing in these roles also allowed Montaigne, perhaps for the first time, to shape other boys’ responses to him, beginning with those older boys acting alongside him in plots that repeatedly forced their initial hostility and obstinacy to give way to the desires of the characters Montaigne would have played. Taken out of the protected environment of the preceptor’s apartment, the young Montaigne found himself obliged to work together with older classmates to rehearse and then perform: an important part of Montaigne’s socialization must have occurred on, and through, the stage.

Among Montaigne’s professors, Gouvéa, Élie Vinet, and Marc-Antoine Muret all authored editions or annotations of Terence, Gouvéa emphatically adding, “I have known no author one needs to know better by heart than Terence.”25 Hardly out the doors of the Collège, Montaigne picked a luxurious in-folio edition of Terence by Erasmus and Froben as one of his first personal book purchases, proudly inscribing it with the ex-libris “Michel Montaigne Eyquem of Bordeaux, owner hereof, 1549, at the age of sixteen.” As an adult, he claimed still to read Terence regularly, “at every moment our actions throw me back to him. I cannot read him so often as not to find in him some new beauty and grace.”26

Works and excerpts by the Roman playwright appeared as part of the official curriculum in the eight, fifth, fourth, and third classes, and they may well have supplemented extracurricular activities at all the upper levels since dramatic recitation constituted one of the cornerstones of the pedagogical reform of humanists. Montaigne would have begun acting at age eight. Few genres follow convention more closely than does classical comedy, and Terence’s plays prove no exception: two young people fall in love, parents attempt to forbid an ill match, resourceful servants find expedients, circumstances of birth belatedly revealed remove the objections to marriage, and all ends happily. No playbills exist today nor, probably, ever were produced. But one can hazard a few guesses as to the roles Montaigne might have been likely to fill. If the bigger boys were better suited to playing the father, his lenient friend, or elder servant, Montaigne’s smaller stature and younger age destined him for the parts of the coy maiden or her amorous young lover.

Whether it be Pamphilus or Charinus, or any of the other disaffected Athenian teenagers, the adolescent’s need to shake loose the strictures of family expectation takes front stage in Terence. Montaigne will come to cast his relationship with his father in terms familiar to anyone who has enjoyed a Terentian comedy: after a youthful phase of prodigal spending and obsession with amorous challenge, he disagrees with his father over assuming responsibility for the family domain before ultimately reconciling himself thanks to an approved marriage.27

In “Of the education of children,” Montaigne attributes to his private preceptor another comic role: “Pretending to see nothing, he whetted my appetite, letting me gorge myself with these books only in secret.”28 Here is the indulgent paternal stand-in, straight out of Terence’s Brothers or The Self-Tormentor, and Montaigne’s warmhearted memory could have been scripted by his teachers. Humanist pedagogues loved nothing more than to point to Terence’s opposition between the senex lenis and the senex durus, placing themselves in the position of the lenient older male who tempered the father’s imposition of authority; in short, Terence’s paternal pairs offered them convenient publicity for their campaign to remove children from the family so as to place them—more happily, it was implied—under their own supervision in the collèges.

The Essays’s “stage of the world” or “theater of the world” thus may count for something more here than simply a well-worn commonplace with which to affirm or feign world weariness.29 At times, Montaigne considers social life as profoundly, even intrinsically, theatrical, “Any man can play his part in the side show and represent a worthy man on the boards.” Suggesting the impossibility of the Socratic injunction, “Know thyself,” he concludes that humankind is but “the fool of the farce.” His writing style follows suit, “I have naturally a humorous and familiar style.”30

As Montaigne advanced through the school, he eventually became one of the older boys himself, and the roles for which he was chosen must have changed. The last play in which he would have acted, Marc-Antoine Muret’s Julius Caesar, presented a noble, “magnanimous” hero very much at odds with the distaste the Essays express for Rome’s overweening first emperor.31 However, one passage in the Essays does admire Caesar’s calm in the face of danger, and its phrasing suggests Montaigne may be translating from memory a line spoken by Muret’s Caesar some thirty years later, which in turn might indicate he performed in the role of the doomed emperor.32

With school plays, Montaigne’s natural disposition toward arrogance, a trait negatively viewed off stage, transformed into an advantage. He even renamed this disposition, now seen in this newly positive light, as assurance: “assurance in expression and flexibility in voice and gesture, in adapting myself to the parts I undertook to act.”33 When he returns to revise the passage for the 1588 edition of the Essays, he inserts the story of how he, serving as mayor, successfully stared down a planned coup, “head high and countenance open.” The parallel between Montaigne and Caesar could not be clearer, and a theatrical context for their association surfaces in the manner in which Montaigne praises Caesar: Montaigne singles out precisely the skill that he himself learned as a child on stage: “this strong assurance,” which he repeats at the end of the chapter as “fine assurance.”34

“Assurance” stems not from a guarantee based in probable or even possible outcomes; on the contrary, self-assurance proves a confidence adopted precisely in the absence of foresight, or phronesis.35 Caesar’s lesson thus proves not a stoic method but a skeptical one. Like Muret’s Caesar, Sextus’s skeptic “is aware both of the instability of the world and the insecurity of events.” Diogenes Laertius paints the skeptic in an even more explicitly courageous stance, the philosopher Pyrrho “taking no precaution, but facing all risks as they come.”36 Thus do the figures of the dispassionate philosopher and the fearless general merge in Montaigne’s mind to produce a model of willful self-assurance. More important than what roles one played was the notion of playing a role in the first place: “whatever role man undertakes to play, he always plays his own at the same time.” Although teachers believed that Latin theater could teach children to have virtuous selves, Montaigne seems to have learned from it an ability to put himself in the shoes of others, and he claims having “train[ed] myself from my youth to see my own life mirrored in that of others.”37

The underlying model of a person in the Essays proves not any single character type nor fixed nature but the actor who plays diverse roles, assuming one identity and then the next. Indeed, Montaigne considers this to be the mark of a healthy individual, and, conversely, he condemns the practice of hanging onto one, single inclination or vocation as, quite literally, unhealthy.38 Similarly, being a friend to oneself means “knowing exactly what he owes to himself, finds it in his part [role] that he is to apply to himself his experience of other men and of the world.”39 Hence it comes to pass that, as in the witticism about Victor Hugo being a madman who believed he was Victor Hugo, Montaigne comes to play the part of Montaigne: “Others form man; I tell [recite] him and portray a particular one, very ill-formed.”40 One plays a role even within oneself: “having our courage firmly grounded and secure [assured] against the assaults of fortune … It is not for show that our soul must play its part, it is at home, within us, where no eyes penetrate but our own.” From Terence, whom he considered “that most excellent painter” of humankind, Montaigne came to see human nature itself as a sort of role in which each person must play the part of a human, “play the man well and properly.” “I am a man, nothing human is foreign to me”: Montaigne inscribed this famous line from Terence’s Self-Tormentor on the first ceiling joist upon which his eyes alighted in looking up from his desk in his library, thus commemorating his thespian coming of age.41

PRE-SCHOOL MORAL EDUCATION

And after the Collège? Roger Trinquet argues persuasively for two extra years as an artiens student studying philosophy after Montaigne completed the curriculum at the Collège.42 Scattered references to Toulouse and numerous family connections there have made law study in that city seem a strong possibility to a number of scholars. A handful of names mentioned in the Essays place Montaigne in Paris in the 1550s, where he likely accompanied his uncle on missions representing Bordeaux’s Parlement and where he seems to have enjoyed his free time in the company of Buchanan’s associates, among whom he may have picked up an abiding interest in natural history.43 Finally, his recovered copy of De rerum natura shows him applying himself intensely to scholarly study as late as 1563–1564.

Of these stages in his education, Montaigne remains even more circumspect than regarding the Collège. Given this reticence to speak about his intellectual formation, it appears all the more surprising that he should mention his preschool learning at all. But it is nevertheless to his first years that Montaigne paradoxically awarded the greatest influence in shaping his adult attitudes. His unwillingness to acknowledge the importance of municipal schools reappears in this decision to privilege his preschool years as formative of his moral nature.

The significant contribution of Roger Trinquet’s massive Jeunesse de Montaigne lay in proposing that Montaigne’s father did not hit upon his scheme for preschool immersive Latin education while abroad, during his service in the Italian campaigns, but, rather, in Bordeaux while helping to establish the Collège from its first teachers.44 They would have had in mind the recommendations Erasmus made in his 1529 De pueris instituendis, or Of the Education of Children, to which Montaigne would one day respond in full with his own “Of the education of children.” Trinquet devotes the longest part of his study to analyzing the influence of De pueris upon Montaigne’s upbringing and later outlook. But it is worth noting that, however much Montaigne admired Erasmus, his own thinking about education diverged markedly.

Whereas Erasmus considered it most important for a child to speak well, Montaigne emphasized doing well. Erasmus placed mental exercise over physical activity, education over nature, and learning over experience. He thought children should grow up to resemble their parents, where Montaigne thought they should learn to be versatile and adapt their character to the demands of the time and place. Erasmus thought memory the chief faculty to exercise in children, Montaigne judgment. Erasmus spoke as an authority on these matters, Montaigne preferred, with his student, to remain a lifelong amateur.

Rather than to formal education, Montaigne traced the beginning of his ethical training to when his father entrusted him shortly after birth, over a baptismal font, to two pairs of peasant hands. He was accordingly named Michel after the local parish’s patron saint and his father’s birthday, September 29, the feast of St. Michael, or Michaelmas, the beginning of the folk new year. His father insisted upon godparents selected from among the family’s farmers neither out of Christian humility nor passing fancy but to “ally” his tenants with the child who would one day become their master.

Practices of estate management encouraged such shows of consideration, through displays of paternalism calculated to reinforce hierarchy.45 However grudging might prove the acquiescence of those on the bottom, participants in the manorial system placed great stock in its supposedly collaborative nature. The Old Regime countryside ran on the presumption of a moral economy by which commoners and nobles could call on one another to fulfill reciprocal, though decidedly unequal, obligations.46 Through Catholic Church ceremony and a newborn’s helplessness, his father sought to make his domain’s peasants partners in the child’s welfare so that they might acquire the appearance, at least, of being stakeholders in the family’s fortunes.

It can be difficult to detect a proper tone of gratitude, let alone sympathy, in Montaigne’s sanguine account, during the 1586 plague, of how one of his peasants returned to till the garden below his window after having buried a son earlier in the morning or of how others had to dig their own graves.47 He often chanted the praises of ordinary life, and he loved to irritate his friend La Boétie by attributing Stoic fortitude to the uneducated, to American natives, and even to animals. He did not idealize peasants, however, roundly criticizing them for miserliness and for unreflectively taking sides in the Wars of Religion.48 In the end, perhaps the best thing one can say about Montaigne’s attitude toward the lower classes is that he made no exception for them.

His first minutes among his parents and their friends were festive, and brief. Upper-class pretensions, of which the Eyquem family possessed more than its fair share, dictated that infants be sent to a wet nurse, ideally a woman who had lost a child in birth rather than weaned one, since “young” milk was considered more nourishing. Families sought wet nurses not so much to preserve the lady of the house’s social schedule, or her trim figure, but rather to increase her chances of becoming pregnant again as rapidly as possible by halting lactation.49 Antoinette bore the family six children in her first seven years of marriage, and at least four more in the years following. She would give birth to her last child, well into her forties, a full twenty-seven years later. Practices of limiting natality to consolidate patrimony would shortly appear among the upper aristocracy, but for the time being, a wife was expected to bring forth as many children as physically possible. “Rebirth” stood as no mere metaphor in the Renaissance.

By the end of the fifteenth century, the plague had begun to withdraw from the countryside. This marked the final stages of Europe’s development of its arsenal of germs—and resistance to them—that would figure over the coming centuries as the single most decisive factor in its conquest and domination of the rest of the globe.50 As Montaigne nursed in the village, France was witnessing its last generalized epidemic; henceforth, the plague would confine itself to specific regions and, increasingly, to cities. Overcrowded and with notoriously poor hygienic standards, urban centers would continue for two more centuries to suffer periodic outbreaks of pestilence; rural areas, on the contrary, not only remained healthy, but also fueled the demographic explosion of the Renaissance. In fact, it would take another five hundred years before cities could begin to sustain their populations without requiring a regular influx of peasants.51 The infant Montaigne thrived safely in the healthiest place to grow up in Old Regime France: a simple country village.

However, for the villagers, and for the wet nurse especially, being entrusted the little Eyquem boy might have seemed less an honor than a cause for worry. France’s chancellor recounted confiding his grandson to a village wet nurse during one visit in the country; the baby quickly caught a fever, provoking “panic and anxiety” among the ladies and, in him, indignation.52 After “milk fever,” the greatest risk was that a nurse or, more frequently still, her sleeping husband might roll over in bed and suffocate the baby.53 Montaigne’s nurse could little afford to grieve the loss of her own child: her continued welcome on the family’s domain depended upon her ensuring the good health of her master’s infant. One of the first things, then, that the young boy might have learned from growing up among his father’s tenants was that he was different from the other children. As an adult, he would look upon his former playmates not as equals but rather as “that class of men that needs our help.”54

In the spring of the following year, his brother Thomas was born and shortly joined him in the village. The family appeared in no hurry to bring either boy back home. His father, an alderman and the city’s provost, would soon become its assistant mayor as well.55 Even when his conjugated functions did not retain him in Bordeaux, property holdings in and around the city and to the north in the Médoc region—his family’s ancestral origin—often kept him away from the château. Meanwhile, having enjoyed over the preceding months loosened swaddling and the free movement of his arms, Montaigne now donned a bonnet and a frock—more of a dress, actually, a garment worn indiscriminately by both boys and girls. Already walking, eagerly accepting table food, and, in effect, weaned, he stayed on in the village for more than two years—the customary time for weaning boys in the South.56

Wet nursing, even over significantly shorter periods, attracted fierce criticism; Erasmus, in particular, inveighed against the practice. A nurse’s milk transmitted the coarser nature of the lower classes from which they tended to hail and could even produce mental deficiencies, such as poor memory. Too much nursing made a boy “mollis,” or soft and passive, Erasmus surmised, reproaches that Montaigne echoed in his essay when he avowed his “molle” disposition, “sluggish, lax, and drowsy.”57 Mollis had long been used to denigrate those regarded as pliable and weak; the teachings of Epicurus would point Montaigne toward rehabilitating the term through more positive connotations of versatility, but it would always carry something of the stigma attached to low-born wet nurses.58

Whatever the virtue of arguments against wet nursing, the force of their prejudice informed Montaigne’s examination of his “heavy, lazy, do-nothing nature,” a disposition that took after the “molle” character of commoners.59 Does he owe his honest nature to his father’s example or rather to an “instinct and impression” that he brought away from his nurse? Concluded one self-appointed expert of the time, “the nurse’s spirits, carried into her milk, have great power and influence in imprinting certain behaviors and complexions in those who first drink them, even more than those coming from the blood and spirits of the father and the mother by way of the sperm.”60 Other contemporaries judged that a nurse’s milk, actually “whitened blood,” did much “to form not only the body of the child, but also his morals.”61 The adult Montaigne would locate the roots of his identity not in his parents so much as in his “nurse’s milk,” “moderately healthy and temperate,” to which he attributed his mild disposition, compass for his moral being.62 Milk would trump blood.

It would also perplex him as to where predisposition left off and upbringing began. When he claims his chief virtues came from his “wet nurse,” it is unclear whether one should attribute to nurture or to nature his propensity to compassion, “so natural and so much my own that the same instinct and impression that I brought away from my nurse I have still retained.”63 It seems both instinct and impression, both inborn and inculcated. His mother and nurse become similarly confused when he asserts that “our greatest vices take shape from our tenderest childhood, and that our most important training is in the hands of nurses. It is a pastime for mothers to see a child wring the neck of a chicken or amuse itself by hurting a dog or a cat.”64 What one can determine with confidence is that he grants more weight to his peasant nurse’s temperament than to his mother’s distracted eye: he chooses to hate cruelty “to such a point of softness (mollesse) that I do not see a chicken’s neck wrung without distress.”65

Little that was exceptional marked Montaigne’s childhood and far less than he liked to claim. One nonetheless finds many elements of his mature thinking already in place: the ideal of joining a public career to a life of letters, as inspired by Cicero; an extracurricular and richly imaginative response to Latin poetry; the Aristotelian categories of mind and behavior, which would serve as targets for much of his later mental shooting practice; a pessimistic anthropology inspired by the Reformation; a sense of detachment and reengagement through role-playing; and a sweet-natured temperament, which he attributed to a peasant woman’s milk rather than to his teachers, however much they thought they were the ones fashioning his moral nature.
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CHAPTER 3

THE HUMANIST TRADITION AND MONTAIGNE

JOHN O’BRIEN

AS applied to the Renaissance, “humanism” is often a term of particularly broad and vague interpretation. It is frequently taken to refer to a supposed revival of interest in humankind and a belief in its activities and potentiality. Visual representations such as the emphasis on the human body in Michelangelo’s paintings on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel or in his sculpture such as the statue of David are taken as emblematic of such an attitude, while the technological innovations of Da Vinci are similarly perceived as signs of human inventiveness and curiosity. Through the discovery of the Americas, humanism is held to be interested in exploration, the expansion of human knowledge, and an understanding of new races, societies, and customs. Humanism also encompasses a celebration of learning brought about by the invention of printing, the availability of classical literature, and the rise of the vernacular as a means of expression rivalling Latin and Greek. In theology, humanism is frequently conceived of as a return to the original sources of biblical texts rather than reliance on later or intermediate texts such as the Latin Vulgate. The list of developments associated with humanism could be further extended to the fields of architecture, music, law, philosophy, historiography, and science. Thus conceived, humanism is considered, implicitly or explicitly, both as an adumbration of modernism and as a break with the medieval world; indeed, among some critics, this newly rediscovered human focus is contrasted with the divine centripetalism of the Middle Ages, as if the Renaissance relativized or, worse, dispensed with religion. Indeed, ultimately, the very terms “Renaissance” and “Middle Ages” entrench the distinctions and definitions at stake in the word “humanism”: humanism is one of the central ways in which the Renaissance is turned toward the future rather than the past, or so the claim holds.

It was Kristeller who reminded us that humanism had a more much precise and useful definition: humanism, he showed, derived from the Italian word for a teacher of the classics, umanista.1 Montaigne himself makes use of this term once only, when he compares and contrasts humanistes with theological writers.2 Expanding on Kristeller’s perspective, Nicholas Mann more recently underlined that the word humanitas had originated with Cicero and that studia humanitatis encompassed the disciplines that we would nowadays think of as composing a “liberal education”: the arts course of history, rhetoric, and literature.3 At a single stroke, Kristeller and Mann offered a much sharper critical focus by directing attention to two salient features of sixteenth-century endeavor: the importance of classical literature and the importance of education. Concentrating initially on these two aspects of humanism in Montaigne’s Essays, we shall use these as a springboard to consider the essayist’s relations with the humanist tradition in four key areas: education, theology, law, and medicine. The underpinning premise in all cases is that it is the question of knowledge that is crucial to Montaigne’s conception of humanism.

MOLDING KNOWLEDGE

Educational treatises, emphasizing the shaping of human beings through the acquisition of knowledge, were certainly a phenomenon of the sixteenth century. Erasmus and Vives wrote two of the most famous and Montaigne himself gives us many details of his own upbringing and education, notably in the chapter “Of the education of children,” which is in all but name his own educational treatise. A feature of his childhood that struck his contemporaries and continued to be commented upon by writers well into the seventeenth century was his unorthodox initiation into the world of educational humanism by his father, Pierre Eyquem. Pierre Eyquem hit upon the twofold device of teaching his son Latin by hiring a German tutor who conversed only in Latin and by forbidding his household and even his servants to speak any other language to the young Michel.4 Unorthodox as it may seem, this method of complete immersion in a language was recommended by Erasmus, and thus has impeccable humanist credentials, although Montaigne claims his father brought it from Italy.5 As a result of this training, he tells us that he knew neither French nor Périgourdin before the age of six. In 1539, his education took a more conventional turn, in that, along with his two brothers, he was sent by his father to the Collège de Guyenne, “which was then very flourishing and the best in France,”6 attracting some of the finest classical teachers of the time under the impetus of its dynamic principal, André de Gouvéa. He names some of those who taught him there: Nicholas de Grouchy, Guillaume Guérente, George Buchanan, and Marc-Antoine de Muret. Of these, the first two, who had worked with Gouvéa in Paris before moving to Bordeaux, were classical scholars in the traditional mold, producing works about Roman antiquities and commentaries on Aristotle. The last two, however, were more widely known. Buchanan (1506–1582) was an internationally renowned Latinist who wrote poetry and tragedies in that tongue and was the author of a history of Scotland, a copy of which Montaigne owned. He taught at the Collège de Guyenne between 1539 and 1543, and again between 1545 and 1547, thus overlapping with Montaigne’s own time there, and the essayist mentions him on more than one occasion in his writings (II, 17; III, 5; III, 7).7 Muret (1526–1585) was notably the author of commentaries on the Latin elegiac poets as well as on Ronsard’s love poetry. Montaigne met him again in Rome, in 1581, during his trip to Italy and it was after that point that he added to chapter I, 26 a description of Muret as “the best orator of his time” in France and Italy.8 Muret most likely taught Montaigne for the second phase of his studies, on the arts course, after he finished the first phase of his educational studies in 1546 at the age of thirteen. The future essayist left the Collège de Guyenne in 1548. In chapter I, 26—surprisingly in view of the quality of the teaching on offer at the Collège—Montaigne records a mixed impression of his school years in Bordeaux, recognizing the care his father took to provide for him but feeling that his spoken Latin had grown worse to the point at which he no longer had any fluency in it.

Renaissance humanist educational treatises also emphasized an intensive reading program. Montaigne’s upbringing was no exception, and in chapter I, 26, he lists the works, largely classical ones, that he read under his father’s direction. Ovid’s Metamorphoses were his first love, he tells us, followed by Virgil’s Aeneid, and then Terence, Plautus, and Italian comedies. Although these were standard Latin set authors for pupils, Montaigne is clear that they also reflected his personal preferences. This short list is supplemented by his lengthier discussion in II, 10, “Of books” and while we cannot be sure that all the works discussed in that later chapter were directly related to his education as such, there is some significant overlap of authors and they are clearly related to the tastes he developed at an early age. This much is apparent, for instance, from the way he gives the first rank to poetry, which he tells us he loves “with particular affection.”9 He mentions by name Virgil, Lucretius, Catullus, Horace, and, shortly afterward, Lucan, and the Georgics and the fifth book of the Aeneid are singled out as instances of the highest art. Among prose writers, Seneca and Plutarch, evoked at the outset of the chapter, are commended for their letters and moral treatises, respectively; earlier, Plutarch’s parallel lives of famous Greeks and Romans are also considered key reading. By contrast, Cicero, a staple of the Renaissance educational system, is valued principally for his moral philosophy and for his Letters to Atticus, the latter emphasizing the essayist’s interest in the epistolary genre. A special place is reserved for historians, whom Montaigne deems “more my quarry.”10 He lists a number of them: Plutarch and Julius Caesar from classical antiquity; Froissart, Joinville, and Commines from the medieval period; and Guicciardini and the Du Bellay brothers from his own times; two others, Sallust and the biographical writer Diogenes Laertius, are mentioned in passing. For what he labels “books that are simply entertaining,”11 he turns to Boccaccio, Rabelais, and the neo-Latin poet, Johannes Secundus; but he now no longer finds Ariosto or even Ovid appealing. Among playwrights, Terence and Plautus, who had appeared in “Of the education of children,” return, with Terence prized for the prominence given to him by Cicero and Horace. Montaigne’s reading thus covers all three major literary genres (poetry, prose, drama) and his interest in theater—not the most prominent feature in the Essays as a whole—was sharpened by acting in the plays composed by Buchanan, Guérente, and Muret for their pupils at the Collège de Guyenne.

The essayist’s own educational experience gave him strong views about the nature and purpose of education, which he also sets out in “Of the education of children” and whose results can be seen in “Of books.” A particular target of Renaissance humanist criticism was the accumulation of bookish learning associated in the first instance with the educational methods of Scholasticism. Echoing such views, Montaigne proposes what he expressly sees as a novel approach:

since I would rather make of him [the pupil] an able man than a learned man, I would also urge that guide be taken to choose a guide with a well-made rather than a well-filled head; that both these qualities should be required of him, but more particularly character and understanding than learning; and that he should go about his job in a novel way.12

The careful parallel between the pairs of terms “able”/“learned” and “well-made”/“well-filled,” in which the first idea in each case has positive value, gives rhetorical support to the point Montaigne is making: he is attacking the passive acquisition of knowledge instead of its active assimilation as part of the permanent shaping of character. He derides standard educational methods based on repetition, memory tests, and kow-towing to authority, especially to Aristotle, the “monarch of modern learning” as he ironically describes him.13 He continues: “Let the tutor make his charge pass everything through a sieve and lodge nothing in his head on mere authority and trust: let not Aristotle’s principles be principles to him any more than those of the Stoics or Epicureans.”14 A little later in the same chapter, he attacks the Aristotelian-derived syllogistic reasoning used in the teaching of logic as part of the university arts course in the Renaissance and, in a related context, he criticizes Aristotle along similar lines as “the god of scholastic knowledge.”15 In contradistinction to this, imagery drawn from the physical and natural world—digestive, agricultural, and apian—is used by Montaigne in chapter I, 26 to articulate the transformation that he regards as necessary to turn the raw material of knowledge into the formation of character. As part of that process, his strong recommendation is for his pupil to read history. History is valued by him, not for its recording of facts or events, nor just as an inventory of outstanding actions, useful as that may be, but for its insight into human character; events reveal attitude, disposition, and motivation, and they bring out qualities of judgment, resourcefulness, courage, and prudence. Thus the molding of character through the process of education is for the essayist the true outcome of learning, a learning newly endowed with an ethical dimension and directed toward supple, flexible thinking rather than straight-jacketed forms of knowledge dependent on feats of memory and the passive imbibing of set conceptual categories. Montaigne’s unconventional approach to knowledge, not as a scholarly possession or a gentlemanly accomplishment, runs counter to common opinion (he expressly concedes that) and, in that respect, extends his father’s own educational practice.

A full account of Montaigne’s debt to the classical learning of his humanist contemporaries would need to cover the range of his substantial reading and its subsequent redeployment and reworking in the fabric of the Essays. Even a synopsis such as this one must nonetheless mention some outstanding examples. Lucretius is the most preeminent and certainly the most celebrated. Montaigne’s copy of this author survives in the edition published in 1563 by the classical scholar and editor Denys Lambin (1519–1572). Although Montaigne does not mention Lambin by name, he made extensive use of his work, heavily annotating his copy of On the Nature of Things and scattering quotations from this poem throughout his Essays.16 The same principle holds true, although to a lesser degree, for other extant copies from his library: Erasmus’s 1538 edition of the plays of Terence, equally annotated by him and quoted in his writings; Avancius’s Ausonius (Venice, 1517); Denis Sauvage’s Nicole Gilles (Paris, 1562); and for a host of other works, none of whose editors are directly mentioned but all of whose scholarship fed the essayist’s imagination. Even though Montaigne himself did not edit or translate classical works, it may be said that he learned from his humanist educators the ability to read at close quarters, and hence to understand and interpret, as his annotations to Lucretius, Caesar, and Nicole Gilles, among others, bear witness. Nor was he a philologist or textual critic as such, but he possessed their discriminating eye.

In addition to making use of their publications, Montaigne was on friendly terms with a number of contemporary humanists, who exemplified for him the principles he advocates in chapter I, 26. In the immediately preceding chapter, I, 25, “Of pedantry,” while deploring pedants who fill their heads with knowledge but not with judgment and virtue, he dwells by contrast admiringly on:

Adrianus Turnebus, who, having had no other profession but letters, in which, in my opinion, he was the greatest man that has been in a thousand years, had nevertheless nothing pedantic about him but the gown he wore and a certain external mannerism that might not be civilized by a courtier’s standard, which are things of no importance.17

Turnebus is Adrien Turnèbe (1512–1565), one of his teachers who subsequently became Royal Reader in Greek in Paris.18 Montaigne mentions him again in chapter II, 17, saying: “Adrianus Turnebus knew more, and knew better what he knew, than any man that lived in his time or for many years before,” and on the same page also celebrates his achievements as a neo-Latin poet along with other classical scholars such as Jean Dorat, the teacher of Ronsard and Du Bellay, and (once again) George Buchanan.19 Another humanist with whom he was on equally warm terms was Jacques Amyot (1513–1593), bishop of Auxerre and translator of Plutarch, whose French versions of the Parallel Lives and Moralia (Moral Treatises) were published in 1565 and 1572, respectively. Montaigne owned copies of both works. In chapter II, 4 of the Essays “Let business wait till tomorrow,” he begins with praise of Amyot for his work in translating this Greek author: “I give, and it seems to me with reason, the palm to Jacques Amyot over all our French writers, and not only for the naturalness and purity of his language, in which he surpasses all others.”20 Montaigne goes on to describe Plutarch as a thorny, compact writer and to extol Amyot’s ability to understand his author’s thought inwardly, “having by long acquaintance implanted vividly in his own soul a general idea of Plutarch’s soul.”21 He further expresses a personal as well as a general debt in acknowledging that Amyot’s enterprise has enabled his countrymen “to speak and write.”22 Indeed, whatever the shortcomings of Amyot’s translations (which he hints at in II, 4), he defended his fellow countryman against criticism when on his visit to Rome in 158123 and his prominent references to Plutarch in I, 26 and II, 10 are indicative of the influence these translations had on him. To take only one further instance, the closing two pages of Montaigne’s longest chapter, “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” are lifted directly from Amyot’s translation of one of Plutarch’s moral treatises.24 A glimpse of his personal friendship with Amyot also emerges at the beginning of chapter I, 24, “Various outcomes of the same plan,” where Montaigne recounts a lengthy story told to him by Amyot about the magnanimous conduct of François, duc de Guise, at the siege of Rouen in 1562.

Montaigne’s humanist connections had an international dimension also, notably including the Belgian philosopher and editor of classical texts, Justus Lipsius (1547–1606). In II, 12, Lipsius is the object of Montaigne’s passionate wish:

How I wish that while I am alive … Justus Lipsius, the most learned man we have left, with a most polished and judicious mind, truly akin to my Turnebus, might have the will, and the health, and enough leisure, to compile into a register, according to their divisions and classes … the opinions of ancient philosophy on the subject of our being and conduct.25

The comparison of Lipsius to Turnèbe is a high compliment. Lipsius’s bent, though, was for Neo-Stoicism, a field in which he produced several major works, none exactly along the lines called for by Montaigne, although his handbook to Stoicism (1604) does contain a history of the various schools of philosophy. One of his other publications, the Politica, is mentioned approvingly in I, 26; as the Politica was first published in 1589, Montaigne’s comment must come either in or after this year.26 Lipsius reciprocated the esteem, praising his correspondent as the French Thales (the embodiment of wisdom) as early as 1583. A few years later, around the time Montaigne produced his tribute to Lipsius in II, 12 (after 1588), Lipsius corresponded with him, and three of these letters survive (Montaigne’s letters to Lipsius have not).27 There is also a hitherto unnoticed quotation from “Of cannibals” in Lipsius’s Monita et exempla politica (1605),28 while Michel Magnien has argued that certain sentences in the prologue to Lipsius’s Of Constancy (1584) are a homage inspired by a reading of the Essays.29

Yet the most developed example of Montaigne’s relations with humanists is also the nearest to home: his close friend, Estienne de La Boétie (1530–1563), who was his colleague at the law court (Parlement) in Bordeaux. While La Boétie is nowadays best known for his political treatise, the Discourse on Voluntary Servitude, our recent discoveries about his philological activities reveal him to have been a classical scholar in the mold of his French contemporaries such as Turnèbe or Muret; like them, he used his philological ingenium (native wit, talent) to emend works of classical literature whose text is corrupt.30 In “Of friendship,” Montaigne offers an assessment of his friend’s ability, declaring that La Boétie’s “mind was molded in the pattern of other ages than this”31 and adding:

[I]f … he had adopted such a plan such as mine, of putting his ideas in writing, we should see many rare things which would bring us very close to the glory of antiquity; for particularly in the matter of natural gifts, I know no one who can be compared with him.32

In “Of presumption,” he reinforces this idea: “He was truly a full soul, handsome from every point of view; a soul of the old stamp, who would have achieved great results if fortune had willed it, for he had added much to this rich nature by learning and study.”33 La Boétie, had he lived, would have rivaled antiquity. Indeed, in the learned parlementaire circles in which he moved, he was so regarded in his own time. For example, another colleague at Bordeaux, Arnaud Le Ferron, spoke of La Boétie as truly Attic and as a second Budé;34 in other words, he is a Hellenist, a Greek specialist who bears comparison with the greatest French Renaissance Hellenist of the previous generation, Guillaume Budé (1467–1540), the first head of the Collège de France founded in 1530 by Francis I (r. 1515–1547). Such idealizing descriptions of La Boétie are also the portrait of the humanist scholar, shaped by learning, study, and work to be the living embodiment of an admired classicism. La Boétie, however, died young in 1563; and by that date, other forces were already at work that were to compromise that humanist dream.

KNOWLEDGE SHAKEN

My house has long been open to men of learning, and is well known to them. For my father, who ruled it for fifty years and more, inflamed with that new ardour (ardeur nouvelle) with which King Francis I embraced letters and brought them into credit (les mit en credit), sought with great diligence and expense the acquaintance of learned men, receiving them at his house like holy persons having some particular inspiration of divine wisdom, collecting their sayings and discourses like oracles, and with all the more reverence and religion as he was less qualified to judge them; for he had no knowledge of letters, any more than his predecessors. Myself, I like them well enough, but I do not worship them.35

These remarks from the opening of the “Apology for Raymond Sebond” capture the exhilaration of the early Renaissance, symbolized by the renewal of learning under Francis I, as it affects, in particular, Montaigne’s father and his attitude toward men of learning. In terms that are affectionately ironical, the essayist turns Pierre Eyquem’s cultivation of humanists into an episode of religious veneration, with scholars playing the roles of saints and oracles and Pierre in a comic-yet-serious posture of worship. In one sense, this passage can be understood as the backcloth to Pierre’s educational policy, which we examined in the first part of this article. In another sense, however, it heralds the mighty change to which Michel, Pierre’s son, points in his own disconcerting final sentence: “Myself, I like them well enough, but I do not worship them.” What has happened to bring about such a change in attitude?

We are very soon informed when Montaigne fills in more of the background. Pierre Bunel (1499–1546), a humanist from Toulouse, had stayed at the château of Montaigne and, on his departure, had presented Pierre Eyquem with a copy in Latin of the Natural Theology of the Catalan theologian, Raymond Sebond (Raymond of Sabiuda or Sabunde; d. 1436). At his father’s insistent request, Montaigne later translated this work into French and published it in 1569, one year after Pierre’s death. Bunel’s visit is not dated precisely, although Mireille Habert conjectures between 1541 and 1546.36 In any case, Montaigne adds what is for him the crucial detail: “this [Bunel’s visit] was when the innovations (nouvelletez) of Luther were beginning to gain favor (entrer en credit) and shake (esbranler) our old belief in many places.”37 Much more clearly in the French than in the English translation, the carefully orchestrated parallelism of the lexicon Montaigne uses highlights the links and contrast between the two historical phases he is describing. “Newness,” “innovation” and “novelty” gain “favor,” in the first case with positive tonality, in the second case with negative overtones. Renaissance (the first phase) and Reformation (the second phase) are often parsed as separate episodes in sixteenth-century history, but, as Montaigne demonstrates, they were in fact interrelated, not independent. Yet their effects, although conveyed here in similar language, move in opposite directions. As a result of Luther’s intervention, the ordinary people no longer believe in those articles of religion that they previously held “in extreme reverence,” and, once doubt has crept in,

they will soon after cast easily into like uncertainty all the other parts of their belief, which had no more authority or foundation in them than those that had been shaken; and they shake off as a tyrannical yoke all the impressions they had once received from the authority of the laws or the reverence of ancient usage.38

The repetition of “reverence” deliberately picks up the reverence that Pierre Eyquem displays for learning, the worship of knowledge and knowledge-bearers, the religion of humanism. Yet now, writing with hindsight, Montaigne offers a very different vision of how reverence disappeared under the pressure of innovation; of how humanist knowledge came to be changed by religious uncertainty.

The operative term in Montaigne’s account of the Lutheran revolution is “shake” and “shaken” (in French, secouer, esbranlé). It is linked directly first to Luther himself and then to the ordinary people who follow his example. This is itself terminology that is crucial in Montaigne’s thinking throughout the Essays about religious and political institutions and authority.39 Moreover, a passage shortly afterward in the “Apology” will set out in precisely these terms the spectrum of elements in play:

If we held to God by the mediation of a living faith … if we had a divine foothold and foundation, human accidents would not have the power to shake (esbranler) us as they do. Our fort would not be prone to surrender to so weak a battery; the love of novelty (nouvelleté), the constraint of princes, the good fortune of one party, a heedless and accidental change in our opinions, would not have the power to shake (secouër) and alter our belief.40

Political principles stand next to metaphysical ones here, underlining the compromises that affect religious beliefs in the public sphere—how faith is “shaken” by the ebb and flow of events, the rise and fall of fortunes, allegiance to or disaffection from political parties or princes. In these opening pages, such vocabulary facilitates the modulation from “religious” reverence to religious revolution; from the certainty deriving from consorting with learned scholars to the uncertainty arising from doubt about religious principles and foundations. The start of II, 12 thus sets out the problematic that the chapter will discuss and it does so in the most pointed way possible by recording its impact on the lives of two generations of the Montaigne family, father and son.

What is true of the foundations of belief is no less true of the foundations of knowledge; and here too, the vocabulary of shakenness has its role to play, as is confirmed by a famous quotation later in the “Apology,” referring to the task the chapter is itself performing: “Here we are shaking the barriers and last fences of knowledge.”41 Arguably, that shaking of knowledge is present from the very beginning of the chapter, indeed from the opening sentence: “In truth, knowledge is a great and very useful quality.”42 All critical editions note the allusion that follows these words to Herillus, the Stoic philosopher whose claim that knowledge is the sovereign good is disputed by Montaigne. No edition notes or quotes any parallel for Montaigne’s initial statement. Yet two might claim our attention. The first is by the essayist himself—the opening of his own translation of Sebond’s Natural Theology: “By natural inclination, human beings are constantly in search of clarity of truth and certainty: and they cannot be sated or contented until they have drawn close to it, to the utmost of their power.”43 The second is from a source that all agree that Montaigne knew and read and that likely served as an influence on the “Apology.” This is a work by the German philosopher and writer on magic, Cornelius Agrippa of Nettesheim (1486–1535). His anti-epistemological treatise, A Declamation on the Uncertainty and Vanity of the Sciences and Arts, originally published in 1530, opens as follows:

Ancient opinion and the common and agreed view of almost all those who have tried their hand at philosophy were that every field of knowledge to which human beings have willingly applied themselves according to their ability and natural inclination has won them some measure of divinity and so raised them above the human condition that they have been able to attain to and reach the company of the blessed Gods.44

Agrippa’s words chime in with the earnestness of a Sebond with its faith in the search for truth and certainty. And these twin quotations offer a suggestive and subterranean commentary on the opening line of the “Apology.” Agrippa’s comment that learning lifts humankind to a godlike status will be indirectly echoed in Montaigne’s subsequent observation that his father worshipped the learned and in his own offhand dismissal of them. But above all—viewed against its companion texts—the opening sentence of chapter II, 12 shows that the overturning of Sebond, which the chapter will carry out, is already present in nuce—the instability of knowledge, the dethroning of reason, the championing of ignorance. The significance of these hidden allusions to the Sebond translation and to Cornelius Agrippa is thus, it can be suggested, that they underline the connectivity between a group of texts whose relationship is assumed but not spelled out by Montaigne and yet that creates an atmosphere of change and a space of investigation marked out with reference to epistemological foundations specifically and repeatedly described as “shaken.”

Thus humanism has a major part to play in Montaigne’s enterprise here. The roles of Pierre Bunel and Cornelius Agrippa have already been noted. Turnèbe also makes a brief reappearance; Montaigne records that when consulted by him as to the nature of Sebond’s Natural Theology, Turnèbe opined that it was a quintessence extracted from St. Thomas Aquinas.45 No date is supplied for this exchange, but as Turnèbe died in 1565, this gives us a terminus ante quem. Likewise, in the wider sphere, the “Apology” can be set against and distinguished from publications with apparently similar “apologetic” and epistemological objectives. One such is Pimandre, whose author, François de Foix Candale (1512–1594), was a neighbor of Montaigne’s in Guyenne and a member of a local aristocratic family with whom the essayist had many dealings. Pimandre seeks to reconcile Christianity with Hermetic philosophy and theology and was published in 1579, the year before Montaigne issued the first two books of his Essays. Candale dedicated his work to Marguerite de Valois (1553–1615), the wife of Henry of Navarre, later Henry IV of France, and in his prefatory letter to her, he emphasized the excellence of reason and understanding and the overriding importance of knowing incorporeal truths.46 In all probability, Montaigne likewise addressed Marguerite in the “Apology,”47 but his attitude toward knowledge, understanding, and reason is markedly different from that of his neighbor. A shaken epistemology can no longer take for granted the edifice of humanist learning over which Candale labored so hard.

Without a doubt, though, it was another product of humanist scholarship in the classics that was to prove decisive in the line of argument that Montaigne develops in chapter II, 12. This was the Outlines of Pyrrhonism (also called Pyrrhonian Hypotyposes) by Sextus Empiricus (c. 160–210 AD), a Latin translation of which was published in 1562 by the great Protestant classical scholar, editor, and printer Henri Estienne II (1528–1598). Montaigne, who would have known this edition, discusses Pyrrhonism at some length in the “Apology,” where he ties it thematically to his overall outlook in that chapter by describing it as “this extremity of doubt that shakes its own foundations.”48 His description is crucial: Pyrrhonism, for him, is not just another tool that can be used to attack the claims of reformers such as Luther. It is an approach to thinking that takes seriously the general shaking of knowledge by acting as a solvent to epistemological claims. Indeed, elsewhere in the “Apology,” Montaigne describes Pyrrhonism as an emetic that is voided along with the distemper once it has done its work.49 In his hands, Pyrrhonism is not an alternative body of knowledge, another edifice of learning, but “a new language,”50 a means of thinking rather than an object of thought. As a method rather than a creed, it queries epistemology as a discipline through operations such as peritrope (self-refutation: for example, Montaigne’s self-irony or his insistence on ignorance, which undermines the supposed authority of the writer) and particularly isostheneia (equipollence), that is, the highlighting of two incompatible extensions of the same proposition that expose internal contradictions in knowledge claims. Thus, in one way, Skepticism could be seen as Montaigne’s response to the epistemological shakenness that he analyses in chapter II, 12. However, in another way, shakenness is a form of release, in that it triggers intellectual freedom. Certainly, in historical terms, other branches of Skepticism were viewed in this way; for instance, in his Academia of 1547, Omer Talon emphasized the philosophical freedom from dogmatism associated with Academic Skepticism.51 Later in his life, Montaigne himself read and appreciated Cicero’s Academica, which he combined with the Pyrrhonian Skepticism already familiar to him.52 Armed with the Skeptical tools humanism provided for him, he forged “a road in another direction,”53 with unexpected results.

KNOWLEDGE ON THE MOVE

The repercussions of shaken knowledge can immediately be seen in Montaigne’s treatment of the law. Between 1557 and 1570, he was a practicing magistrate in the Parlement at Bordeaux, in the learned legal company of La Boétie, Le Ferron, and others, before giving up his post to retire and write. Law continues to suffuse his work, however, and at one point in the “Apology,” he sets out a parallel for his own intellectual task framed in terms that draw on his experience of the Parlement:

Let us take an example from ourselves. Judicial sentences (arrests) form the ultimate point of dogmatic and decisive speaking. Yet the most exemplary ones which our highest courts (parlemens) present to the people … derive their beauty, not so much from the conclusion … as from the discussion and stirring up of the diverse and contradictory reasonings which the matter of the law allows.54

The sentences and decisions handed down by courts of law are characterized as both dogmatic (dogmatiste) and decisive (resolutif). The overtones of the French terms, however, reach further than the legal context. For ancient Skepticism, “dogmatic” thought referred to doctrines such as Stoicism, which presented a “decisive,” that is, defined and unwavering, set of beliefs for acceptance by its adherents. By contrast, Skepticism regarded itself as nondogmatic, nonresolved, yielding no certainty about the matters it discussed and advocating suspension of judgment (surceance de jugement).55 In championing contradiction over uniformity, Montaigne thus implicitly presents his project as “doubtful” in the sense of opening up debate without delivering a final verdict (arrest). It is impossible to know whether he came to this view first from his experience of the law or whether the Pyrrhonian Skepticism made available by humanists such as Estienne provided him with the intellectual outlook for an enterprise whose intellectual premises contrasted with the usual practise of law as he knew it and describes it in the first part of this passage. Certainly, he regards his preferences as being nonetheless consistent with the best examples of legal verdicts, which stir up discussion and debate contradictory arguments. The same “stirring up” of argument is attributed to Socrates a little earlier in this section of the “Apology.”56 It is not difficult to relate such “stirring up” to the shaking of knowledge, even though they are not formally linked by Montaigne. The freedom to stir up is itself a positive outcome of shakenness; along with anti-dogmatism, nonresolution, and suspension of judgment, it is a feature of an active quest for truth that is opposed to the setting down of hard-and-fast definitions of the nature or content of truth.

The Martin Guerre story is one of many in which Montaigne points up the shortcomings of the law. Obfuscation, confusion, wrong verdicts, and unjust legislation all draw fierce criticism from him at various points in the Essays.57 Martin Guerre, however, is an especially significant instance of his application of the tools of humanism to a judicial framework. A notorious case of imposture, look-alikes, and stolen identity, this trial ended in 1560 with the hanging of the impostor Arnaud du Tilh, the restoration of Martin Guerre to his property, and the exculpation of Bertrande de Rols, Guerre’s wife.58 Yet as the facts of the case, with its contradictions, reversals, and twists and turns, were particularly hard to establish to satisfaction, it raised a storm of controversy and commentary in print throughout the early modern period, not least among the legal confraternity. In chapter III, 11, “Of cripples,” Montaigne himself mentions this case in a brief but dense paragraph in which he advocates in effect suspension of judgment; let the contending parties come back in a hundred years, he recommends, following a well-known classical instance of deferral widely quoted by legal and philosophical humanism in cases of perplexity.59 He also criticises the recorder of the trial, Jean de Coras, who issued a famous account of the Martin Guerre proceedings in 1561, for making the case seem so far beyond our comprehension as to make the final verdict rash.60 The salient piece of information here is that this case is far beyond our comprehension: Montaigne is applying in the legal sphere something consonant with one of the major themes of the “Apology”—that the truth of any matter may not be within our grasp because of the limitations of our perceptual and intellectual powers. No less important, though, is the personal context he supplies. He tells us that he “saw” (je vy, meaning “came across” or (in Frame) “read”) Coras’s account of this trial in his youth (enfance, meaning before he was married in 1565);61 before, that is, he himself had experience of the conjugal life that was so much at the heart of the Martin Guerre case; yet around the time of the death of La Boétie, his own double, his other self, in 1563; and during the outbreak of the Wars of Religion when reformers were to challenge the religious and political stability of the French state as well as (later) its legal status. Montaigne’s reflections on this imposture trial were written during the mid-1580s, twenty-five years or more after its occurrence, but in a period of intense national turmoil when he was mayor of Bordeaux (1581–1585), as his father had been not long before the Martin Guerre trial (1554–1556). With hindsight, Montaigne sees it not just as a key legal case but also as a nodal point at which the shaken universe becomes visible.

A similar story of disturbance and change is apparent in Montaigne’s treatment of medicine, which, along with theology and law, formed the last of the three senior disciplines of Renaissance thought. The essayist has strong views about medicine and the medical profession, and it is in chapter II, 37, “Of the resemblance of children to fathers,” that he is most forthright about them. Like his father, he suffered from kidney stones—indeed, he eventually died from lithiasis in 1592—and he comments ironically on a consequence of this inherited disease: “Let the doctors excuse my liberty a bit, for by this same fatal infusion and insinuation I have received my hatred and contempt for their teachings. The antipathy I have for their art is hereditary.”62 Using a particular rhetorical form, he then muses on the genetic, genealogical, and biological “miracle” of a “drop of seed”:

What a prodigy is it that the drop of seed from which we are produced bears in itself the impression not only of the bodily form but of the thoughts and inclinations of our fathers? Where does this drop of fluid lodge this infinite number of forms? And how do they convey these resemblances with so heedless and irregular a course that the great-grandson will correspond to his great-grandfather, the nephew to the uncle?63

This run of questions, a typical technique in the Essays, is not a fortuitous trait or a stylistic elegance. In the “Apology,” Montaigne states that the idea of Skepticism can be best grasped as a question, “What do I know?”64 As one of the rhetorical expressions of Skepticism, questions are used by Montaigne to set thought in motion; they are also one of the most visible signs of shakenness in that they issue a challenge to the perspective under discussion. In this case, they query the plausibility and coherence of a scientific explanation of a phenomenon so disproportionate in its effects: how could something as seemingly insignificant as a drop of seed be the cause of so many different forms and indeed of a whole personality?

At the next stage of his reflections, the essayist turns to the medical history of his father, who, though subject to kidney stones, suffered pain only during the last seven years of his life. He then fits himself into that ancestral line:

I was born twenty-five years and more before his illness, at a time when he enjoyed his best health, the third of his children in order of birth. Where was the propensity to this infirmity hatching all this time? And when he was so far from this ailment, how did this slight bit of his substance, with which he made me, bear so great an impression of it for its share? And moreover, how did it remain so concealed that I began to feel it forty-five years later, the only one to this hour out of so many brothers and sisters, and all of the same mother?65

The form of the question not only interrogates, but also provides the momentum by which the seeming certainty of medical opinion is disturbed. Medicine claims to work from examples and experience; so does he, Montaigne argues, before setting out his counterexamples, drawn, like his previous ones, from the history of his own family. His father, grandfather, and great-grandfather lived to ripe old ages without any need for doctors. His paternal uncle, Pierre Eyquem de Gaujac, canon of Bordeaux, was at one point in the 1550s given up for lost by his doctors, but survived to the age of sixty-seven, dying in 1573. Only the youngest of his father’s brothers, Raymond de Bussaguet, trusted doctors—and he died at the age of fifty. Of his family, Montaigne wryly concludes: “It is possible that I received from them this natural antipathy to medicine,”66 and it is his family history, traced through the generations, that disproves the universality of medical knowledge through the diversity of the individual cases it presents. For Montaigne, medical science cannot adequately explain the erratic patterns of a disease that skips generations or, as in his own case, alights on one victim among the eight children of the same father and mother. In his account of his kidney stones, he divines another force at work, an occult power that defies ancestry, recomposes genealogical relations between members of the same family, and is the embodiment of fortune in its apparently haphazard dealings with the human constitution. Moreover, that human constitution, in II, 37, is not pictured as the idealized perfect being of Leonardo da Vinci or the classically sculpted heroes of Michelangelo, but as a bundle of diverse and contradictory characteristics that outstrip medicine’s ability to deal with them. The doctor needs too many details, considerations, and circumstances to adjust his plan correctly; he must know his patient’s constitution, his temperament, his humors, his inclinations, his actions, his very thoughts and fancies. He must vouch for the external circumstances, the nature of the place, the condition of the air and weather, the position of the planets and their influences. He must know in the disease the causes, the symptoms, the effects, the critical days; in the drug the weight, the power, the country it comes from, the appearance, the age, the way of dispensing it; and he must know how to proportion all these factors and relate them to one another to create a perfect symmetry.67

This sketch of a hapless doctor struggling with uncontainable information reaches its climax in—once again—a series of questions:

How, for example, shall he [the doctor] find the proper symptom of the disease, each disease being capable of an infinite number of symptoms? How many controversies and doubts they have among themselves over the interpretation of urine! Otherwise whence would come this continual altercation we see among them over the diagnosis of the malady? How should we excuse this mistake into which they fall so often, of taking marten for fox?68

Doctors’ taxonomies never succeed, for Montaigne, in providing a full and satisfactory account of the human being. Whereas medicine theoretically strives for systematization, logic, and epistemic certainty, he instead finds, among the practicing doctors he knows or knows of, irregularity, irrationality, and incomprehensibility. The process of arriving at such a conclusion is entrusted to questions in this context. Provisional and always susceptible of reformulation, the question is an example in miniature of the process of examination and assay that the Essays at large undertake. It is also evidence of the “new language” that the process of shaken knowledge calls into being.

Montaigne’s attitude and technique here could equally be illustrated from other chapters of the Essays touching on medicine. Perhaps surprisingly given our assumptions and expectations, his approach can easily seem less than sympathetic to medical humanism, in the sense that he makes little mention of the new texts that printing made readily available, nor of the eminent doctors who transformed the understanding of medicine in this period, nor of the fresh areas of medical knowledge that were being opened up. A notable exception is in “Of practice,” in which at one point he refers to his self-portrait as a corpse in which all the veins, muscles, and tendons can be seen at a glance, each in its place.69 This is an obvious reference to anatomy, which was developed by the work of Vesalius, for example. While Montaigne is clear that he respects the discipline of medicine as such, he is no less emphatic about his little regard for the general run of medical practitioners, who, in his experience, are just as likely to kill their patients as cure them.70 In medicine as in law, his objection is directed against outlooks that rely on a stability of worldview and make immutable decrees at the universal level without considering the particularity of the individual. His general point is that doctors are striving to understand an impossibly large object: humankind—impossible because fast-moving and always changing. His own response is to advocate self-knowledge, in other words, close familiarity with one specific object. This aim certainly has a medical dimension as much as a philosophical one: thus in “Of experience,” he discusses at length questions of diet and regimen in ways that demonstrate his awareness of contemporary recommendations.71 Yet the fact remains that, for Montaigne, the yardstick for assessing one’s physical condition lies not outside oneself, but within; external criteria that lay down universal models of behavior are eschewed in favor of understanding the shifting patterns of health and disease in a single individual, namely, himself. His goal here is not self-obsession, though he knows that is a danger, but rather intimate acquaintance with the fleeting impressions and rhythms of his physical as well as his mental life.

KNOWLEDGE AND HUMANISM

I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter that humanism is commonly associated nowadays with a renewed emphasis on humankind. It is certainly possible to derive such a definition from the Essays by focusing, for instance, exclusively on the self-portrait Montaigne provides of himself. Yet the evidence in this article has been that a more wide-ranging, less restrictive definition of humanism would focus on the question of knowledge, which subtends each of the four areas dealt with here—education, theology, law, and medicine. How knowledge is produced and circulates; how it is acquired, for what purposes and with what results; how it changes or is changed, expands, or contracts: all these are issues germane to understanding what humanism meant to Montaigne. In all four instances examined, he tells the story of a particular branch of humanist knowledge by filtering it through his own family history, highlighting the changes as well as the continuities that occurred from generation to generation, father to son, Pierre to Michel. Taken sequentially, the narrative of the four disciplines may seem to adumbrate a linear development over time from idealism to disenchantment. Yet that interpretation is only partly true. Rather, considered all together, simultaneously rather than sequentially, the component elements of the story reveal Montaigne’s engagement with humanism at varying levels, at different tempos, and according to multiple imperatives; the picture is complex, mixed, and untidy, not straightforwardly developmental. One constant that nonetheless occurs explicitly or implicitly throughout is the value he attaches to the freedom from dogmatism and the ability to challenge and to explore. Stasis, whether of Aristotelian logic or of medical or legal categories, is the antithesis of the restless motion by which he keeps his objects of investigation perpetually mobile and fluid in the quest for knowledge, without formalizing such a quest into ready-made propositions or firm conclusions. This is, as Montaigne repeatedly underscores, the opposite of the usual assumptions that his readers might expect from one so imbued with humanism: if his quest is in any sense a philosophical one, it disconcertingly does not bring with it the traditional conception of philosophy’s reward, wisdom (sagesse). This is a departure from the norm, one among many in his work. But his greatest departure from the norm is something that Renaissance humanism did not foresee and did not evolve; a form that is neither treatise nor discourse nor letter, although it may partly recall them; a form that is both a response to shakenness and an instrument for shaking: the essay.
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CHAPTER 4

MONTAIGNE, TRANSLATOR OF RAYMOND SEBOND

MIREILLE HABERT

ACCORDING to the Roman Catholic Church, trying to attain Christian faith through rational investigation will yield no result. The Old and New Testaments are the authority, thus any disagreement with their content must be judged heretical.1 However, exploring faith by the use of reason has been accepted in the Catholic Church by tradition since the beginning of the Christian era: man’s mind, enlightened by faith, can aim at the greatest possible knowledge of all things divine, as long as certain conditions are respected. The fourth Lateran Council (1215) reminds us of this caveat in very clear terms: “For each resemblance found between the Creator and his creature, there exists a disparity between them that is greater still.”2

Written around 1436, Sebond’s Book of Creatures belongs to the tradition of medieval works that follow the imperative according to which faith must evolve into seeking understanding. It was given the name of Natural Theology because, as asserted in the prologue, it sets out to offer every human being the means of reaching the truth of Christian dogma, thanks to his own efforts, just by reading into the book of God’s creation. Indeed, the discourse strives to gradually lead the reader’s spirit toward the fundamental truths of Christian revelation, basing itself on the order of creatures, that is directly visible. However, the second part of the book returns to the conventional approaches of traditional theology: from chapter 209, where it is asserted that “God’s word is to be believed in itself,” the teachings of the Book of Creatures and of the Bible are brought together. The corrupt state of human nature, which is unable to repay the love it owes to its creator, justifies the fact that the Book of Nature should make way for the Scriptures.

How well did Montaigne, summoned by his father to translate Sebond’s work, fulfill his task as a translator? This question, interesting in itself, is all the more so when we know that, in 1580, eleven years after completing the translation, Montaigne published the longest chapter of the Essays titled “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” a defense of the theologian that takes the paradoxical shape of a denunciation of any kind of rational reasoning regarding faith as well as of human reason itself. Does Montaigne’s translation contain any clues that allow us to understand some of the author of the Essays future positions?3

One must take into account the story of Sebond’s book until it was discovered by Montaigne, and confront the text with its translation closely, in order to discern the processes that will most likely enlighten the reader on that question: from the material aspect of the book, its titles, annotations, etc. to the stylistic and lexical choices, everything seems to point to the fact that the translator’s assiduous study of Sebond’s book did not limit itself to mere lessons in rhetoric.

FROM THE BOOK OF CREATURES TO NATURAL THEOLOGY

The document with the greatest amount of information that we possess on Raymond Sebond’s book is manuscript 747 from the municipal library of Toulouse, which is the oldest as well as the most accurate of all known versions. The introduction formula found at the beginning of the work introduces the author by his name, alongside his titles and credentials. On the last page of the manuscript, at the end of the last chapter, is a very useful note regarding the circumstances in which the manuscript was written and completed. According to those lines, the work, titled Scientia libri creaturarum (The Science of the Book of Creatures), was written by Raymond Sebond at the University of Toulouse, and manuscript 747 is an exact copy, authenticated by two notaries, Berenguer Operarius and Alrice de Rupe, corrected using the handwritten manuscript of the author as a model. The notaries state, as the date of completion of their work, February 13, 1436, “Ash Wednesday.” The same comment gives yet another important biographical piece of information regarding Sebond: the death of the author apparently took place on April 29 of that same year.

Comparing ancient documents, manuscripts, incunabula, and first editions of the sixteenth century allows us to observe different ways of transcribing the first and last names of the theologian. From “Ramon” in Spanish, the first name often becomes “Raymundus” or “Raimondus” in Latin, with all possible combinations of spelling (ray/rai, mon/mun). The last name undergoes even more transformations: “Sibiuda,” “Sibioude,” “Sebeyde,” “Sabunde,” “de Sabunde,” “Sebondi.” The opening note in manuscript 747 encourages the reader to consider the name “Ramon Sibiuda” as the real name of the author. However, Montaigne elects the version “Raymond Sebon[d],” the same one adopted just before him by another French translator, Jean Martin, who translated in 1551 an abridged version of Sebond’s book.

Ancient testimonials on Sebond are rare. German monk Trithème, abbot of Sponheim and author of the Catalogus de scriptoribus ecclesiasticis that dates from 1494, lived in Toulouse around 1490, and he stated that Sebond was Spanish and a professor at the University of Toulouse in 1430. Other testimonials add that Sebond, born in Barcelona, came to teach in Toulouse later than that. A hypothesis stipulates that Sebond’s only book was the transcription of public lessons that he gave in front of university students, and that the author also wrote a volume of Quaestiones disputatae of which no traces remain today.4 In any case, with a few varying versions, editorial tradition states that Sebond was a Catalan secular scholar, doctor in canonical law, and a professor of medicine, theology, and philosophy who filled the position of rector several times in Toulouse around 1430. These pieces of information match those received by Montaigne on the theologian’s subject “of whom all we know is that he was a Spaniard professing medicine at Toulouse about two hundred years ago.”5

Similarly to most of the works of the period, the history of the text splits into two strands, depending on whether we consider manuscript copies or printed versions, the latter appearing in the last quarter of the fifteenth century. Inventories mention the existence of about fifty manuscript copies of the work. With the same title as the original, Scientia libri creaturarum sive naturae et de homine (Science of the Book of Creatures or of Nature and about Man), those copies are, for the most part, entirely loyal to the Toulouse manuscript. However, when looked at in detail, they show many small variations: changes in the order of words; use of synonyms, lengthening or shortening of the lists of examples. Admittedly however, those variations “do not affect the meaning.”6

There are fifteen known printed versions of Raymond Sebond’s work. While critics tend to say that Natural Theology was not vastly distributed, as it was mainly bought by religious institutions, it seems that it nonetheless received considerable attention at the beginning of the sixteenth century in various European countries. Devotional books represented the main source of income for printers at the time, and the support that Sebond’s book received is often explained by the importance given to the Lullist current at that time.7 However, it must be recognized that during a brief period, between 1480 and 1510, in Paris, Lyon, and Strasbourg as well as Deventer in the Netherlands and Nuremberg in Germany, Natural Theology was privileged enough to see ten printers take over copyists to ensure its distribution. It seems that, not only was there an audience ready to read the work, but also its subject matter echoed preoccupations of the time. It would be difficult to explain the dedication with which publishers in Flanders and Lyon tried to make the text known, first in the Latin original, then in its abridged version in dialogue format, and finally in translation, if it were not for its attempt to invite all creatures to tell man what they know about God, thanks to nature’s teachings only, in order to elevate himself to the love of Christ and of his neighbor. This observation is important, as we owe to publishers the change of title from Book of Creatures to the more eloquent and now famous Natural Theology. Publishers also changed the text’s original layout, as it very quickly benefited from paratextual additions—marginal notes, tables, indexes—often added by the budding printing industry.

Editorial tradition separates the numerous versions into three different families, depending on their title, the number of chapters, and the presence or absence of a paratext.8 A first group is constituted of all manuscripts that exactly follow the text of manuscript 747. Their title is Scientia libri Creaturarum, the total number of chapters is 348, and they do not include any paratext. A second group is formed almost exclusively of Guillaume Balsarin’s 1484 edition published in Lyon. This folio edition still has Scientia libri Creaturarum as a title, as well as the original separation into 348 chapters, but these are not numbered, and the author is identified as “Sebeide.” The edition includes a chronological table over several pages at the beginning of the work detailing, for the most part, the titles of the chapters. Linked to that edition is the first French translation, published in Lyon in 1519 by Claude Dauphin, whose author is unknown. The work follows Balsarin’s edition scrupulously.

The most famous family, named “third format of the text,” dates back to the first years of the printing press around 1480, and it includes all other printed versions9 as well as some manuscripts.10 This version has significant differences compared to the Toulouse manuscript: the author is named “Raymundus de Sabunde,” the book is called Theologia Naturalis sive Liber Creaturarum (Natural Theology or Book of Creatures), there are 330 chapters and the text is enriched by many marginal notes. A very abundant thematic index precedes or follows the text.

Editorial tradition admits that this third version might have come from a manuscript version written at an unknown date by Sebond admirers that certain critics identify as members of the Brethren of the Common Life in Deventer.11 Deventer, in Flanders, was the place of birth of devotio moderna, one of the most influential movements of the spiritual revival of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. According to its precepts, the believer must, first and foremost, imitate Christ’s humanity and imitate his life and death in the practice of Christian virtues. The Brethren ordinarily did not indulge in the external apostolate and their lives were largely contemplative. However, they did occupy themselves with the propagation of devotional books and founded excellent scriveners’ workshops.12 When examined, the so-called third format of the text looks like, at times, a revised version of Sebond’s text: knowledgeable additions, erudite comments, and moralistic remarks seem to show a concern to deepen the reader’s understanding and strengthen the work against its detractors.13

The distribution of Sebond’s work does not limit itself to the manuscript and printed versions of the original. Pierre Dorland, a monk of the Carthusian order, was responsible for an abridged version published in 1499 in Cologne, under the title of Viola Animae per modum dialogi: De hominis natura (propter quem omnia facta sunt) tractans. Often reedited throughout the sixteenth century, Dorland’s Viola animae follows the same objective as Raymond Sebond’s work, which is to give man the true knowledge of his nature and of his duties to God; however, its approach is different: across six dialogues, a clerical master named Raymon teaches his disciple, Dominique. Throughout many passages, the author’s will to adopt an attitude of respectful submission toward the Christian dogma transforms Sebond’s rationalist methodology into a catechetical lesson, in which the believer is constantly reminded to never go beyond the limits to which his curiosity should be restricted. The translation of Dorland’s book was ordered by Queen Leonor from the humanist Jean Martin and was published in 1551 in Paris by Vascosan and reedited in 1555 and 1556, despite the translator’s death in 1553. The abridged version, wrongly renamed Natural Theology by Jean Martin, seems to have been created to help the reader understand the questions raised by the original, underline its strengths, and, at times, soften its clumsiness.


SEBOND AND MONTAIGNE: THE STORY OF AN ENCOUNTER

The modern reader interested in the circumstances under which Montaigne translated Natural Theology can examine two documents: the dedication of the work, dated June 18, 1568, and, in the second book of the Essays published in 1580, the first two pages of chapter 12. The dedication to Pierre Eyquem states, as does the “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” that his work of translation originated from a paternal request. Furthermore, a famous anecdote at the beginning of the “Apology” recounts, in its own way, the circumstances under which Raymond Sebond’s book came to be in Pierre Eyquem’s home and how it came to pass through his son’s hands:

Among others, Pierre Bunel, a man of great reputation for learning in his time, after staying a few days at Montaigne in the company of my father with other men of his sort, made him a present, on his departure, of a book intitled “Natural Theology, or Book of Creatures, by Master Raymond de Sabonde.” And because the Italian and Spanish langages where familiar to my father, and this book was composed in a Spanish scrambled up with Latin endings, Bunel hoped that with a very little help he could make his profit of it, and recommended it to him as a very useful book and very suited to the time in which he gave it to him; this was when the innovations of Luther were beginning to gain favor and to shake our old belief in many places. In this he was very well advised, rightly foreseeing, by rational inference that this incipient malady would easily degenerate into an exerable atheism… . Now some days before his death, my father, having by chance come across this book under a pile of others abandoned papers, commanded me to put it into French for him… . It was a very strange and new occupation for me; but being by chance at leisure at this time, and being unable to disobey any command of the best father there ever was, I got through it as best as I could; at which he was singularly pleased, and ordered it to be printed, what was done after his death.14

Montaigne insists that Sebond’s work was found by chance, when it was forgotten by all, and that his work was due only to his fulfilling a request. Committed to playing the role of simple intermediary between his father and the theologian, Montaigne never stops insisting on the humbleness of the translator’s task: “It is nice to translate authors like this one, where there is hardly anything but the matter to reproduce.”15 All the way through, Montaigne describes his work, if not as a chore at least as a way to help his father and future readers to discover the author’s merits.

To understand this position, which goes beyond the attitudes of humility imposed by the conventions of rhetorical captatio, it is important to remember that the translation of a work of theology could not be undertaken lightly and that the circumstances encouraged caution on Montaigne’s part in the 1560s—a period of strong religious turmoil that marked the beginning of the Wars of Religion in France.16 Sebond’s project for an apology, which consists in supporting the truth of the Christian faith against its enemies, whether atheist or pagan, can help explain why a humanist such as Pierre Bunel, who died in 1547, might see in this book a powerful counterweight against the doctrine of grace supported by Luther.17 Indeed, Sebond indicates in his “Prologue” that his objective is to argue the truthfulness of faith “as natural reason teaches it.” He states that the Book of Nature, where he expects the reader to observe it, “cannot be falsified, erased or interpreted wrongly,” unlike the Bible.

It remains that the context in which Montaigne’s work was published was very different. The Council of Trent, which sat from 1546 to 1563, settled, once and for all, questions of doctrine that opposed Catholics and Protestants (justification by faith and through works, grace, authority of the Bible, validity of the sacraments and especially of the Holy Eucharist). Furthermore, the council gave its position on the thorny issue of translating the Holy Scriptures and on the use of common vernaculars in Christian practices. Far from encouraging translation and private readings of the Holy Scriptures, the Catholic Church sought to reestablish preaching in common vernaculars on a large scale, recommending preachers to avoid any contentious issues or ambiguous discourse that may encourage any doubts and to ensure they preached a doctrine that was pious, accessible, and beneficial.

The Roman Church also managed to take measures to eradicate the danger of spreading errors through books. Several papal bulls issued at the beginning of the sixteenth century requested that all printed books should receive approbation under the censorship of the cardinal-vicar and of the master of the Apostolic Palace in Rome and, in other cities, of the bishop and the inquisitor of the diocese. The black-listing of Sebond’s work in 1558–1559 by Paul VI’s censors only indicates that it was on the list of books that had not yet been approved. However, in 1564, definitive censorship applied to the “Prologue” by the Index tridentinus meant that Natural Theology now found itself in the category of books with a doctrine that was deemed not safe but rather suspicious, even though the authors never separated themselves from the Catholic Church. Even though the work abides by the evangelical message and traditional teachings of the doctrine in the last part of its demonstration, the prologue states that every man can reach the truth of Christian religion thanks to natural reason, without the use of any other science or even reading the Bible—something that is not acceptable for the Christian faith.18

Those elements help in understanding why Montaigne, when he defends Sebond and his “Apology,” insists on reminding his readers about his status as a secular translator: “This would be rather the task for a man versed in theology than for myself, who know nothing about it.”19 In the end, the new “French clothing” offered to Sebond’s words are an excellent defense for the translator, as they place the emphasis on the literary dimension of Montaigne’s work rather than on its dogmatic dimension.20

MONTAIGNE, TRANSLATOR OF THE PROLOGUE

Due to its isolated position at the beginning of the work, such that it is the first element that attracts the reader’s curiosity and the censor’s condemnation, the prologue of Natural Theology is one of the best studied extracts of the book. It is indeed a crucial element with which to judge the debates sparked by Sebond’s approach. If we consider, as certain critics do,21 that “the prologue is extremely personal” and furthermore, that in certain editions it is the editor himself who is at the origin of the transformations undergone by any Praefatio, the prologue then becomes a changeable item, likely to go through significant transformations depending on the transcriber’s whim or the printer’s will to underline or attenuate the daring and original qualities of the work.

It has often been noted that not many of Sebond’s most audacious phrasings are found in Montaigne’s translation of the prologue, destined to boast of the infallibility of its own methodology: words such as “infallibleness,” used to qualify his argumentation, disappear, and in their place are much more nuanced phrasings, such as “give great access to.” When Montaigne writes: “this doctrine teaches every man to see the truth without difficulty or struggle, as much as it is possible for natural reason to do so,” the last part of the sentence is of his own creation. The theologian’s rejection of dogmatic teachings is also softened, such as in the sentence “Thanks to this doctrine, [a man] will become in the space of just a few months, erudite and knowledgeable on several things that would otherwise require a long time spent reading many books”: the phrase “in just a few months” replaces “in less than a month”; “a long time” replaces “a hundred years” and “many books” replaces “the rest of the scholars.” However, it should be noted that mitigations brought to the prologue are even more numerous and significant in other versions, such as the French translation of 1519, which suppresses all of the most compromising extracts, in a reading that seeks to ensure the piousness of the discourse. More radically, the prologue is totally absent in later versions.

This observation allows for the formulation of a hypothesis that Sebond’s prologue already sparked controversy among its readers, even before its ban in 1564 and even while the author was still alive. This is perhaps further suggested by the fact that the author took the precaution of having a copy of the whole work made, and then certified by notaries while he was still alive.

TITLES, INDEXES, AND MARGINAL NOTES OF THE NATURAL THEOLOGY

The reader who compares Montaigne’s and Sebond’s texts for the first time will not fail to notice that the French version is much more elegant. This difference is quite significant when looking at the titles. First, introductory formulae are lighter, some of them even disappear; second, the title describes the content of the chapter in a direct way, using more accessible vocabulary. For instance, the translation for chapter 11 “On the conditions of God’s being” replaces the long argumentative title: “That being is the radical foundation and the rule to prove and know anything about God and so his qualities are just as his being and depend on his being… .”22

Such a transformation is as much due to the evolution of writing and the conception of what a book should be between 1436 and 1569 as it is to the differing point of view between Montaigne and Sebond: the French titles systematically dismiss scholastic practices. While they may seem trivial, these changes give a sense of Montaigne’s ambition to “make the savage more civilised,”23 or adapt the theological discourse to a new, lay audience. However, modernizing the discourse in this way directly affects the founding principle of the approach used in natural theology, which is to constantly draw on reasoning.

Printed works distinguish themselves by the presence of marginal notes and tables or indexes. To a certain extent, marginal notes renew medieval practices: they follow the text in a way that does not act as a commentary; rather, they extract keywords and phrases from the discourse and provide the reader with a continuous summary of the text. The introduction of a table or an index is the result of positive influences from printing practices, with the purpose of making the chronological occurrence of concepts easier to find, which is made even easier by the fact that each concept is indexed, along with the sentence from the text in which it is found. In Montaigne’s Natural Theology, it is interesting to note that neither marginal notes nor entries in the table correspond exactly to the Latin. There are three times as many indexed concepts in Montaigne as there are in Sebond. From the word “Age” to the word “Will,” the index spreads across thirty pages, equating to approximately six hundred terms, or two hundred different concepts. Whereas in Latin the richest and longest entries are “God,” “Man,” and “Christ,” the French version of the table offers more granular distinctions, giving a more specific account of theological and philosophical concepts. For example, at the letter “L,” next to “Free will” (Libre arbitre), already present in Sebond, is “Liberality of God” (Libéralité de Dieu), added by Montaigne. For the letter “A” alone, where the Latin version has only four indexed concepts, Montaigne’s goes up to forty.

Some of Montaigne’s marginal notes are of his own creation. Indeed, in chapter 59, where the Latin marginal notes simply replicate the lesson by stating in the margins: “Unus Dominus artifex omnium” (One Lord architect of all things), “Summa sapientia illius artificis” (Extreme wisdom of the creator), “Summa potentia illius artificis” (Omnipotence of the creator), the French marginal notes choose to underline the fraternity that exists between man and animal: “the bodies of man and of other animals are made of the same matter” (60v), “man should not scorn inferior objects” (61v). These very notes are in line with the writer’s future position in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond.”

Marginal notes sometimes play a specific role in the defense of Sebond’s line of argument. Against the Latin text in chapters 205, 206, 207, and 208 are annotated references to the Scriptures that seek to guarantee the truth of the reasoning. The following gospels are thus cited: Ioh. VIII, Ioh. X, Ioh. XIIII, Ioh. VIII, Ioh. X, Math. IX, Ioh. V et VI, Marci ult., Math. XV, (ch. 206), Ioh.V, Ioh. XV, Ioh. III (ch. 207), “In Iohanne in multis locis” (in the Gospel of John in several places) (chap. 208). The unusual character of these additions confirms the hypothesis that the third format’s transcription, the work of knowledgeable scholars, strives to place Sebond’s argumentation, which largely imitates Anselmo’s Cur Deus homo (Why Was God a Man) in this case, out of his opponents’ reach in these important passages. In Montaigne’s version, in those same chapters 206 and 208, the marginal notes do not follow Paffroed’s example. However, a bit further, in chapters 249 to 269, the marginal notes, which are in future tense in Latin, are all in the past tense in Montaigne: through this device, the hypotheses surrounding Christ’s sacrifice can regain their place within the traditional narrative about the life of Jesus in revealed theology. This in turn, enables the translator to guarantee the orthodoxy of the discourse: “it has to be that our redeemer was able to die” (333r); “it has to be that our redeemer died gleefully and of his own honest desire” (333r); “we could not have compelled our saviour to die” (335v); “our redeemer’s death ensured the loss of the devil’s authority” (335v), etc. Of course, the same amendments are found in the text as well. This conversion of the logical demonstration into a profession of Christian faith is coherent with Montaigne’s global attitude as a translator. It seeks to constantly remind the reader of the sacred message of the Scriptures, in parallel to the objective demonstration sought by the theologian, as will be explained further.

THE QUESTION OF LOYALTY TO THE SOURCE TEXT

A large number of variations exist between the different versions of Sebond’s work, making each version comparable to a musical score with varying levels of ornamentation. The question of whether the book translated by Montaigne was a manuscript or a printed version, following the first, second, or third format, is of great importance, in the sense that knowing which text was used as a source for the translation is crucial to evaluate its loyalty to the original. Yet this question has still not been resolved: when he evokes Sebond’s work, Montaigne mentions “a book found by chance under a pile of disregarded papers,” without mentioning any further details. However, we can infer from the general format of his translation that the book offered to Pierre Eyquem shared most of its characteristics with the third format, such as the title, Natural Theology, the name of the author, “Raymond Sebond,” the 330 numbered chapters, the marginal notes, and the thematic and alphabetical table. The examination of the discourse’s content confirms those observations and helps place Montaigne’s translation under the authority of the third format. For instance, where the first and second format of the text, the Toulouse manuscript and Balsarin’s edition all have the same adjectives “gradus … immobiles et finiti” to designate the degrees of the scale of creatures, those adjectives become “gradus … immobiles et firmi” in Paffroed’s edition, and, consequently, “firm and immobile” in Montaigne’s translation. However, as far as the rare passages of Montaigne’s text that cannot be mapped to the Latin text are concerned, it is crucial to remain very cautious before judging them as proofs of any intention on Montaigne’s part, given the absence of any specific knowledge of the text used as a source by the translator.

Rules of decorum for discourse require the Christian orator to take his addressee into account and to adapt his tone to different types of audiences. The variations in tone of the translation of Natural Theology, by utilizing words to act directly on the reader’s sensitivity and by changing the tone in order to awaken or shock the reader, explores speech’s power of suggestion and associates the search for emotions to the use of reason. The substitution of the pronoun “we” for the subject “homo” and the impersonal references in the Latin discourse turn out to be a very effective way of strengthening Christian propaganda. Each argumentative sequence becomes an opportunity to reach a consensus between the theologian and his audience or, better said, between master and disciple. Thus, “est conclusum” (it is concluded) is translated to “we may conclude” (109), “est probatum” (it has been proved) becomes “we proved” (13v). Through the effect of translation, the reader of Natural Theology conflates with man as the subject of the analysis: “Ideo potest homo arguere quod quia ipse potest amare, Deus est amandus” (Thus man can argue that since he can love, God is to be loved) is translated as “since we can love, we can conclude that God is lovable” (chap. 175). While the dogmatic reasoning is based on the description in the third person of human behaviors that stem from their universal nature, the assertion of truths becomes, in Montaigne’s translation, an assertion of faith uttered by a single subject. The argumentation moves from a purely logical and dialectical level, graspable first and foremost through one’s intelligence, onto an edifying level, dependent on one’s will. Thus, the use of the pronoun “we” confers to the texts, which devote themselves to the proofs of Christ’s truths, the authentic tone of religious conviction: a sentence such as “Jesus Christ in whom us Christians believe” (chap. 206) unites in a solemn way the voices of the reader and of the speaker, when the Latin version ignores those voices: “Jesus Christ quem colit et adorat tota Christianitas” (Jesus Christ who is loved and honored across all Christendom). In the same way, “verba et dicta quae sunt in sacra Biblia” (the words and sayings which are in the Holy Bible) (chap. 213) becomes “the articles of our Christian faith.”

The fact that this device is systematic and present across the whole text in the translation explains why other rhetorical devices of the discourse of persuasion are also reinforced;24 for example, the introduction of “I” to designate the master, who, in many instances, speaks in the first person, such as: “I would assume here that I have shown enough elsewhere,” for “recurrendum est ad illud capitulum” (what was shown elsewhere must be remembered) (chap. 322). In this way, the figure of the theologian, invited as a Christian orator in his quality of cleric, appears to hold the authorized discourse on God and man.

Besides this edifying aspect founded on the principles of movere and on the search for the adherence of will, the study of Montaigne’s translation shows the presence of another stance that is critical, based on irony and exaggeration. In this specific instance, the differences between Sebond’s text and Montaigne’s translation can be perceived in light of the devotio moderna movement, especially where humanism’s reactions are concerned. Just as, at the beginning of the sixteenth century, Erasmus criticized the vanity of theologians’ speculations as it is far more necessary for followers to nourish themselves with Christ’s life as told in the Gospels, Montaigne underlines the distance between scholastic argumentation and simple submission to the divine word.

Using as a basis a reflection by Aristotle from De eligendis duobus propositis according to which it is preferable, when hesitating between two propositions, to choose the one from which will come good rather than evil, Sebond presents a “rule of nature,” which he renames “rule to affirm or deny,” according to which the recognition of truth can use as a criteria, as far as salvation is concerned, what is most adapted to man’s happiness. The practical application of this rule orders that, in the face of any delicate question, man should choose the solution that is most beneficial to him. While it is traditionally used in Christian apology to prove the immortality of the soul, Montaigne clearly seeks to distance himself from this argument. Indeed, every time a chapter opens with the same solemn formula “Bonum est homini” (It is good for man), Montaigne, in his translation, substitutes that phrasing for a disparaging one that invokes, instead of “the good,” “the convenience” for the creature (chaps. 19, 25): “It is practical and useful for us” (chap. 71), “it is also the honour and the profit of man” (chap. 72), “it is our convenience” (chap. 73). Each new occurrence of the formula, “Bonum est homini,” reinforces the opposition between the pragmatic character of the rule (admittedly prescribed by Aristotle, but for its practical efficiency rather than its search for truth) and the mystery of God’s infinite greatness. Thus, chapter 71, “Bonum est homini habere Deum omnipotentem summe sapientem et summe bonum” (It is good for man to have an almighty God that is all goodness and all wisdom) is translated into “It is more convenient and useful for us to have an almighty God that is all goodness and all wisdom.”

Natural Theology conceals many other manifestations of the translator’s distancing when faced with the attempts of theological speculation, especially in the face of man’s vanity when he grants himself the right to see God’s infinitely superior nature clearly. Montaigne coins an eloquent sentence when opening an investigation on the hypothetical dispatch of a Messiah to repay our faults: “We must go back long before and all the way into the sacred treasure of God’s intentions to see if we can find a purpose for it there.” Sebond’s text simply says: “Ideo investigare debemus si Deus ex sua bonitate voluit dare talem hominem” (We must investigate to see if God in his goodness wanted to give such a man to the human race) (chaps. 266, 353). The approach of reconstituting the facts after they have occurred is caricatured by the translator as a sort of profanation of which those who dare to survey God’s thoughts to find what they are seeking there, that is, the truth of the Scriptures, are guilty.

The transformation of the title, chapter 166, constitutes another example of mockery of this type. Indeed, the Latin title “Hic ostenditur quae sit voluntas dei” (Here is shown what God’s will is) announces the argument contained in the chapter, namely that the contemplation of the order of creatures provides proof of divine will. With his French version of the title: “Digression à l’utilité de son livre” (Digression for the benefit of his own book), Montaigne’s text sternly puts Sebond’s argument in its place, while recalling the theologian to greater humility.


THE ROLE OF BELIEF AND IMAGINATION

The presentation in the first part of Natural Theology abides by the principle that it is possible for human reason to acquire an assured knowledge of God based on the display of his works. Indeed, Thomas Aquinas underlines this principle in the Summa Theologica (II-II, Q. 2, a. 1, conclusion), the acceptance of faith is caused, not as a result of the spirit’s investigation but by a pressure that comes from one’s will. Though the knowledge of faith might be devoid of the rational evidence of science’s certainties, it belongs to another order that makes it far more robust.

Used sometimes in its weakest meaning, “to agree with,” “to accept as true,” and sometimes in its strongest meaning, “give full assent to a truth,” “acquiesce to the truth,” the verb “to believe” regularly appears in Montaigne’s translation, without any equivalent in the Latin version. Its presence makes it possible to see how reasoning leads the will to accept a truth when this truth is of a different type to objective knowledge. The use of hortatory expressions, “We must believe,” “Let us believe,” “We only have to believe,” shows the way our mind may adhere to a truth when it is in fact a formulation of faith. Whether this tool is used consciously or not by the translator, the recurring use of the verb “to believe” within the demonstration, where the Latin uses only simple logical connectives, such as “ita etiam” (even so), “ideo” (so), “too,” “ergo” (therefore), “ergo concluditur quod” (it is concluded that), “sequitur quod” (it follows that), makes it clear that meditation on God and the end of life fails to bring certainties from the point of view of rational argumentation but determines the will’s assent to dogmatic truths. Thus in chapter 48: “every creature naturally generates its likeness, as the sun its rays … why would we not believe that God too produces his natural image?” We can read in chapter 64: “Croyons certainement que l’essence de Dieu est sans commencement” (let us believe that the essence of God is without beginning) (67v). Elsewhere in the same chapter, “we must believe that” replaces “Non est mirum” (it is not surprising that) (70).

An unusual trait of the translation is Montaigne’s emphasis on the activity of mental representation that is linked to imagination, where the Latin text mentions only the idea of thought (cogitatio). An ambivalent faculty, condemned by Plato as a source of illusions and pretence, and, on the contrary, viewed by Aristotle as a way of reaching total understanding, imagination enables the representation of things to be present in the mind, even when they are absent. From there originates its power as well as its dangerous character. In most of Natural Theology, more specifically in the chapters relating to speculations on God’s being, many words used by Sebond to describe thought—cogitare, invenire, intelligere (to think, to find, to understand)—are translated by Montaigne into a phrasing that uses a word of the same family as “to imagine”: “this discourse can fall into our imagination” for the Latin “hoc potest cogitari” (this can be thought) (chap. 64); “after having found and imagined it” translating “dum inventus est” (after it has been found) (chap. 94); “we must be careful to cautiously approve or refuse the first things that occur to our imagination,” replacing “omnia quae intrant intellectum” (all that enters our mind) (chap. 65).

In his treatise De Imaginatione dating back to 1501 and translated into French in 1557 by Antoine de Baïf, Pico della Mirandola develops the idea that imagination, indispensable to thought, can come to the rescue of the Christian man to consolidate his faith: “Revealed truths, which are inaccessible to reason, and can go as far as contradicting it, are however likely to be conceived and remembered through the use of imagination, as it is not limited by logical contradiction.”25 Thus, Montaigne’s translation includes, as part of the activity of knowing within the process of logical thinking, the “imaginings” of the believer as creations of the spirit that do not fall under the limitations of intelligence. This explanation of the faculty the human mind obeys to when the object it is considering goes beyond reason’s capabilities, bridges the gap between demonstrable truths and those that cannot be demonstrated. It is only the believer’s approval that has the power to transform into truths of faith the propositions stemming from his imagination and presented to his judgment. However, the translation draws the attention of the reader to the modalities according to which these creations of the spirit come to be. We can read in chapter 59: “here are the saintly imaginings that spark man’s understanding: here is the good and the profit that comes from his comparison of his nature to inferior things”; chapter 80 states: “the belief in articles and precepts of faith enriches us greatly. It teaches us that man was created in likeness with God his creator, that God made himself Man because of us, that our own body will be one day glorified with eternal life: those are the most agreeable and pleasant imaginings we could ever wish to have.”

Through this two-faced identity attributed to “imaginings,” the translation underlines the positive role of imagination as a way to support thought in its attempt to picture something close to the perfection of divine essence. In addition, it invites the reader to caution. Indeed, man’s efforts will be in vain if his imagination, left to its own devices, transforms into a source of illusion and foolish conceit. It should be noted that in Montaigne’s translation, it is to another faculty he calls “fancy,” similar to imagination but different from it, that we owe more often than not the misuse of our willpower. Thus, nonbelievers are said to scorn Christian faith “because of their naked and simple fancy” (chap. 208). An admonition in chapter 27 also suggests it: “We must therefore, in a first instance, root into our belief Jesus Christ son of God, as he is the live and true origin of all truth… . Whoever does not presuppose this through strong faith in his understanding, can only argue in a fanciful and deceitful way.”

A statement by Picco della Mirandola (“We can assert that all goods and all ills can stem from our imagination”26) suggests the necessity of submitting this faculty to careful scrutiny and to learn to direct it correctly to avoid fanciful suggestions. Such control is possible when directing this faculty toward knowledge, through diligent contemplation of the truths contained in God’s word as transmitted by the message of the Scriptures and as recommended by the “mastery of the images” described in the last chapters of the treatise On Imagination by Picco della Mirandola. In Montaigne’s translation, the passages that evoke Christian devotional practices seem to hint at the possibility of being able to control mental representations in a way that fits with those recommendations as well as those formulated by Ignatius of Loyola in the Spiritual Exercises. In a way that showcases the spirit of his time, Montaigne’s translation uses rhetorical amplification and hypotyposis to focus the reader’s attention on the spectacle of Christ’s suffering in a remarkable way, whether it be in the chapters dedicated to the truth on the mysteries of the Incarnation or in the chapters that deal with the sacraments of the Eucharist and of Penance: “It is right for each Christian man’s study, his concern and his care, the practice and use of his understanding, memory, judgment and imagination to stop and take place continuously within the contemplation of Christ’s death” (chap. 279).

An extract from chapter 259 makes it possible to grasp the rhetorical amplification of an image already present in other translations of Sebond’s text but rendered more striking thanks to Montaigne’s translation, namely it is the personification of Malice, presented as fiercely and uselessly attacking the Messiah’s perfect sanctity (341):

Here comes malice striking and attacking itself, here it goes losing and ruining itself with its own knife; with its increased frustration, it arms itself against Jesus, the more it insists in its obsession through blood and torments, the more it entangles and fastens itself to its own weapons, and each wound, each offence against Jesus is a strong attack against itself, every new way it finds to harm him is just as many deadly and incurable jabs inflicted on itself.27

Ignored by abstract terms in the Latin version, the emergence of concrete terms that materialize the depicting of violence and underline the horror of the blows is destined to inspire horror and, as a reaction, the pious indignation followed by meditation of the reader.

A DISCOURSE ON CHRISTIAN HOPE

A long passage at the end of chapter 208 (236v) remains without any corresponding source in the Latin versions of the text:

Compare at this time the condition of Christians, full of so many beautiful and great hopes and confidence, with the condition of Infidels. Compare our rest and the confidence that fills our souls to the turbulent, ever-changing and dubious error, which continuously torments and tortures their misguided minds as they move away from this holy faith, uncertain about what concerns them as men … they ruminate and incessantly remind themselves of the difference between their condition and ours.28

This speech is in line with the teachings dispensed elsewhere in Natural Theology, namely that humility and hope are the foundations of Christian virtues and that Christianity’s helpful nature should be recognized, as evoked in chapter 80 (80v): “In the case where Christian religion might be wrong, which is impossible, man would be quite forgivable before God and before other creatures for getting attached to his own better part that brought more good and perfection to him in his quality of a man.”29 This argument can be seen as the precursor of the argument of the bet developed in Pascal’s Thoughts. It is a staple argument in Christian apologetics, used as early as the fourth century by the Roman orator Arnobius, newly converted to the faith, in his treatise Adversus nationes libri VII. Arnobius asks:

whether it is not more rational, between two uncertain events, to believe in the one which brings some level of hope, rather the one which gives none. In the first case, no risks are incurred if the event we are waiting for never happens; in the second case, the loss is enormous, because it is the loss of our salvation.30

Whether or not the lines of Natural Theology quoted above can be attributed to Montaigne, they follow the translator’s respect for a faith that elevates man morally and spiritually.

Montaigne’s newfound fame in 1580 might explain his desire to review and correct his translation of Natural Theology, the second edition of which was published in 1581 in Paris. However, thorough examination of the corrected work reveals that the content of the reedited translation does not change very much when compared with the previous edition printed in 1569. The changes focus on correcting the numerous errors that the printer left in the first edition. But the second edition is overall very similar to the previous version: the same number of pages, the same page layout, similar marginal notes and similar titles, and above all, the same text, including the prologue. That said, the title of the work is significantly different; from the following in 1569: Natural Theology by Raymond Sebon, a great Doctor among the Moderns, in which by the order of nature, is demonstrated the truth of the Catholic faith, newly translated from Latin into French, it becomes, in the second edition published in September 1581: Natural Theology by Raymond Sebon, newly translated into French by Sir Michel de Montaigne, Knight of the Order of the King, and ordinary gentleman of his chamber. The new title excludes the sentence explaining the theologian’s ambition “to demonstrate by the order of nature, the truth” of the Christian and Catholic faith. It no longer refers to the author as a “great doctor among the Moderns.” In return, the translator receives the honors and the benefits in the title. Unless this change stems from the message Montaigne received in March 1581 from the Roman censors about the condemnation of Sebond’s prologue, these changes seem to testify to the emergence of new concerns on the translator’s part, as he is careful to promote a better reception of his works with his readers, especially pious female readers. It is also worth remembering here that in the middle of the “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” Montaigne pauses to teach good use of his text to an anonymous addressee; “Without any real proof, this character is generally identified with Margaret of Valois, daughter of King Henry II and wife of the King of Navarre.”31

The “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” however, bears witness to the strong impression Natural Theology made on the writer throughout his assiduous study of the work. The translator’s task seems to have given Montaigne an opportunity to scrutinize how any attempt to demonstrate Christian truth constantly faces the obligation to “annihilate judgment to make room for faith.” Sebond’s approach in principle: observation of creatures; praise of God; teaching of moral law and ensuring it fits with the dogma, targeted man’s superior good. It insisted with fervor on the need to give primacy to the love of God, instead of the love of oneself and of creatures. Yet, despite Sebond’s apparent praise, the “Apology” turns into a sharp criticism of the reasoning that all religions may construct about God. Montaigne even states that, due to a lack of certainty, when beliefs go against each other, it is better to abide by the religion of one’s fathers. As for the “weakness of Sebond’s arguments,” they mainly allow Montaigne to refute opponents of Christianity, as they ultimately do not have better arguments against him. He can thus conclude that it is impossible to be absolutely certain regarding any human knowledge in matters of faith because of the instability of the world and of man. Montaigne does not intentionally modify the content of Sebond’s speech when he translates it; rather, he does so only to make it less dogmatic and more consistent with his new readership’s expectations. However, what seems to have touched and impressed the translator is the fact that the desire or need to believe can be so compelling in man that it can push him to accept what he cannot understand, or that religion attracts man by making promises that cannot be verified, and finally that, left to its own devices, imagination in its most humane effort wishes to take over reason when reason is unsuccessful. The translation shows how the principle of “being convenient for man” encourages imagination to rush into reason’s place regarding all the obscure points of the doctrine of salvation. Therefore it only remains to say, as Montaigne does, that what is reached in this way has “believable and wonderful an aspect” (chaps. 19, 25) and how “very noble and great a doctrine one that is founded on virtue, goodness and perfection of man.” As for the great theme of the “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” the inability of human reason to reach the truth, the translation of Natural Theology seems to have prepared the translator well to support that line of argument.

Translated by Manuela Galan
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CHAPTER 5

LA BOÉTIE AND MONTAIGNE

MICHEL MAGNIEN

LA BOÉTIE and Montaigne, and not “Montaigne and La Boétie,” as it has too often been said and written—at once turning upside down both the chronology and the reality—because Montaigne, younger than his friend, was actually La Boétie’s Lucilius and not his Seneca. The order in which we present the two friends is important, and it is to correct this error of parallax, itself the result of an older Montaigne having taken charge of the image of his friend who died too young, an error too frequent in the critical discourse, from which we would like to proceed.

The brief life of this humanist magistrate,1 which Montaigne proclaimed “the greatest man, in my view, of our century,”2 remains largely unknown and dominated by periods of shadow, in particular over his childhood and the most influential years of his intellectual development. The first documented biographical data we have is the granting of his law license from the University of Orléans on September 23, 1553.3 More than two-thirds of this much too short life thus totally escapes us, and in just a few words we are able to say everything we know about his existence before this date. Like Montaigne, La Boétie came from the urban bourgeoisie that had been enriched by fifteenth-century commerce, one that provided a path to ennoblement via the acquisition of charges and offices. Orphaned very early (he lost his father, Antoine, before 1541; his mother, Philippe de Calvimont, related to a president of the parlement of Bordeaux, died earlier), he was first educated by his uncle, his godfather and namesake Estienne de La Boétie, the parish priest of Bouilhonac (in the Aude region), then at Saint-Quentin (near Sarlat) and Soustons (in the Landes). We do not know at what school the young La Boétie was educated, but it was certainly not at the Collège de Guyenne, where he would have come across Montaigne as a child. His later relations with Dorat and Baïf indicate that he perhaps studied for a time in Paris. Outside of law, La Boétie closely studied ancient languages, and he would prove himself to be an unparalleled Hellenist, recognized by his colleague Arnoul Le Ferron and even by an individual as little inclined to compliments as Julius Caesar Scaliger. He translated Xenophon and Plutarch from the original texts, which was still far from being the rule at the time, and he proposed judicious amendments to the Erôtikos by Plutarch.4 It is without doubt during these years of study that he began—the text carrying the traces of later revisions, including a eulogy of the young Brigade dates from 1554–1555—the work that, thanks to his relationship with Montaigne, has done the most for the survival of his name, namely the Discourse on Voluntary Servitude.

La Boétie’s last ten years leave us more traces, even if we ignore at what exact date he married Marguerite de Carle, a widow of good family and sister of a president of the parlement of Guyenne (from 1554 to 1566), Pierre, and of the renowned Lancelot de Carle, a well-known ecclesiastic at court. Received as a lay counselor in the parlement of Bordeaux on May 17, 1554, thanks to a dispensation because of his young age, La Boétie secured a seat in the First Chamber of Inquests until his death in 1563. As the registers of the parlement indicate, he proved to be a hard-working counselor, esteemed by his colleagues,5 for whom he drafted a long note on the application in the parlement’s jurisdiction of the first edict of toleration, which he thought was impossible: the famous Memoire sur l’Edit de Janvier 1562.6 Several years earlier, in 1557, Michel de Montaigne, whom La Boétie designated in August 1563 in his will as “his intimate brother and inviolable friend,”7 had entered the same parlement (but not the same chamber). However, Montaigne had quickly chosen him as an exclusive friend, even, to believe the texts left by La Boétie, as a guide.

LA BOÉTIE, MONTAIGNE’S GUIDE

When did the “first meeting” of the two eternal friends, which, if we believe the fantastic setting provided by Montaigne, “by chance came at a great feast and gathering in the city”8 take place? As is often the case when he mentions La Boétie, Montaigne is inconsistent, letting slip contradictory dates depending on the passages or time of writing. In August 1570, he explains why some of the texts of his late friend have eluded him, writing at the beginning of his edition of La Boétie’s translations: “because our acquaintance only began around six years before his death.”9 In the lyrical ending of the chapter “Of friendship” he confided some time later: “if I compare it all, I say, with the four or five years which were granted me to enjoy the sweet company and society of that man, it is nothing but smoke, nothing but dark and dreary night. Since the day I lost him.”10 After 1588, he corrected this passage and replaced “four or five” with “four years.” So did the meeting take place in December 1557 at the Palais de l’Ombrière, during the installation of the newly-arrived counselors from the Cour des Aides of Périgueux? Must it be placed in 1558? Or yet, according to the last date proposed by Montaigne, in 1559?

To establish a strict chronology is not just a pointless case of erudition: death came early to interrupt a relationship that, moreover, had been been interspersed by numerous absences far from Bordeaux of one or the other of the two friends.11 Bearing in mind the intensity of the sentiments expressed by Montaigne in his prefaces from 1570 and in the Essays, if their relationship only covered four years, further shortened by long periods when the two friends were not physically able to meet in Guyenne, the question of the effective length of this friendship takes on importance because of the corollary question as to the veracity of Montaigne’s declarations. In so short a time, how was this friendship able to attain the degree of incandescence that is attested to in his declarations to Lansac12 or to Henri de Mesmes13 and which is witnessed at more length in the chapter “Of friendship”? What is the role of literary reconstruction in the manner in which Montaigne depicts it starting from 1570 in the letter to his father,14 in the different prefaces to the works of his late friend, and then, above all, in the Essays?

Six years? Four years? In the absence of all critical documentation, we are able, like Doctor Payen, to make an equivocal response: “in one case, he calculated with the calendar, in the other, with his heart.”15 And numbers of critics (Gustave Lanson, Maurice Rat, Madeleine Lazard) have rallied to this interpretation: La Boétie and Montaigne saw each other frequently for six years, minus the two years of separation due to their respective travels, which amounts in effect to four years. Very well. But Montaigne implies that they did not meet immediately after he entered the small door of the parlement of Bordeaux.16 There is also a witness who has not been referred to often on this subject, Marie de Gournay, who wrote in her preface of 1595 that: “He [Montaigne] lasted for me only four years, no longer than La Boétie for him. Could it be that that fortune out of pity for men limits such friendships in this way, so that the loathing of having enjoyed it for so short a time, keeps them from pledging themselves to the grief that one must suffer from the lack of it?”17 It has been established that Marie de Gournay met Montaigne for the first time in the spring of 1588 in Paris, and if this symmetry, too perfect not to have been a bit forced by the young woman, is a reality, it would then allow us to date the actual introduction of the two friends in the spring of 1559.

Nevertheless, the warmth of the relationship born between “both grown men”18 is not debatable: other than the numerous and impassioned declarations of Montaigne, we also have the testimony of La Boétie himself. Apart from letters alluded to by Montaigne that he without a doubt wrote during their frequent and long periods of separation, and that are today lost with the majority of Montaigne’s correspondence, La Boétie addressed three Latin poems to his friend. Published in 1570–1571 in his Poemata (poems I, III & XX), they number among the longest compositions of the collection, adding up to 444 lines, more than a third of the whole. In the chapter “Of friendship,” in opposition to everything that the ancients had written, Montaigne affirmed that time had nothing to do with it: his friendship with La Boétie carried from its first days a degree of extreme intensity. This is confirmed by La Boétie, who, as Montaigne recalls in the same passage, thus began his “excellent Latin satire … in which he excuses and explains the precipitancy of our mutual understanding, so promptly grown to its perfection.”19 “Most prudent men, who are generally rather skeptical, / Do not put much faith in friendship unless it has been tested by time, / And unless chance has subjected it to the various harsh experiences of life. / But in our case, even though we have been friends for only a little more than a year, / Our friendship has already reached a rare degree of perfection.”20

The rest of the satire is more difficult to interpret; the poet is presented as a new Socrates before a new Alcibiades, self-consciously ascertaining if the vast potential that he sees in this young man will be used by him for good or ill. And regularly Socrates—or the poet that is identified as him, the ambiguity is always maintained—shares his doubts: will the young man succeed in making the difficult virtuous choice (lines 300–322), in overcoming his desire for sensual pleasures, whether it is entertained and sustained in the arms of female adulterers (lines 88–197) or in the dangerous company of prostitutes (lines 198–300)? The final abjuration to virtue (lines 302–322), although it is addressed without any more hesitation to Montaigne, leaves the impression of uncertainty: in short, we are still in the realm of speculation—no one can say, not least the poet, if it will be heeded.

Ode III plays off the same ambiguity by using a figurative and flexible discourse, the apologue, in which the young Montaigne is compared to the Hercules of Prodicus. This ode begins by underlining the futility, the vanity, for a viridis magister—as such does the poet paint himself—to address his advice to another young man who is following his noble father. But this reticence to guide a young man who “with a winged foot will soon be crowned with garlands and already approaches the goal” (lines 5–7) will soon give way to a remonstrance, with the contrasting evocation of the seuera Virtus (lines 41–72) and of the Voluptas (lines 29–40). This last, silent reference, unlike his model in Xenophon, offers to the gaze of young Hercules the artifices, the lurid gaudy luxury of women of pleasure; but if he looks closely—and the gaze of the poet is good for this, it leads the young man to look beyond appearances in order to discern the soul—the Voluptas is only an “impudent old woman imitating youth.” To this unflattering portrait follows a prosopopoeial of Virtue addressed to the young Hercules, a long parenesis nourished by Xenophon’s words; but these moralizing words confer to the piece, devoid of a conclusion, a rather enigmatic sense because the last words of Virtue are also the last lines of the poem. Is Montaigne implicitly invited to apply them to his own existence, as Hercules did in the apologue by Prodicus? But then what meaning is given to the introductory words of the poet?

We are therefore able to place the composition of ode III with certainty after that of the long satire because it seems to take up in a much more serious mood—we abandon the genus humile, we pass from the satire to the ode—the existential dilemma previously posed with humor and fantasy by the young moralist. Montaigne is invited to forsake the ambiguous character, though in the end a sympathetic one, of the young dissolute inherited by the traditions of comedy and the Latin satire for the purpose of pursuing a Hercules that will surmount the bivium and commit himself resolutely to the side of virtue. Between the two pieces, the response to the alternative seems to have been made, and this ode shows in what sense the young Montaigne had resolved amiably being scolded by his friend—himself apparently happily married. However, it is useless for us to linger on the epistle addressed to Montaigne and to Belot21 (Poemata I) because the invective (“Montane, ingenii iudex æquissime nostri”), besides underlining their intellectual complicity, tells us more about the state of La Boétie’s despondency at the start of the civil war than about his relations with Montaigne.

These pieces prove that La Boétie wished to re-create with Montaigne a friendship constructed from the ancient canon, founded on intellectual exchange, but equally moral, where the friends are at the same time judges and guarantors of the other—compare this with the figures of C. Blosius and T. Gracchus, summoned in the chapter “Of friendship”—who must be generous in offering comfort and, above all, counsel. The accuracy of the letter in which Montaigne relates his friend’s last days to his father is open to debate; nevertheless, this passage reflects the sentiments motivating this reader of Aristotle, Plutarch, and Cicero on the search for lost friendship: “And then turning his words to me: ‘My brother, he said, whom I love so dearly, and whom I have chosen among all other men in order to renew with you this virtuous and sincere friendship by which vice is banished between us for so long that only ancient traces of it remain in the memory of old age… .’ ”22 This dream of a friendship based on the ancient model that undoubtedly occupied Montaigne23 probably also haunted La Boétie. The three Poemata referred to, so horatian in tone, demonstrate this; and we can easily imagine this aspiration for the humanist, who in the Discourse on Voluntary Servitude had already arduously proclaimed friendship “a sacred name … a holy thing.”24 It is undoubtedly through La Boétie himself that the author of the Essays must have come to so high an opinion of friendship, and of whom he must speak, in a properly sublime manner, in Book I, chapter 28, revealing it to be a double homage, since the friend in it is at once the main subject and his primary inspiration.

The other crucial aspect of this relationship resides in its unequal character; it is, as the Latin poems witness, a relationship between a mentor and a youth, a master and a disciple; this is how Montaigne represents it in the pages of the Essays: “for we were both grown men, and he a few years older than I.”25 He affirms: “I was already so formed and accustomed to being a second self everywhere that only half of me seems to be alive now … for just as he surpassed me infinitely in every other ability and virtue, so he did in the duty of friendship.”26 The only thing that remains difficult to judge is the degree of intensity of this relationship: was it as demanding for both of them, as ardent, as Montaigne repeatedly affirms in his prefaces from 1570 and in the Essays? For Montaigne, the feeling appears incontestable. Other than these reiterated proclamations, a confession confirms it, which is particularly significant because it was inscribed in a text not meant for publication, the Travel Journal, in which, on Thursday, May 11, 1581, Montaigne recorded: “This same morning, writing to Monsieur d’Ossat, I was overcome by such painful thoughts about Monsieur de La Boétie, and I was in this mood so long, without recovering, that it did me much harm.”27

On the other hand, the Poemata reveal a La Boétie fully integrated in the sodalitas eruditorum of Bordeaux, and his two cycles of sonnets portray a Petrarchan lover (in the twenty-nine sonnets published in Book I, 29 between 1580 and 1588) turning quickly into a solicitous husband acting to enrich and deepen his conjugal relationship through the twenty-five sonnets and the accompanying works published at the end of 1570 in the Vers françois. It is difficult with this proof to confirm Montaigne’s assertion of an almost passionate, nearly exclusive relationship: the last of the three Poemata that were addressed to him with certainty is addressed jointly to Montaigne and to Jean de Belot, to whom, just like Montaigne, La Boétie offers three Poemata. We must not forget that a relationship is shared by two people: nothing prevents us from imagining a Montaigne “more friendly,” more demanding than La Boétie, attracted and occupied elsewhere.28 Montaigne might have projected on this affable, brilliant, enticing man (from Scaliger to Maurice de Marcis, contemporary witnesses do not fail to mention his humane and intellectual qualities), who had surely—we just saw the proof of it—offered to him his friendship, the emotional compulsion that inhabited him alone and that was poorly fulfilled by others.

The problem of the exact nature of the relationship between the two friends ultimately arises. Montaigne condemned pederasty as an unequal type of relationship in which the child submits to the authority of a mature man but never homosexuality as such; he says nothing, either for or against the amorous or sexual relationship between two “grown men,” and this kind of relationship, if it was condemned by the Catholic Church was, as in antiquity, common in the Renaissance. In a proposition from II, 17 deleted in the Bordeaux Copy of the Essays, Montaigne evoked, it is true, the powerful body of his friend: “He was truly a full soul, handsome from every point of view: I read under his long robe the strength of a soldier; a soul of the old stamp, who would have achieved great results if fortune had willed it.”29 We interpret this passage differently from Jean-Michel Delacomptée.30 Even if like him we scarcely believe in the existence of a homosexual relationship between the two men: as already mentioned by Fausta Garavini,31 we find the classic opposition between the nobility of the short robe and the nobility of the long robe, between arms and letters, and the idea developed elsewhere in Montaigne, in particular in his preface-letter of the Poemata addressed to Michel de L’Hôpital, a passage the Essays reproduces almost verbatim, that La Boétie did not have the career that he deserved. On the other hand, in another chapter in which he evoked the frequent separations that paradoxically strengthened their friendship, Montaigne insists on the pure spiritual connection that unites them: “This insatiable hunger for bodily presence betrays a certain weakness in the enjoyment of souls.”32 Finally, when he opposes marriage to friendship, Montaigne affirms that if women had souls “firm enough to endure the strain of so tight and durable knot,” “such relationship, free and voluntary, could be built up in which not only would the souls have this complete enjoyment, but the bodies would also share in the alliance … it is certain that the resulting friendship would be fuller and more complete.”33 He seems here to exclude a priori from the friendly relationship that he cherishes with La Boétie any physical or sexual dimension. In the absence of hard proof, even if certain critics do not hesitate to make this leap,34 the greatest caution is required regarding the question of a possible homosexual relationship between the two men. We are able to discern at most between them, thanks to the very prudent study of Françoise Charpentier,35 “a homosexuality of structure” but definitely not in fact.

MONTAIGNE WITHOUT LA BOÉTIE: THE TRANSITION TO WRITING

The sudden disappearance in August 1563 of a friend who meant so much must have been a terrible shock for Montaigne. We feel it still in the aggressive manner with which, much later, he condemns the doctors called to the bedside of his friend, who were not able to save him: “In their fear of arresting the course of a dysentery lest they produce a fever in the patient, they killed a friend of mine who was worth more than the whole lot of them.”36 Informed on Tuesday, August 10, of the first symptoms of the dysentery that would take him, Montaigne visited his friend regularly, scarcely leaving him until his death on the morning of August 18. At a date that is difficult to determine, in a long and solemn letter addressed to his father, he immortalized the last days of La Boétie, transformed into a wise stoic: “An vivere tanti est,” he will thus sigh to him on the eve of his death.37 In the summer of 1570, Montaigne will edit part of the manuscripts that were bequeathed to him by La Boétie, “with death in his throat,”38 at the same time as was his library. In Paris, Montaigne chose the son-in-law of the great humanist printer Vascosan, Federic Morel to deliver to posterity the three vernacular translations provided by this well-established Hellenist, starting with the Greek texts of Xenophon and Plutarch, as well as his Poemata and, some time later in a separate booklet, his Vers françois. Above all, making no mystery of his promotional intentions, Montaigne supplied each piece of this corpus separated from the Discourse on Voluntary Servitude and the Memoire sur l’Edit de Janvier with stirring prefaces addressed to prominent political figures.39 These prefaces, which all exalt the qualities of the late great man and the intensity of the relationship that he had with Montaigne, are almost a foreshadowing of the chapter “Of friendship.”

These typographic funerals finished and his responsibility relinquished, Montaigne was able to rest “on the breast of the learned Muses,” a withdrawal regarded as sacred through two Latin inscriptions.40 The most famous one was placed in the cabinet adjacent to the librairie and consecrated on the date of his retirement,41 and the other was placed on a frieze on the ceiling of the library, the works that La Boétie had bequeathed to him placed without a doubt below,42 celebrating his late friend:

Sadly deprived of support, so precious for his life, of Estienne de La Boétie, the most gentle, the most sensitive, and also the most intimate of companions, the most learned, the most charming and truly the most accomplished man of our time, as he desired to see something remarkable built in memory of their mutual love, of his gratitude and his fidelity, M. de Montaigne, that can finally be given body to his desire, consecrated to him this learned cabinet, privileged object of his affection.43

This inscription forms a diptych with that of the cabinet, which enables Montaigne to grieve, while appointing under the sign of Saturn the two friends that he was going to immortalize in the pages of the Essays, worked out between these same walls: “It was a melancholy humor, and consequently a humor very hostile to my natural disposition, produced by the gloom of the solitude into which I had cast myself some years ago, that first put into my head this daydream of meddling with writing.”44 In spite of his constitution “moderately sanguine and warm,”45 the beginning of his retirement—perhaps because once all possibility of diversion vanished46 it rekindled his feelings about the death of one so dear—is dominated by melancholy, and only the composition of the first Essays will be able, if we believe Montaigne, to pull him out. Is it necessary to emphasize at this point the importance in his life, and then in his work, of Montaigne’s relationship with La Boétie? Albert Thibaudet has demonstrated the importance of this “melancholy humor,” of grief, in the transformation of Montaigne into a writer: “he alone possessed my true image, and carried it. It is why I explain myself so carefully.”47 Michel Butor has also reinforced our convictions on this subject, and the important book of Jean Starobinski does not contradict them.48

Beyond the suffering that it caused, the death of La Boétie provided an important secondary benefit to Montaigne, namely of becoming intoxicated, without any risk of being disabused, with this “absolute possession of souls,” intensified in his opinion by their separation, in a rumination in which he has, in the seclusion of his tower, little by little discovered the sweetness: “His affection consoled me and honored me. Is it not the pious and joyful duty of my life, of making forever and ever obsequies for him? Is it a fruition that is worth this privation?”49 The friendship between La Boétie and Montaigne regains in our eyes an unequal relationship, one that after the death of the first, the second, distraught, has exalted, with time, in the nostalgia of memory, in the distorting mirror of his librairie, and in the litany of celebration. Of this relationship, he is able to say only that he lived for it, projecting on the friend his own feelings:

Our souls pulled together in such unison, they regarded each other with such ardent affection, and with a like affection revealed themselves to each other to the very depths of our hearts, that not only did I know his soul as well as mine, but I should certainly have trusted myself to him more readily than to myself.50

What to conclude in the face of such a fantasy of fusion, except that Montaigne has recorded the story of the relationship of two people no more for his loved ones than for us: in his prefaces from 1570 as in his Essays, he tirelessly attempts to explicate for himself the simulacrum of his friendship to those of antiquity: “as I know by too certain experience, there is no consolation so sweet in the loss of our friends as that which comes to us from the knowledge of not having forgotten to tell them anything and of having had perfect and entire communication with them.”51 How to judge such a declaration? In the pages of the Essays, we are incapable of evaluating the degree of fiction; therefore, we are confronted with a work in which a great number of snapshots of an active conscience, never at rest, are printed; it is at the moment when it experiences the event that it attempts to retranscribe it. In short, we are confronted with a text in which it is often impossible to evaluate the degree to which reality has been adapted.

In a parallel fashion, it is striking to observe that, in his Advertissement of 1570 edition of La Boétie’s works, Montaigne does not refer to the letters that he most certainly had received from his friend. It is as if what he wants to reveal of the great man—the publications of 1570–1571—or what he wants to say about him—in the Essays—must always pass through the filter of literary expression, of literature. We are in this way able to understand his refusal to publish the Memoire, a text too anchored in the historical reality of the moment. While the Essays present more than fifteen evocations of this “soul of the old stamp,”52 or allusions to him, we notice that it reveals in the final analysis very few details about the everyday aspects of their relationship: an evocation, vague and almost fantastic, of the moment that they met, the ugly physique of La Boétie, but compared, again referencing antiquity, to that of Socrates, the memory of a single and unique conversation on the union between the soul and the body that Montaigne, unlike his friend, considers in materialistic terms: that is all. As if everything that concerned La Boétie was wrapped in the wool of suspended time, extracted by history to take its place in the mythical time of friendship, both eternal and immaterial—at the least isn’t it about time suspended by writing?

This friendship, too soon interrupted, constituted for the author of the Essays a permanent festering wound that opened again and again, a very sensitive subject; as such, it was the object of many a sorrowful meditation as well as retellings. As an example, witness the alterations of the chapter “Of friendship,” studied by Fausta Garavin and Marc Schachter.53 What Montaigne offers us of La Boétie is in the best case only a reflection dulled by the patina of time, an echo dimmed by distance—as these retellings do not result from a more or less conscious reconstruction, undertaken to varying degrees, by the author of the Essays: “Those who have deserved friendship and gratitude from me have never lost it through being no longer there; I have paid them better and more carefully in their absence and ignorance. I speak more affectionately of my friends when there is no way left for them to know of it.”54 Duly noted. Montaigne was able to speak of La Boétie “more affectionately” after his death than during his life.

Nevertheless, as Montaigne advances down the path to maturity, this unequal relationship will be rebalanced, bit by bit, in favor of the younger of the two, as the most celebrated passages of the chapter “Of friendship” attest. Indescribable in 1580 (“If one presses me to say why I loved him, I feel that it is not able to be expressed”), ten years later Montaigne, in the Bordeaux Copy, replaced his first response: “how to respond: Because it is him;” then later on, in an ultimate corrective act using a different ink, after so many years he finally dared to rank himself as an equal to the great man: “Because it was he, because it was I.”55 Between 1588 and 1592 we thus pass from inseparable oneness (the “him” lost, the surviving half-Montaigne) to a duality, to a balanced relationship, peer to peer, in which each of the two friends count as much as the other. It is as if the exaltation of a perfect friendship as the result of the reciprocity of affection is mimicked by the symmetry, finally established, of the sublime formula, replacing with the passage of time the lament of the one who is gone. In that brief moment, the scale is balanced, emphasized by the rigorous symmetry of two causal propositions. This restoration of balance corresponds with the moment when the work of La Boétie, except four quotations,56 is expelled for good from the Essays because, after the Discourse, the Vingt et neuf sonnets are dismissed from it. La Boétie, whom his alter ego had claimed to place in glory at the heart of his work, now entered the shadows, and the continually growing reputation of the author of the Essays would soon dim the features of his friend as he faded to the background.

In the course of the centuries, tradition will transform La Boétie at best into a fleeting companion whose greatest title of renown, the Discourse on Voluntary Servitude, is proven, in supreme irony, to be a text that Montaigne did not wish to distribute in order not to tarnish his memory. Thus it is strongly acknowledged that, for the most part, Montaigne produced La Boétie. Not the historical La Boétie, who lived, wrote, and worked 28 years before meeting his Pylades or his Achates, and who lives on according to his friend as “the bark and the leaves,”57 but the La Boétie on paper, the only one that truly counts for the majority of Montaigne’s readers and today’s critics, the immortal friend created by the Essays, and then the one of the historical or philosophical essays—from Sainte-Beuve to Jean-Luc Hennig, including Butor and Derrida.58

THE CORPSE IN THE CLOSET: THE UNPRINTABLE DISCOURSE ON VOLUNTARY SERVITUDE

In the “Advertissement au Lecteur” that Montaigne placed just after his dedication to Louis de Lansac in La Mesnagerie de Xenophon, Montaigne emphasizes the difficulties that hindered his work as the editor of the Opera omnia of his late friend: he well knows that La Boétie composed “many other Latin and French verses,” which he “heard recited at rich luncheons,” but of which he was not able to find any trace among the papers that had been bequeathed to him by the deceased. As Montaigne made clear,59 this was due to the lack of care that he had taken with his compositions. But, surprise, even though he claimed to want to publicize the too-rare manifestations of his friend’s literary talents, in an abrupt conclusion Montaigne thwarts readers from his two most important works:

Assure yourself that I did what I could, and that, in the seven years since we have lost him, I have only been able to recover what you see, except a Discourse on Voluntary Servitude, and some Memoires de noz troubles sur l’Edict de Janvier 1562. But as for these two last fragments, I find in them a manner too tender and delicate to abandon them to the dull and heavy air of such an unpleasant time. A Dieu.60

This announcement is dated August 10, 1570, two days after the peace ending the third civil war had been signed, a treaty negotiated between Marshal Biron and Henri de Mesmes, dedicatee of La Boétie’s translation of Plutarch’s Regles de mariage within the volume edited by Montaigne. In the wake of the famous 1562 edict of January, signed in the same place, the Peace of Saint-Germain restored limited freedom of worship to the Protestants. Does this indicate that to Montaigne, who terminated and sold his office two weeks earlier, the return of relative religious toleration was “unpleasant?” We could then understand why he held back the Memoire, which vigorously condemned the practical consequences of the application of the January 1562 edict of toleration in Guyenne.61 As for the Discourse, what was the necessity that convinced Montaigne to retain it in the first place? Had he already begun to be appreciated in the Protestant milieu? Regarding the circulation of the manuscript in 1580, the responsibility for which Roger Trinquet, without much proof, wants to attribute to him:62 “It has long been circulating in the hands of men of understanding, not without great and well-merited commendation; for it is a fine thing, and as full as can be.”63 However, the Monarchomach movement did not yet have the strength it would gain after the Saint Bartholomew’s Day massacre, and it is difficult to see what manipulation could be done with the Discourse around 1570.

At a date that is still difficult to determine, between July 1570 and 1577–1578, a period when three civil wars took place, Montaigne, if he is to be believed, revisited this decision from the summer of 1570 and would have decided to place the Discourse, dismissed not long ago, front and center; he tells us of his “grotesques.”64 So be it. But what political event would have invited him to suddenly consider this publication possible or desirable? With his habitual predilection for paradox, Jean-Louis Bourgeon65 responds that it was Saint Bartholomew’s Day; but this would have manipulated the Discourse in a way that Montaigne will justly reproach the Protestants for when two excerpts of it were published in the middle of the pamphlet Le Reveille matin des françois (1574) and then in its entirety in 1577. And no more can we evoke one of the provisional treaties of pacification—the Edict of Boulogne (July 1573), the Treaty of Nérac (February 1579), or the Peace of Monsieur (May 1576)—in order to explain this change of mind because the initial refusal is dated two days after the signing of a peace treaty at Saint-Germain.

Must one surmise that the event is of a personal nature and that Montaigne, undertaking his own process of writing, suddenly became indifferent to the conditions of reception of the Discourse—this “dull and heavy air” that constitutes the only argument for refusing the dissemination of it in 1570? That the risks that the publication of the same text posed for the memory of his friend had died down, but perhaps also for his own reputation? His attitude before the Roman censors shows that Montaigne, on subjects that he held close to his heart, knew how to show his determination.66 But it would be difficult, while he was only a “gentleman of the Chamber of the king,” among so many others, after Saint Bartholomew’s Day, to want to place at the heart of his own work a text that could legitimately serve as fuel for the Monarchomach movement, which was increasingly virulent.

It would then be necessary to place the first draft of the chapter “Of friendship” before August 1572. Clearly, the personal event that could have invalidated the decision of 1570 would have been the beginning of the Essays. It is the universal position of the critics that at one time, which they do not date, with the notable exception of Roger Trinquet and Gérard Defaux, Montaigne wished to set the Discourse at the center of his work. But, in that case, the problem rests in dating the draft of this writing: even the style of the first pages of chapter I, 28 seems to prevent placing them at such an early date (1571 to mid-1572). For the sake of consistency, Georges Pholien67 has moved the date of composition to a time before the Advertissement of August 1570: besides the fact that doing this opposes every critical tradition, which unanimously situate the first drafts of the Essays around 1572, even the style of the chapter, its ease, which we are reasonably able to oppose to the borrowed tone of the letter to his father, composed we believe at the end of the 1560s, and the explicitly strong personal involvement, which is recalled by the most recent chapters of Book II, all seem to preclude this hypothesis.

One thing remains indisputable: this odd move of naming the author of the Discourse, supplied by the same refusal to diffuse his work that is at the same time presented as admirable, is ten years later reproduced and even developed by Montaigne in the heart of the Essays. With slight differences this paternity of the Discourse is reaffirmed in a more tense and dramatic context, namely the second edition of the Memoires de l’Estat de France sous Charles neufviesme, in which the Discourse was fully published by Simon Goulart in 1577 (in vol. 3, p. 160–191), having just been condemned and even publicly burned in Bordeaux on May 7, 1579.68 What does this audacity mean not to give to the reader a text that, furthermore, one proclaims excellent? It is affirmed in two instances, in 1570 and then in the first edition of the Essays, the intimate friend of the author of a seditious text, or rather one that is becoming such, combined with such prudence. How to analyze this strange game by which Montaigne takes with one hand (“I have changed my mind about putting it in here”69) what he offered with the other at the start of the chapter (“It has occurred to me to borrow one [a rich, polished picture] from Étienne de La Boétie, which will do honor to all the rest of this work”70) and even yet some lines earlier: “But let us listen a while to this boy of eighteen [Bordeaux Copy: sixteen]?”71

As in 1570, Montaigne in truth reserved again the Discourse on Voluntary Servitude for a select readership that alone was capable of appreciating the strength and beauty of the text, “a fine thing, and as full as can be,”72 steering clear of making of its central argument an immediate political application that was foreign to its author’s intentions. This is, affirms Montaigne, a text that the young La Boétie, “wrote by way of essay in his early youth … this subject was treated by him in his boyhood, only by way of an exercise, as a common theme hashed over a thousand places in books.”73 Jean Lafond74 gave much weight to these declarations that were aimed less to defuse what became a fierce attack in Protestant hands than to clarify the status and the intellectual stakes: a declamatio “in honor of liberty against tyrants,”75 a reflection in abstracto on the foundations of domination, which found its troubling source in each subject renouncing his liberty. Montaigne reminds us here that it is a humanist text, as he will claim still in 1588 by insinuating that the Discourse “perhaps” draws its origin from the reading of Plutarch’s Moralia.76 A healthy reading of the text, confidential and private, reserved for the happy few, namely to a small circle of “people of understanding” who savored the manuscript,77 is how Montaigne avoids a purpose “with evil intent,”78 that of the seditious Huguenots who disseminated the text by resorting to printing it, and thus altering the stakes and its scope. At a time when Protestant activism risked compromising his image, the double of La Boétie—all of chapter 28 strives to establish the fusion in one single entity of the two beings—comes to testify to the loyalty of his alter ego, of one that dared, even though it scandalized Cicero (De Amicitia XI-37), to give a positive reading to the response of Caius Blosius admitting that T. Gracchus, his intimate friend, could have ordered him to set fire to the temples of Rome. Montaigne intends to persuade us that he, like this Roman, has “[La Boétie’s] will up his sleeve, both by power over him and by knowledge of him”79: his friend, “more than friends … or friends of ambition and disturbance,”80 never wanted to set fire to the kingdom; the chapter “Of friendship,” in its cyclical structure, repeats this at length.

But is this project of inserting the Discourse into the Essays, given the abysmal political context of these years, ever able to get past the stage of declaring an intention to do so? Only one hypothesis, certainly tentative, seems to us capable of untangling this knot of contradictions: that of staging a scene that was strictly authorized by the publication of the Discourse against Montaigne’s will. The introduction to the Contr’un (“But listen a little …”) would have been fated, in its tone from the start, to remain a dead letter, it immediately had to be followed by remorse: “I changed my mind about putting it here,” a faithful echo of the Advertissement of 1570, but which contained from then on a justification external to Montaigne, better able to be accepted by the reader. How else to explain the insistent presence at the beginning and the end of the chapter of the traces of this project of insertion? This is an indication that, if he had really changed his mind about his decision to publish it, Montaigne would have been able, and—despite his later declarations on its mode of composition, “I add, but I do not correct,”81 which are about its printing—should have purely and simply made it disappear from the manuscript that was in the process of being drafted.

As André Tournon82 has shown, the body of the chapter “Of friendship” is constructed around a strong preterition; we would even go so far as to suggest that at the moment when he begins to strike this threne to the memory of the departed, of composing this celebration of their friendship as an unprecedented realization of the most exalted human experience, Montaigne already had the idea of placing a “cenotaph” in the center of his first book. He would have composed the treatise “Of friendship” not as a preface to the Discourse, which he had known for a long time he would not be able to publish, but as a strong plea in favor of the deceased, in which he intones moral caution itself, in order to clear La Boétie of any accusation of antimonarchism or of sedition—a gesture at once of loyalty (taking charge of, even advocating for, the entirety of the figure of the friend, including his perplexing Discourse) and of protection (styling himself very clearly guardian of the political opinions of his late friend, who was a good Catholic,83 “hostile to the commotions and innovations of his time”84). Montaigne will elsewhere allude to this gesture a little hopelessly when he composed Book III of the Essays: “Even the living, I perceive, are spoken of otherwise than they are really. And if I had not supported with all my strength a friend that I lost, they would have torn him into a thousand contrasting appearances.”85 With all his strength, yes, because Montaigne takes risks to defend a work that since May 1579 was officially considered to encourage sedition.

From the moment in 1570, imprudently enough, we acknowledge with Michel Simonin,86 that he released the identity of the author of the Discourse—an action that will not be done in the three Protestant publications, not in Le Réveille Matin in 1574, not by Simon Goulart in his Memoires, not in the printing of the Vive description de la tyrannie, the title which is given to the first known separate edition of the Discourse on Voluntary Servitude in 1577—Montaigne must have observed this effect of the Discourse, a work becoming very troublesome once its use was made partisan. If our hypothesis is valid, this movement of offering and refusing is the only stratagem that Montaigne was able to think of to reconcile the memory of the departed, who was so dear, and his faithful allegiance to his sovereign.

Circumstances—the discovery by Cyprien de Poiferré of the twenty-nine sonnets in the midst of his personal papers—transformed the planned cenotaph into a true typographical monument more or less in the center of the project.87 Hence the addition, to our eyes late, that announced the exchange of “this serious work” for a work “gayer and more lusty. It is 29 sonnets that the sieur de Poiferré, a man of affairs and understanding, who knew it long before me, found by fortune at his home, among some other papers, and recently sent to me.”88 But this substitution filled a gap that was not self-evident in the economy of the Essays. Chapter I, 28, this treatise of virile friendship, envisioned as a serene relationship, equal, having as its foundation “free will,”89 would follow this series of Petrarchan sonnets, a true hymn of love, indulgingly imagined as voluntary servitude and dispossession of the self, composed, what is more, by one of the actors of this exceptional friendly relationship and presented several pages earlier as exclusive. Even if Montaigne reviewed, corrected, and renewed the sonnets in the subsequent editions of 1582 and 1588,90 this distortion was acceptable only for a time. And the fourteen strokes of the pen that forever dismissed in the Bordeaux Copy the lines of his friend, thereby restoring his first intentions, perhaps reestablished the initial plan, which, rather than summoning an unpublishable work (the Discourse) or one incompatible with the context (the twenty-nine sonnets), preferred to evoke the friend rather than let him speak. These sonnets came, apparently at the last minute, to fill the gap left in the broad framework of the grotesques by the disappearance of the Contr’un, banned from publication, temporarily replacing it, and then themselves disappearing, leaving a second false window in the middle of Book I, the dedication of the twenty-nine sonnets to Madame de Gramont, comtesse de Guissen, also known as Corisande (I, 29). In the middle of Book I, the posthumous edition will thus offer to the reader two successive prefaces to two absent texts, thereby introducing a sort of hollowness, a vacuum, and creating a new configuration, no longer that of a fresco painting but the architecture of a “cenotaph” (André Tournon and Fausta Garavini).

This prolonged indifference toward a calculated and scrupulous centering, emphasized by Philippe Desan, perhaps denotes, in the end, a certain detachment by Montaigne with respect to his initial project, made impossible as a result of the claim of the Discourse by the Protestant camp. The suppression of the twenty-nine sonnets, on the other hand, reflects a probable doubt about the intrinsic quality of his friend’s poetic compositions in French; already in 1570, Montaigne had nearly withheld others, as he indicates in his dedication to Paul de Foix.91 Moreover, it is interesting to compare the way in which Montaigne presents these Vers françois to the latter and the twenty-nine sonnets to Corisande. In 1570, the praise is hyperbolic and absolute.92 However, the enthusiasm is much diminished in 1580, in proportion to the geographic diminution of the basis for comparison—from all of France to Gascony: “you will be of my opinion, that nothing has come out of Gascony that had more imagination and nobility.” At the same time Montaigne placed this last set well above that which was published in 1571, which projected a “smack of a certain marital coolness.”93 Just as the success of Desportes threatened the glory of the deceased Ronsard, Montaigne, a mere amateur of poetry as we know, acquired, with the help of time, a greater perception of the true quality of the sonnets.

Indeed, it is as if the stirring testimony of the friend about the prominent qualities of La Boétie (the contents of chapters I, 28 and I, 29), remarkable in their isolation, became more important than the documents of conviction, that are meant to support these eulogies. Didn’t Montaigne himself recognize that these texts were only “the bark and the leaves” lacking the “true sap and pith of his worth?”94 With the years, their value seemed less to him, certainly disproportionate to the memory that he preserved of the great man: “Because in the end, a thousand and a thousand times, even in his ordinary speech, we have seen from him things most worthy of being known, most worthy of being admired.”95

It seems in the end undeniable that the abrupt and hardly justified expulsion96 of the twenty-nine sonnets from the heart of the Essays accompanies the ultimate movement of rebalancing noted earlier (“because it was I”). The “last Montaigne” knows what he values and the value of his work: from that moment on, he feels he is able to speak “absolutely all alone.”97 The friendship of Montaigne and La Boétie is therefore the story of progressive detachment of Montaigne from an admired and loved figure, an individual for whom time and experience undoubtedly dimmed in the eyes of “the intimate brother and inviolable friend,” such that Montaigne will end after 1588 by challenging the deceased’s “place” that his death, as he believes, had claimed for him in 1563.98

Translated by Elisa Jones
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CHAPTER 6

THE PUBLIC LIFE OF MONTAIGNE

PHILIPPE DESAN

“THE mayor and Montaigne have always been two, with a very clear separation.”1 Despite this late dissociation (after 1585) of his public life and private life, Montaigne exercised several political functions and offices that influenced the writing and the publication of the Essays and his other writings. This public life extends over more than thirty years—from 1556 to 1588—a period marked by the religious conflict between Protestants and Catholics in France. Punctuated by lethal clashes, precarious truces, relentless negotiations, and ever more bloody relapses, Montaigne’s public career forms the background of his literary activity.2 We must first recall that the Essays were written over twenty years (from 1572 to 1592), and therefore they cover a good part of the Wars of Religion.3 Too often, critics tend to compress these twenty years into a single text and in a single edition, based on the representation of the famous “couches” (strata): [A] for the 1580 publication of the Essays, [B] for the 1588 edition, and [C] for the Bordeaux Copy additions.4 The Essays—in their various editions during Montaigne’s lifetime—arose from individual political moments that reminded their author of the uncertainties of his public life.


COUNCILLOR OF THE COURT (1556–1570)

Montaigne’s first career was as a parlementaire, or court councillor, in the parlement5 of Bordeaux from 1556 to 1570. It is during this time that he met Estienne de La Boétie. This public career reflected the desire of his father, Pierre Eyquem, who had held the office of mayor of Bordeaux since August 1, 1553. His brother, Raymond Eyquem, was also a councillor in the parlement of Bordeaux.6 Pierre Eyquem immediately thought of his son when the offices of the new Cour des Aides of Périgueux were put up for sale in 1553. Périgueux had the advantage of being sufficiently far enough from Bordeaux that small-scale arrangements between the notables would not have attracted much notice. Able neither to acquire an office for himself nor to transmit it directly to his son, Pierre Eyquem decided to go through his younger brother, the seigneur of Gaujac, also named Pierre,7 in order to buy this office for his son. Montaigne’s uncle had completed his studies at Toulouse. Licensed in law, he held the office of avocat in the Parlement of Bordeaux. He agreed to act as an intermediary, and, in 1556, transferred his newly acquired office in the Cour des Aides of Périgueux to his nephew.

It is thus that Michel entered the magistracy at the age of twenty-three. His father had seen in the creation of a Cour des Aides at Périgueux the means for his son to enter the judicial profession without too much difficulty, even if it was by a small door. Montaigne indifferently pursued the study of law in Paris—or rather attended some lectures—but he never completed his cursus. However, under certain conditions, councillors could be received without an exam merely upon the testimony of their lectures and disputes in law at Toulouse or at Paris. This was the case for Montaigne, who was fluent in Latin, another requirement for the office of councillor in the parlement. Montaigne therefore began his career as a magistrate in the Cour des Aides of Périgueux without being licensed or, in all likelihood, examined in the law.

Shortly thereafter, a royal edict dated from May 1557 abolished the Cour des Aides, and its councillors were incorporated into the parlement of Bordeaux. His first years in Bordeaux were difficult for Montaigne because the councillors from the Cour des Aides were initially marginalized and their competency questioned. However, in time, by the mid-1560s, Montaigne was gradually accepted, and he eventually internalized the ideology of the parlement as a councillor in the Première Chambre des Enquêtes (First Chamber of Investigations). He complied with its protocol and accepted the constraints linked to his profession as a councillor of the court. The Secret Registers8 of the parlement of Bordeaux provide a portrait of Montaigne as a relatively well-integrated councillor after 1565. From this point on, he enjoyed the respect of his peers and sufficiently understood the workings of this complex institution so as to obtain some benefits from it. Like many of his colleagues, he was preoccupied with his career and with advancement to the Great Chamber. He could imagine rising “to the seniority” of the presidency of one of the two chambers, of becoming known at court, and perhaps of even seeing himself called to Paris as Maître des Requêtes, or eventually to become a member of the Privy Council or the Grand Conseil. Montaigne frequently volunteered when it came to sending a delegation or a representative from the parlement to the Royal Court. Indeed, he appreciated all the missions that the parlement entrusted to him, which helped him bridge the gap between the court and the Palais de l’Ombrière in Bordeaux, where the parlement met.

The years from 1560 to 1569 are important in Montaigne’s initial career as a parlementaire. They mark a decisive turning point in his professional ambitions, which were fully invested in his work in one of the two Chambres des Enquêtes. Thus, from 1561, Montaigne visited regularly the Royal Court in Paris, even if it was only as a factor (courier) and subordinate of the parlement of Bordeaux. Carrying letters to the king and his mother, Catherine de Medici, was not a burden for him. His encounters at the Court allowed him to discover another world. As a mere member of the parlement, he failed to gain access to the top circle of courtiers, but he quickly became familiar with the functioning and the decorum of the king’s entourage. All during his life, Montaigne was a fervent loyalist, and he never changed this position, irrespective of who was king. Overall, his views on the religious question were rather similar to the positions defended by members of the Catholic high nobility at the beginning of the 1560s. Just like La Boétie, he recommended firmness in dealing with the Protestants, and he was unhappy with the growing power of a group of Reformed councillors in the parlement of Bordeaux.

At a time when the bonds of proximity were as important as family ties, and in a region divided by religion, Montaigne had a vested interest in maintaining good neighborly relations with the powerful Catholic lords who controlled the territory surrounding his. This was especially true of the Gaston de Foix, marquis de Trans, who would before long act as Montaigne’s political patron. Montaigne’s marriage to Françoise de La Chassaigne on September 22, 1565, reinforced his support in the heart of the parlement of Bordeaux and allowed him to extend his circle of influence. The parents of both parties had arranged the marriage. Françoise was the daughter of a councillor of the parlement, Joseph de La Chassaigne, and the granddaughter of the president, Geoffroy de La Chassaigne.

The death of Pierre Eyquem on June 18, 1568, at the age of sixty-three, marked a decisive moment in Michel’s career in the parlement. He symbolically chose this date to dedicate his translation of Raymond Sebond’s book, Théologie naturelle (1569, reed. 1581) to his father. Pierre Eyquem’s inheritance followed the rules of succession of the time, and, as the eldest son, Montaigne inherited the family château. It had become difficult to achieve his father’s wish that his son have a prestigious career as a magistrate. We must acknowledge the evidence: even though he had demonstrated a certain disposition for the particularities of judicature, Montaigne was not prepared to take into account political considerations. Therefore, he found himself discomfited by new tensions in the parlement, the result of political and religious events. These tensions made him feel as though he were part of a campaign of unlimited religious repression. The parlement of Bordeaux was effectively carrying out a hunt for Protestants, of which Montaigne, despite his strong Catholic convictions, did not approve. He never adhered to the politics of terror, knowing as he did full well that his own security made a certain kind of moderation indispensable.

Confronted by a judicial system controlled by private interests and hindered by several individuals for whom decisions and judgments were strictly political, in the end Montaigne formed a very poor opinion of justice in general. In the Essays, he openly critiques the byzantine nature of the parlement of Bordeaux:

We give legal authority to numberless doctors, numberless decisions, and as many interpretations. Do we therefore find any end to the need of interpreting? Do we see any progress and advance toward tranquility? Do we need fewer lawyers and judges than when this mass of law was still in its infancy? On the contrary, we obscure and bury the meaning; we no longer find it except hidden by so many enclosures and barriers.9

The judicial apparatus of the kingdom was rapidly transformed into an uncontrollable machine, and the king came into conflict with his regional parlements. In 1569, Montaigne possessed neither the will necessary to be engaged politically nor the wish to rally behind the phalanx of extremists who committed themselves mercilessly to battle in the name of a truer religion. He found his accession to the high nobility of the robe (the haute robe de justice) largely compromised in a provincial parlement henceforth alienated from the capital. Interpersonal conflicts equally influenced his decision to abandon his initial public career and prompted him to renounce a profession that his father had imposed on him. The latter dead, Montaigne no longer felt the need to follow a career strewn with hazards that he had been able to control only with difficulty. In twelve years, he had failed even in climbing the first rung of the parlementary hierarchy by joining the Great Chamber. It seemed to him that access to the judicial haute robe, such as a post of Maître des Requêtes, the first step toward the aristocracy of the robe, had become unthinkable in the political and religious context of the parlement of Bordeaux.10 In 1570, Montaigne decided to leave the magistracy and to turn a page in his life. He sold his office of councillor to Florimond de Raemond for 8,400 livres tournois, a large sum at that time.

A POLITICAL PATRON: THE MARQUIS DE TRANS

This first retreat from public life allowed Montaigne to develop connections with the high nobility of Guyenne. One of his neighbors, Gaston de Foix, marquis de Trans and Fleix, played an essential role in Montaigne’s political ascension and in his access to the Court. At the beginning of the 1570s, the marquis de Trans had retreated from politics and sought to soften his position, taken at the start of the Wars of Religion, as an ultra-Catholic. Looking for liege men sufficiently informed in regional and national affairs, he saw in Montaigne a means of conserving his influence both in the region and at Royal Court. He likely dangled the prospect of some political or diplomatic responsibility for Montaigne after having introduced him at Court in Paris. The marquis de Trans was well placed to promote the political career of those who gave allegiance to him, and the proximity of the châteaus of Montaigne and Fleix allowed Gaston de Foix direct and nearly immediate access to his client. It is therefore necessary to understand the friendship between Montaigne and the marquis de Trans in the context of a patron-client relationship based on clientelism.

The Foix-Gurson had manifested a Catholic fervor that prevented them in the 1570s from directly playing a political role in conjunction with the Protestants. They acted from then on in the shadows, and they made use of intermediaries to advance their interests.11 The marquis de Trans had known Montaigne for a long time, and his friendship with the La Boétie of the Memorandum on the Edict of January 1562 had reassured the marquis of his political and religious convictions. In October 1571, a little more than a year after having ended his judicial career and while he was conceiving the project of writing essays to frame several political discourses of La Boétie, Montaigne received a letter from Charles IX informing him that he had just been made a knight in the Order of Saint Michael. The political will of Montaigne’s patrons, the marquis de Trans and the Foix family, is visible in his confirmation of this exceptional title. His patrons were counting on this Gascon gentleman to reclaim a political space redefined by ten years of religious conflicts in a region that had become as strategically important for the royal as for the Reformed party. The Foix-Gurson and the Foix-Candale now claimed to be more conciliatory than they had been at the beginning of Charles IX’s reign, and Montaigne was able to help them in their politics of reconciliation with the Huguenot lords of Périgord and Guyenne.

Montaigne then became a “practiqueur,”12 in the sense that he learned to negotiate with his political supporters: fair’s fair, or “troque pour troq” (tit for tat), as Ronsard would have said. He knew that he owed his patron his fidelity, and he settled this debt as expected. One could say that the Order of Saint Michael was an “advance on practice to come.” His elevation to the rank of knight in the Order of Saint Michael at the end of 1571 came soon after the publication of the Mesnagerie de Xenophon and the Vers François de feu Estienne de La Boétie. These works, published in 1571, were undoubtedly part of a deliberate strategy by Montaigne to make himself more widely known. The marquis de Trans had made Montaigne a member of the middle nobility, to which he did not belong when he left the parlement. In less than eight years, from 1570 to 1578, Montaigne acquired all of the necessary titles to enter the Royal Courts of Henry III and Henry of Navarre with dignity. Indeed, in a short time, he became both “Gentleman in Ordinary of the French King’s Chamber” and “Gentleman of Henry of Navarre’s Chamber.” His sudden political career attests to the considerable influence of the marquis de Trans on the two Henrys. The role of intermediary that the marquis wanted him to play required access to the royal entourage at the highest level. Only a person of high rank and unimpeachable nobility could hold these honorific titles. Montaigne’s new titles precisely attested to this nobility. The Essays published in 1580 also enabled him to leave a visible trace of these noble titles and honorable rewards, all carefully recorded on the title page of his book.

In the Essays, Montaigne speaks several times of his outspoken friend the marquis de Trans and his legendary wrath, even if he did not always approve of his rough Gascon soldierly comportment: “he strikes, he bites, he swears,” making clear all the same that “[a]ll that is just a farce.” In the same passage of the Essays, after 1588, Montaigne adds that Gaston de Foix made “the most tempestuous master in France.”13 It was thanks to the marquis de Trans that Montaigne’s family won acceptance, henceforth, as equal to the prestigious lines of the Foix-Candale, Foix-Gurson, and Foix-Carmaing. Montaigne’s “middle” nobility was generously consolidated by the client relationship that united him to the Foix family. Without the development of these ties at the beginning of the 1570s, it is likely that Montaigne would never have had access to the royal courts of Henry III and Henry of Navarre, and it is possible to hypothesize that he would not have designed his book in the same way. It is no more certain that he could have imagined the Essays outside of this new political career, which was the result of his ties to the Foix-Gurson as their client.

Thanks to his conspicuous entrance into the nobility during the 1570s, Montaigne was able to take up his new political career more confidently. He now had access to elite politics thanks to his illustrious neighbor. This is why it is necessary to place the first edition of the Essays in its local or, even regional, context, which is Bordeaux and Guyenne. The political situation had deteriorated in the Southwest and the monarchy was well aware of the danger that threatened this region. On April 21, 1580, Catherine de Medici wrote, for instance, to Henry of Navarre: “I can only believe that it is possible that you desire the ruin of this kingdom, as it will be, and yours, if war begins; and beseech you to consider what you are and what good you can cause by the ruin of this state.”14 The king of Navarre had just made public a manifesto addressed “To the Messieurs of the Nobility,” a document in which he indicated the reasons that had forced him to take up arms. At the beginning of 1580, an inevitable confrontation between the two Henrys was brewing, and, in no time, Guyenne became the main stage for this confrontation between the royal party and the Huguenots.

It is precisely at the same time that Montaigne published his first Essays in Bordeaux. His book was to serve as an introduction to a career not as a writer but as a diplomat. For this reason, several chapters in the first two books of the Essays emphasize the political, diplomatic, and military contents of the work.15 Montaigne’s first translators were not mistaken about this point. Thus, in 1590, Girolamo Naselli gave the following title to his Italian translation of the Essays: Discorsi morali, politici e military. Likewise, in 1603, John Florio chose for his part Essayes or Morall, Politike and Millitarie Discourses. The political, military, and moral aspect of the Essays were widely emphasized in 1580. Montaigne’s book—at least in its first edition—can thus be understood as a curriculum vitæ that gave its author a way to introduce himself to the Royal Court as well as to make himself known to the nobility of France. However, Montaigne was far from being interested in local and regional politics—and on this point his disappointment in the parlement of Bordeaux led him most certainly to distrust political actors who had committed themselves to a merciless war. Rather, he aspired to be an ambassador, not to Venice as has been suggested, but to Rome, as the replacement of Louis Chasteigner, sieur d’Abain and of La Rochepozay. Montaigne thought he had the required qualities to make a good diplomat and envisioned a second career as a temporary, interim, or even ordinary ambassador.


DIPLOMATIC AMBITIONS (1581)

Composed between 1573 and 1579, the first edition of the Essays left the press of Simon Millanges in May 1580. Montaigne made an appointment to present his book in person to the king at Saint-Maur-des-Fossés, near Paris. This presentation was carefully prepared as Montaigne expected a lot out of his encounter with Henry III. His book was an excellent résumé of his knowledge and his competence in the affairs of the kingdom. Examples and commentaries regarding ambassadors and diplomacy were plentiful, most particularly in the first chapters. It went as planned. The lord of La Croix du Maine provides us with an account of this royal encounter in his Bibliothèque françoise, published in 1584. According to La Croix du Maine, the king complimented Montaigne on his work. The latter then responded: “Sire … therefore it is necessary that I please your majesty, that my book is agreeable, because it contains nothing other than a discourse of my life and of my actions.”16 Where else did La Croix du Maine obtain this reply other than from Montaigne himself? Or at the least from one of his direct relatives. We find here the project of the Essays as it is presented in the preface “To the Reader,” which makes of the king a privileged reader, if not its first reader. One could argue that, in 1580, the book served as an introduction for a career that was not at all literary, but was essentially political, and, most particularly, diplomatic. The ideal reader (the king) was less fond of literature than of the research of a good servant capable of faithfully representing him to others.

In 1580, Montaigne’s goal was thus to please the king and his first circle by emphasizing his own personal qualities (moderation, candor, affability, faithfulness, honesty), all applicable to public service. For all that, he did not hide his faults, instead he underlined them in his advice to the reader: “My defects will here be read to the life, and also my natural form.”17 This concern with transparency does recognize the limits of decorum and formal propriety: “as far as respect for the public has allowed,”18 Montaigne specifies. Such a judgment on the social limits of ingenuity and innocence equally alludes to a quality required in the exercise of public office. Montaigne’s book represents a private portrait, not for his friends and family, but rather for the King who, by reading the book—especially the first chapters—will have a good idea about the man that appears to be offering him his services. The famous consubstantiality Montaigne extoled between the man and the book also served to establish a parallel between himself and the profession of ambassador as he understood it. The author of the Essays paints the portrait of a devoted and faithful man, who conducts himself with discernment (in public) and with transparence (for his privileged reader only) in military and diplomatic affairs. This kind of naïveté is an asset when it comes to reporting the words of others as accurately as possible.

In the first edition of the Essays, Montaigne employs short and direct writing, appropriating the frank and concise style of the “briefs” dictated or written by ambassadors. He endeavors to demonstrate that he will be able to relay unequivocal reports lacking rhetorical flourishes. Montaigne believes that he has mastered this form of simple and frank writing; he is convinced that his Essays are a demonstration of it. His writing possesses the efficiency common to diplomatic missives. The essay represented the logical evolution of the letter, combining in one document both description and judgment. Moreover, the short length of his first chapters demonstrates an ability to synthesize information, a quality expected of ambassadors, whose work consisted in extracting what was essential from meetings with princes and high-level functionaries.19 He could even count his experience as a councillor in the Première Chambre des Enquêtes as an asset. Training over a long period had given Montaigne experience in extracting what was essential from witness statements during trials for which he was the reporter. His long practical experience in the parlement served as an advantage because it allowed him to boast about his ability to remove circular and judicial language, resulting in a simple and unambiguous style that was better suited to his anticipated new career. This improved writing was predictably evident in the portrayal of his character and temperament.

Montaigne’s book, at least in its first edition, embodied an offer of service founded on the fidelity and particular friendship that could develop between a king and one of his counselors.20 It is thus conceivable that the king suggested to Montaigne that he travel to Rome, where he could serve him as extraordinary or temporary ambassador, until a replacement was found for the current ambassador, Louis Chasteigner. Already for several months, the French ambassador to Rome had implored the king and queen mother to recall him to France. Montaigne knew about this request—probably through his wife, whose family (La Chassaigne) was close to that of La Rochepozay—and thus that the post would soon be available.21

After participating briefly in the siege of La Fère, Montaigne began his journey to Rome, pending his nomination as interim ambassador. This Italian expedition was not leisurely, for Montaigne was not taking a vacation—as has been suggested—; rather, he was going on a mission to Rome, the destination of his travel having been approved by the monarch. In the 1570s, Montaigne possessed political and diplomatic ambitions that must be addressed to explain the motives for this voyage. Why, for example, would he have hired a secretary if this trip constituted merely a leisure excursion? If Montaigne believed it was necessary to make the trip with a secretary, it was precisely because he thought he would need his services once he was posted in Rome.

When Montaigne arrived in Rome, on Wednesday, November 30, 1580, his first visit was to the ordinary ambassador in place. In no time, together with Chasteigner, he was received by the pope in a private audience. This meeting with Gregory XIII indicates that he had been entrusted with a mission. Paul de Foix—to whom Montaigne had dedicated, ten years earlier, part of the writings of La Boétie—had been seeking a nomination as ordinary ambassador to Rome for fifteen years, and Catherine de Medici was more than ever determined to obtain this post for him. Gregory XIII did not want, however, to entertain such a nomination, and he had refused several times to receive Paul de Foix. In one last attempt, Catherine asked Chasteigner to exert all his efforts on behalf of Paul de Foix in order to settle the affairs of her protégé.22 It was anticipated that Chasteigner would return to France by the beginning of 1581. This was at least what the king had thought when Montaigne visited him at Saint-Maur-des-Fossés in the summer of 1580. Montaigne must have held to the arrangement of the king for serving as interim ambassador if need be in place of Chasteigner until the nomination of Paul de Foix was finally accepted by the Holy See. The uncertainty of this appointment could have led Montaigne to consider a stay in Rome of several months, or even a year or two. Montaigne personally knew Paul de Foix, who could count on the friendship of the Perigordin gentleman to withdraw as soon as the affair had been righted. Montaigne could then seek another diplomatic post.

It is worth bearing in mind that the king still felt indebted to Montaigne in April 1581, but no longer in the same way. The impossibility of obtaining the confirmation of Paul de Foix as the archbishop of Toulouse; the replacement of the lieutenant-governor of Guyenne, the Marshal of France Armand de Gontaut, baron of Biron, by Jacques II de Goyon de Matignon; and the disastrous political situation in the Southwest contributed to changing his plans. Once Chasteigner returned to France, the king needed to act quickly. In the end, Paul de Foix represented a necessary choice because, at that point, Gregory XIII opposed his appointment as archbishop of Toulouse more than his service as ordinary ambassador to Rome. After multiple interventions by Catherine de Medici, Paul de Foix finally succeeded in being named ambassador in April 1581. Grateful to Montaigne, and perhaps a little uneasy at reneging on a promise, the king logically thought that the office of mayor of Bordeaux could be suitable for him because he had already named Matignon lieutenant-governor of Guyenne. Suggested initially for a post as acting ambassador, Montaigne suddenly had at his disposal an appreciable advantage in the context of the latest political developments in southwestern France. After all, his father had occupied the office of mayor before him. Following his failure to secure the ambassadorship, Montaigne received two consolation prizes: letters patent of Roman citizenship and the mayoral office of Bordeaux. Rome and Paris had made a gesture. At the start of April, he no longer had much to expect from his Roman sojourn. The call of Rome had changed to defeat, and Montaigne never became an ambassador.23

The succession of Chasteigner in Rome took place at the beginning of April 1581. Disappointed and somewhat piqued, Montaigne left Rome on April 19, 1581. He toured Italy until the end of November. At this time, he travelled to Loreto and to the baths of La Villa, near Lucca. He remained in Italy, waiting for some “news” from Paris, possibly a new political assignment in Italy. On September 1, 1581, while staying at a spa resort near Lucca, he wrote in his Travel Journal: “if news had come from France, which I was expecting, having been four months without receiving any, I would have been ready to leave at the first opportunity.”24 It was therefore not for pleasure, nor even for healing his kidney stones, that Montaigne stayed so long at the baths of La Villa. He was awaiting instructions from the king that would determine his next move, perhaps an appointment in another city in Italy. When the king informed him of his nomination as mayor of Bordeaux and requested that he return to France as quickly as possible to take office, Montaigne was reluctant to embrace a public office of this nature in finding himself at the helm of the fifth largest city in France.

MAYOR OF BORDEAUX (1581–1585)

Montaigne was “elected” mayor of Bordeaux on August 1, 1581, during his stay in Rome, apparently against his will.25 He received the news on September 7, while he was staying near Lucca: “they delivered into my hands, by way of Rome, letters from Monsieur de Tausin, written in Bordeaux on August 2nd, by which he advised me that the day before, by general consent, I had been made mayor of that city; and he urged me to accept this charge for the love of my country.”26 Obviously, this nomination was not the one for which he had hoped.

His return to Bordeaux put him back in the thick of local politics, far from his ambassadorial ambitions. It is therefore with mixed feelings that he received the news of his election as mayor of Bordeaux, but he could not refuse this public office. Whether he liked it or not, he set off again for France, though without haste. As Montaigne indicates in his Ephéméride (Livre de Raison), he returned to his château only in three months time, after an absence of seventeen months and eight days. The newly appointed mayor was hardly in a hurry to undertake his duties, and reprimands were abundant. A threatening letter from Henry III, dated November 25, was waiting for Montaigne when he returned. Quite annoyed by the tardiness of his servant, the king overtly rebuked him and ordered him to assume his municipal office “without delay or excuse.”27

After a four-month delay, the “elected” mayor finally took his oath in the church of Saint-André in Bordeaux. No sooner had he been invested with his duties than he returned to his estate. He took his task lightly and scarcely seemed in a hurry to begin work at the start of 1582. While completing a new edition of his Essays, Montaigne primarily stayed at his château and appeared infrequently in Bordeaux. He did the minimum amount of service possible, and the jurats (elected council members) of Bordeaux reproached him for his repeated absences and his dilettantism. In the first letter we have from Montaigne after he became mayor, he defends an absence, one of many. Addressing the jurats, Montaigne in this missive, dated May 21, 1582, affirms: “I beg you to excuse for a little while longer my absence, which I shall certainly cut short in so far as the pressure of my affairs may permit. I hope it will be brief. Meanwhile please keep me in your good graces and command me if the occasion arises for you to employ me in the public service.”28

Montaigne may have found the local politics as practiced in the city and its administration to be antipodal to his own conception of political life in Greek and Roman antiquity, with which he was well versed. However, the choice of Montaigne as mayor of Bordeaux offered a considerable advantage with respect to municipal politics at a time of religious turmoil. A noble and the descendant of a family of notables who had served the city in their time, Montaigne knew well the workings of the parlement, where he had served in his not-so-distant previous career. The mayor and the parlement shared the governance of the city, especially its police, and it was important to be able to work together. Moreover, the name of Eyquem had been associated with the management of the city for a long time, and Montaigne provided the advantage of continuity. His grandfather, Grimon Eyquem, had been a jurat in 1485 and a town prévôt in 1530, and he was then chosen as vice mayor in 1536 before becoming mayor in 1554. His father had also served as a vice-mayor and then as a mayor of Bordeaux.

The third public career of Montaigne (after his initial career in the parlement and the failure of his second as an ambassador) officially began during the summer of 1581. The decision to “elect” Montaigne mayor of Bordeaux (he was actually appointed even though he was not a candidate and was, in fact, absent) was taken during the time of the negotiations of Fleix in Périgord, which began in November 1580. Thus, it took place a little less than three months after his departure for Germany and Italy (he left the siege of La Fère on September 6). It is likely that Montaigne owed his election to the marquis de Trans, who had sponsored him and presented him at Royal Court. Recall, also, that the lord of the château of Fleix was none other than Montaigne’s eminent neighbor, Gaston de Foix, who, in the name of Charles IX, had presented the collar of the Order of Saint Michael to Montaigne nearly ten years earlier.

His election as mayor of Bordeaux suddenly threw Montaigne onto the political stage that opposed Henry III and the king of Navarre in Aquitaine. The second edition of the Essays published in 1582 took on a public dimension that they did not exhibit at the time of their initial printing. The publisher Simon Millanges knew perfectly well that he could profit from the new political visibility acquired by one of his authors. If the Essays of 1580 were intended for a limited and particular audience (relatives, friends, but also the king as we have suggested), a new edition could reach a larger public. Montaigne hastily produced a new edition with little effort simply by correcting the misprints of the 1580 text and by peppering his text with a few Italian references. The fact that the new edition of the Essays could play an important role in the introduction of the mayor, not only to his citizens, but also, and above all, to the Bordeaux nobility must also be emphasized. In short, his election as mayor forced Montaigne to care about his public image. Thus, the second edition of the Essays, published in 1582, just after Montaigne’s assumption of the office of mayor of Bordeaux, must also be approached as a political document rather than as a work of literature in its own right.

The municipal archives of Bordeaux unfortunately do not contain documents sufficient to evaluate the actual work of Montaigne as mayor. The registers of the jurade, or the elected city council, for this period are missing. We must therefore proceed by putting together evidence from other sources. For this reason, it is hard to get a clear picture of Montaigne’s governance as mayor. We know that he received specific instructions from the king and from the marshal of France, Matignon, the lieutenant-governor of the king in Guyenne. Montaigne’s main task was to inform Matignon about what was going on in Bordeaux, a city that was always suspect in the eyes of royal power. He fully assumed his responsibility as political observer. Thus, on October 30, 1582, Montaigne wrote to the marshal that nothing “new” occurred in the city. Two years later, when his second term of office was to end in several months, he faithfully continued to make his reports to Matignon: “The rest of the country remains peaceful, and there is nothing stirring.”29

Montaigne had to adapt to and work with the elected representatives of the city—the jurats—who had local responsibilities and positions sometimes opposed to those of the mayor. Nonetheless, Montaigne was supposed to be their spokesperson. During his time as mayor, the Bordeaux’s jurade consisted of six jurats (instead of twelve before 1550), half of them elected annually. Two jurats came from the nobility, two from the bourgeoisie, and two from the magistracy. A jurat elected for two years could run again only five years after the end of his term. The electoral body responsible for the election of jurats was composed of twenty-four prud’hommes (originally thirty) recruited equally from the gentlemen, the merchants, and the magistrates of the city. Elected annually, the primary function of the prud’hommes was to advise the jurats on affairs related to the management of the city and municipal governance. The mayor was required to be from the noblesse d’épée of Guyenne—at least until Montaigne’s election—because the inhabitants of Bordelaux would not accept a foreigner as head of their city. This explains why it was important for the author to insist that his noble titles (Messire, gentilhomme, seigneur, maire et gouverneur de Bordeaux) be visibly placed on the title page of his Essays published in 1582, in the middle of his term of office.

Montaigne from the start announced his intentions to the jurats. His choice as mayor stemmed less from his management experience than because his political ingenuity placed him above the conventional municipal cabals:

On my arrival I deciphered myself to them faithfully and conscientiously, exactly such as I feel myself to be: without memory, without vigilance, without experience, and without vigor; also without hate, without ambition, without avarice, and without violence; so that they should be informed and instructed about what they were to expect of my service.30

Montaigne presented himself as a new political model for a city under great tension. Instead of political fights and personal feuds, he offered independent judgment, which the citizens could verify in his Essays. It was nevertheless with difficulty that he attempted to impose his conception of public service at a time when dissimulation and duplicity represented the norm in the political domain.

This public office does not appear to have met Montaigne’s expectations. Guez de Balzac even went so far as to contend that Montaigne was far from being a remarkable mayor.31 The king had recently reduced the mayor’s authority since the marshal Matignon had now assumed the office of governor of Bordeaux, a task that, before Montaigne, was the prerogative of the mayor. The end of Montaigne’s first term of office as mayor was not without stirrings of unrest and political scheming. His repeated absences and his detachment from the current affairs of the city made it appear likely that he would not present himself for a second term. His political enemies campaigned openly for a more Catholic mayor, one who was less conciliatory to Henry of Navarre. Some accused him of having too strongly supported the interests of the bourgeoisie and of not having listened sufficiently to the grievances of the nobility.32 Likewise, his lack of voluntary engagement in the Catholic cause was poorly understood, and some went so far as to denounce his suspected friendship with Navarre. By adopting a “centrist” wait-and-see attitude, Montaigne had given the impression of not being able to make unambiguous political choices.

The supporters of the Catholic League were frustrated by the cordial relationship that existed between Navarre and Matignon, and they accused the mayor of being part of this unnatural reconciliation. In the spring of 1583, in the middle of the “electoral period,” tempers began to flare. The nobles and ultra-Catholics saw in the person of Jacques d’Escars, lord of Merville, grand seneschal of Guyenne since 1566, and captain and governor of Le Hâ castle, the right man to replace Montaigne. The governor of a strong royal seat, he was an ideal candidate to represent the ultra-Catholics. If Montaigne had initially thought not to run, this unpleasant turn of events and the personal accusations laid against him made him change his mind. His pride wounded, he decided to run for a second two-year term.

After a campaign marked by little civility that turned into a confrontation, the incumbent mayor managed to be successfully reelected, but not without having resorted to some activities judged less than honest. The nobility and a party in the parlement of Bordeaux contested Montaigne’s reelection.33 His enemies found cause to object to the reelection of a mayor, who, according to them, violated the statutes of a royal decree from 1550. In truth, this contestation laid bare some resentments that were not strictly political but were rooted in personal animosities within the Montaigne family, whose members were divided politically and religiously. The dispute centered on the possibility of the incumbent mayor being elected a second time without obtaining a dispensation from the king. All the same, it was not unusual to serve a second term since the new statutes of the city only stipulated that a mayor would be elected “for two years every two years.” In his Essays Montaigne gives the example of Lansac and Biron, who, like him, had their mandates as mayor renewed. Describing his office as mayor, he remarked:

The term is two years; but it can be extended by a second election, which happens very rarely. This was done in my case, and had been done only twice before: some years earlier to Monsieur de Lansac, and recently to Monsieur de Biron, Marshal of France, to whose place I succeeded; and I left mine to Monsieur de Matignon, also Marshal of France, proud of such noble company.34

The text of the statutes could be interpreted in two ways: did it say that a new mayor must be elected every two years or simply that an election take place every two years? In any case, Montaigne had not taken the precaution of requesting a dispensation from the king before soliciting a second term. He was reproached equally for having convoked only the prud’hommes who were favorable to him at the time of the vote for his reelection. The vote was rushed through after his enemies were sidelined in a manner that did not conform to administrative conduct and practice.35

The tempest engendered by his reelection died down little by little, and, in the end, Montaigne acquired an uncontestable political legitimacy. He was annoyed by the game of alliances and political intrigues, and from then on he took seriously his responsibilities as the head of the city. What is more, he seemed proud of his reelection, which he qualified as rare. Contrary to his ideological affinities, he owed his reelection to the support of the bourgeoisie, and the time had come to keep his electoral promises. The start of his second term served as the time to announce an agenda for the two years to come. In the days following his reelection, Montaigne cosigned with the jurats a letter of grievances that resembles a list of political commitments taken during his reelection campaign. We find in this letter a Montaigne who is less diplomatic and more attuned to the troubles of the city, most particularly those that concerned the acute problem of poverty. It is estimated that 20 percent of the population of Bordeaux was impoverished at the time. The economic development of cities during the second half of the sixteenth century had the effect of emptying the countryside and considerably increasing the population of cities, along with the problems that followed from such an influx of itinerant “wanderers” who took refuge inside the city walls. Thus, the municipal administration confronted serious difficulties of overpopulation and pauperization.

The cahier of grievances presented on August 31, 1583, served as an opportunity to remind the king that “new occasions and misfortunes have arisen for the most greatly oppressed of the people.”36 The mayor and the jurade expressed the wish that “all taxes should be required equally for all people, the strong carrying the weak, and that it is very reasonable that those who have greater means feel the effect of this charge more than those who only live on luck and by the sweat of their bodies.”37 With these words, we might think we are reading the program of a revolutionary party. This social justice desired by the administration would further enhance their ability to fight the outbreak of crime in the city. After a slow start, Montaigne succeeded in becoming fully immersed in the management of a large city.

Reflecting on his experience as mayor of Bordeaux, Montaigne felt that he had served his city well after his two terms of office. He noted that if he were to do it again, he would make exactly the same decisions. A good administrator judges things in the moment; a good humanist gives a universal dimension to those same things. The two positions are not, however, strongly compatible. This is perhaps why some considered Montaigne’s municipal decisions and actions to be a failure. Too much a humanist to become a good administrator and too worried about resolving isolated problems to leave a trace in the political history of his time, Montaigne was not successful in imposing his political vision during his two terms as the head of a municipality divided by competing interests and differing ideologies. All the same, Montaigne discovered through the practice of politics what he called his natural disposition.

“TENDER NEGOTIATOR” (1585–1588)

In the midst of his second term as mayor of Bordeaux events took a radically different turn and elevated Montaigne to the status of a national political actor. He used the advantage of his title as mayor to negotiate a durable peace between Henry III and Henry of Navarre. The sudden death of the Duke of Alençon on June 19, 1584, changed the political situation because Navarre suddenly became the presumptive heir to the throne of France. From this moment on, Montaigne was associated with political leaders of a quite different caliber, such as Duplessis-Mornay, De Thou, and Corisande d’Andoins. He quickly put in the background his work as mayor. Catherine de Medici saw in him a potential negotiator between the two Henrys. Was he not an ordinary gentleman in the chambers of both these princes? And so Montaigne joined the inner circle of the powerful. A rapprochement between Montaigne and Navarre took place at the end of 1584. Three meetings with Navarre allowed Montaigne to redefine his own political ambitions and to play the role of indispensable intermediary between the royalist party and the party of the Protestants. The height of Montaigne’s political power in the region dates from the start of December 1584, when he hosted Henry of Navarre at his château.

After his two terms as mayor (from August 1581 to July 1585), and following a short period of turmoil due to armed conflicts that ravaged the region, Montaigne displayed new political hopes. The death of François d’Anjou had seriously modified the current political geography. As head of the Protestant party, Henry of Navarre risked tilting the kingdom toward heretics. This, at least, was how Rome and many members of the entourage of the dukes of Lorraine viewed the situation. With his proximity and personal connections to Navarre, and having just served royal policy in a town that had several times teetered on the edge of rebellion, Montaigne suddenly became an important figure because of his political acquaintances. A combination of circumstances helped him acquire, at least for a time, a national stature, which, once more, had nothing to do with the publication of his Essays. His new role of “tender and green negotiator” (tendre negotiateur et novice)38 between the two Henrys brought him closer to his first diplomatic ambitions and better suited his temperament. Once more, Montaigne displayed the transparency that he had once presented to the king, exemplified in his open and direct speech. He speaks of his brief experience as negotiator in the Essays:

In what little negotiating I have had to do between our princes, in these divisions and subdivisions that tear our nation apart today, I have studiously avoided letting them be mistaken about me and deceived by my outward appearance. Professional negotiators make every effort within their power to conceal their thoughts and to feign a moderate and conciliatory attitude. As for me, I reveal myself by my most vigorous opinions, presented in my most personal manner.39

Still, the task was not easy, because even if Montaigne had always presented himself as a good practicing Catholic,40 he had family members and friends who had embraced the Reformation. Moreover, his straight talk did not, of itself, make him a successful negotiator.

A new political polarization appeared around 1585. The Catholic Union, known more familiarly under the name of the Catholic League, formed around Henry of Lorraine, the duke of Guise, who was raised a loyal adherent of the Roman Catholic Church. The League opposed Henry III, who was accused of weakness toward the heretics, and Navarre, the presumptive heir to the throne of France.41 These religious oppositions were also the result of particular interests and were often exacerbated by anticipated gratifications thanks to opportunistic political realignments. René de Lucinge speaks about the subject of “religious zeal,”42 which has often been blamed for decisions that were essentially the result of patron-client obligations in a clientelist system. On both sides, lists of partisans and enemies were compiled,43 and Montaigne’s “wait-and-see” position—literally the “horse’s arse” between the two Henrys—quickly turned against him.44 In light of events that accelerated on the military front, the author of the Essays admits that, after 1585, his political engagement was no longer quite the same:

In truth, and I am not afraid to confess it, I would easily carry, in case of need, one candle to Saint Michael and one to the dragon, according to the old woman’s plan. I will follow the good side right to the fire, but not into it if I can help it. Let Montaigne be engulfed in the public ruin, if need be; but if not, I shall be grateful to fortune if it is saved; and as much rope as my duty gives me, I use for its preservation.45

He will soon be compelled, as an unavoidable choice, to flee in the face of “public ruin.”

At the beginning of 1588, the conflict was no longer only of a religious nature—the opposition between Huguenots and Catholics had marked hostilities from the start of the Wars of Religion. The Catholic League now represented Henry III’s main enemy. Navarre was delighted by this political realignment, which could only profit him. It is necessary to situate Montaigne’s trip to the capital at the start of 1588 within this political context. Montaigne also thought to kill two birds with one stone because his stay in Paris would offer him the opportunity to publish a new and expanded edition of his first Essays with the Parisian publisher Abel L’Angelier.46

In a letter dated January 24, 1588, Philippe Duplessis-Mornay, counselor to the king of Navarre, revealed to his wife that “Monsieur Montaigne went to court. He tells us that we will soon be seeking peace through neutral persons.”47 Who could this “neutral” person be other than the author of the Essays himself? One week later, on February 1, Sir Edward Stafford, England’s ambassador to France, reported to his superior, Principal Secretary Sir Francis Walsingham: “Yesterday the news came that the son of the Maréchal de Matignon is coming here, and we wait for him from one moment to the next; that he brings with him a certain Montigny, a very wise gentleman from the King of Navarre, that he gave his word to present to the King. I have never in my life heard speak of this man.”48 After a regional political career, Montaigne found himself suddenly thrown onto national and international stages. A series of particular circumstances belonging to Montaigne’s biography, as well as the rise in power of the duke of Guise and a new balance of power favorable to Navarre, made the author of the Essays an appreciable intermediary. After a trip plagued by troubles (Montaigne was robbed on his way to the capital), he arrived in Paris on February 18 or 19. If Navarre agreed to convert, then Henry III was ready to visit him in Guyenne. However, events did not permit Montaigne to complete his mission. Scarcely having arrived in Paris, he was once again the victim of history.

Henry III was secretly about to retake Paris, which was in the hands of the Catholic League and the duke of Guise. However, public rumor precipitated a rebellion of the “Leaguers,” as well as a popular uprising against the sovereign, who had entered the capital with a garrison of Swiss soldiers. On May 12, barricades were erected against the Swiss garrison. After a short period of political uncertainty when Henry III and the duke of Guise each attempted in their turn to win the advantage through tactics of intimidation, it was the king who gave way first. Fearing for his life, he abruptly left the capital in hiding. The die was cast, and Montaigne chose sides in following the king in his flight.

Returning to Paris on July 10, Montaigne was taken prisoner and imprisoned in the Bastille on the order of the duke of Elbeuf, Charles I of Lorraine, “by right of reprisal” against the king of France, who had incarcerated a League gentleman in Rouen. The same day, in the evening, Catherine de Medici had Montaigne released as an “incredible favor.” The circumstances of his arrest in Paris, a city under the control of the League, shook Montaigne’s determination and his confidence in pursuing a new approach to politics. The extremism of the Guises had taken Paris, and Montaigne was perhaps never in so much danger. His mission for the king of Navarre had failed; it was another gentleman, François de Montesquiou, lord of Sainte Colombe, who would continue the talks between Henry III and Navarre. Montaigne’s public life ended at this point.

Disillusioned, Montaigne withdrew into private life and developed a view of politics that ran counter to the practice current in his time. He theorized a separation between private and public life. Nevertheless, his failures in politics helped him find the appropriate tone for a new literary and philosophical genre, which he constructed on the ruins of his public service. He tried to return to politics several times before his book transformed him into a literary monument.

One can view the Essays as an attempt at political reappropriation in the aftermath of the Saint Bartholomew’s Day massacre. Montaigne’s approach is not unique; indeed, it is situated in a broader intellectual enterprise that includes The Six Books of the Republic (1576) by Jean Bodin and The Politicke and Military Discourses (1587) by François de La Noue. Imitating his contemporaries, Montaigne refused to indulge in the excessive reaction of the partisans of the Anti-Machiavel movement started by Innocent Gentillet. He proposed on his own terms an innovative configuration of politics in which actors could serve their king and their country in complete transparency. Too many words, too many speeches, too many books, Montaigne tells us. During the Wars of Religion, it was the business of politics to de-escalate and slow down the course of events. The Essays—in their different editions during Montaigne’s life—represent not only individual political moments, each independent from the other, but also bear witness to the author’s misfortunes in his public life.

Translated by Elisa Jones
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CHAPTER 7

MONTAIGNE AND THE WARS OF RELIGION

MARK GREENGRASS

“I have seen in my own time …”: versions of that phrase punctuate Montaigne’s Essays when they first appeared in 1580. They become more insistent in the 1588 edition, still more so in the text of the new edition in preparation by Montaigne when he died in 1592. Montaigne observed how people (short-sightedly in his view) owned up to their beliefs and actions in their wills, not having done so in their lives: “I have seen several in my times, convicted by their conscience… .”1 He noted how some of his contemporaries (again, he disapproved) took to being “economical with the truth” in public affairs, calling it “prudence”: “I have seen many in my time envy someone’s reputation for this fine sort of prudence.”2 As someone with experience of affairs of one sort and another, a senior magistrate in the Parlement, mayor of Bordeaux, a notable who attended princely courts, he despaired when he saw those in command locally upbraided for carrying out princely instructions rather than following their own inclinations in the circumstances: “I have in my own time known people in command to be reprimanded for having obeyed the words of the king’s letters rather than the demands of the situation they were in.”3 At Court, he had witnessed a grandee, famous for his military exploits, put away two gallons of wine effortlessly without compromising his reputation for giving wise advice at council.4 But he had also known aristocrats who lost their grip with age and should have been persuaded to retire from Court.5 Closer to home, perhaps among the cadet Gascon nobles whose reputation for criminality was already on the way to living up to its seventeenth-century stereotype, he had met young men who had learned that way of behaving from their fathers, and knew no other.6 He can find no one whose social climbing has not been complemented by a concocted genealogy to support his claims to noble rank: “There is so much liberty in these mutations that in my time I have not seen anyone elevated by fortune to any extraordinary greatness who was not promptly taken on new genealogical titles not known to his father, and been grafted onto some illustrious stock.”7

At the opposite end of the social scale, Montaigne encountered hundreds of artisans and peasant farmers locally who were wiser and more content with their lot than university principals, and whose company he preferred.8 As for schoolmasters, joining the well-trodden humanist path in emphasizing the damage done to young boys by rote-learning schoolmasters, Montaigne says he had seen in his own day how their tutees were driven off the rails to an “indiscreet hunger for knowledge” by rote-learning pedagogues.9 Reading the works of most of the intellectuals of his day, he deplores how they try to show their own cleverness by running down the great heroes of the past.10 Yet he has also met with intellectuals of his day who efface or debase their skills as writers.11 The more we observe the world around us, though, the more our minds risk being filled with half-baked fancies and outrageous opinions.12 All this, Montaigne says “he has seen.” It gives us some register of the variety of what he experienced in the Wars of Religion—and it was not simply about conflict and disruption. Alongside it, however, we must set the answer to the question that he uncomfortably asks himself in that famous study in the tower of the château at Montaigne late in life: “Have I wasted my time by taking stock of myself so continually, so carefully?”13 It is not our observation of things as they seem to be that counts but our reflections upon them, and how we turn those into a mature lifeworld experience. The very last essay (“Of experience”) is an extended, powerful, and personal reflection on the limits of scientifically organized knowledge (theology and law are his examples) to help us do so. How Montaigne reflected on the Wars of Religion is a more interesting question than enumerating how they impacted on his life.

Montaigne’s experience of the world around him comes from a variety of contexts, public and domestic, political and social, intellectual and mental. How much of that can we abstract out and ascribe to the Wars of Religion? Montaigne was twenty-six years of age when King Henry II died in 1559, and France’s political and religious disturbances punctuate his mature years. Yet the Essays are not, in any simple or straightforward sense, a commentary on those disturbances, still less a history of them. What he chooses to share with us by way of his experiences is filtered through a reflective process, carefully selected to make points that were designed to jolt readers into thinking otherwise, or differently, about things than they were conventionally inclined to do. What we know about Montaigne from other sources—the records of the Parlement, small collection of remaining correspondence, the journal of his travel to Italy from September 1580 to November 1581, or from the patchy jottings in his Ephémérides—provides material for historians to reconstruct his career and role, as best they can. That historical reconstruction, however, is a different exercise from Montaigne’s account of his own experience, and the two have to be kept at arm’s length. The first is limited by the sources at our disposal, by our own preoccupations and categorizations, and by the constraints of the craft of the historian. The second is limited by what Montaigne chooses to tell us about his experience, by the linguistic register he records it in, and by the literary and philosophical contexts in which he understands it, to the degree that literary scholars are able to interpret them for us. To understand Montaigne’s relationship to the Wars of Religion, in short, is not a simple matter. The tendency to understand the Essays in the context of his public life has a long history, and it has succeeded in making the relationship of Montaigne to the Wars of Religion of central importance to us.14 His career as a senior magistrate in the 1560s, as a would-be royal negotiator in the 1570s, and then his double stint as mayor of Bordeaux (1581–85) are the lens through which we now understand the Essays. His self-confessed retirement (into his domain and into himself) becomes one facet of a double life, the frustrations of the one being the inspiration of the other. Far from set apart from the Wars of Religion, Montaigne was engaged in the evolution of events, often at highly sensitive political moments. Yet in placing Montaigne in closer relationship to those events, it is tempting to overplay his role and significance, just as it is easy to hyper-interpolate every reference in the Essays, ascribing contemporary resonances to passages that may not have been noticeable to contemporaries, and which Montaigne chose not to make explicit.

“AT THE VERY HUB OF THE DISTURBANCES IN OUR FRENCH CIVIL WARS”

That reference comes amidst one of the autobiographical passages in the Essays, composed some time in the early 1570s, published in 1580, and probably the earliest to be written in which Montaigne’s signature “moi” makes its appearance. He called it “Of exercise,” a glancing reference to the exercises that were used to train riding horses (that being one of Montaigne’s abiding pleasures). His reflections turned on the paradox that the one thing in life that we could not “train for” as human beings was our death. It would occur, perhaps when we least expected it, and it was not obvious how we could turn our experience of living into a training for dying, though our fear of dying self-evidently fell within that experience. At that moment, he turns abruptly to an incident amidst the Wars of Religion:

During our third civil war, or the second (I do not quite remember which), I went riding one day about a league from my house, which is situated at the very hub [moiau] of all the turmoil of the civil wars in France [le trouble des guerres civiles de France]. Thinking myself perfectly safe, and so near my home that I needed no better equipage, I took a very easy but not very strong horse. On my return, when a sudden occasion came up for me to use this horse for a service to which it was not accustomed, one of my men, big and strong, riding a powerful work horse who had a desperately hard mouth and was moreover fresh and vigorous—this man … spurred his horse at full speed up the path behind me, came down like a colossus … and hit us like a thunderbolt… . So that there lay the horse bowled over and stunned, and I ten or twelve paces beyond, dead, stretched out on my back, my face all bruised and skinned, my sword, which I had had in my hand, more than ten paces away, my belt in pieces, having no more motion or feeling than a log.15

Montaigne goes on to tell us what he remembers of his recovering from his loss of consciousness. His first thought was that he had been the victim of an ambush, a casualty of the civil wars. His next, however, was to savor a langorous dream-state—semi-conscious, feeble, numbed to pain. Later, as he pieced together what had happened, he reflected on how his physical reactions had been largely independent of his volition, on how his memory of the event was hopelessly inadequate, and on how horrible it must be to be imprisoned in one’s body, a sentient human being but incapable of recording or transmitting (as he was able to do in the Essays) his reflections to others. Bringing the passage to a close, he wrote:

This account of so trivial an event would be rather pointless, were it not for the instruction that I have derived from it for myself; for in truth, in order to get used to the idea of death, I find that there is nothing like coming close to it. Now as Pliny says, each man is a good education to himself, provided he has the capacity to spy on himself from close up.16

Montaigne measures triviality in terms of the broader ebb and flow of the troubles in the realm. His brush with death occurs not on the battlefield but close by his house, and because of a mundane accident, at a time in the Wars of Religion that he cannot precisely locate. The “hub” of the Wars of Religion becomes his own experience (the “moi” in “moiau”). It would be stretching a point—though it has already been thus stretched in the Montaigne critical literature—to suggest that Montaigne’s preoccupation with death was in part a reaction to the violence and persecution of the age or to the “horrors, brutality and seemingly universal corruption which prevailed throughout France and particularly in Guyenne.”17 “From the outset” Montaigne admits, “there is nothing with which I have occupied my mind more than with images of death. Even in the most licentious season of my life.”18 But that preoccupation (as his essay “That to philosophize is to learn to die” demonstrates) was a springboard to philosophy, inspired by Socratic and Stoic texts, informed by the ample Christian traditions of literature on the art of dying well (ars moriendi), and amplified by his own melancholia, which (at least in this essay) he plays down as “idle dreaming.”19 It is not just on the grandstand of the Wars of Religion that we train ourselves to learn from our own experiences, but from everything that life throws in our way.

WARS WITH RELIGION

The “French Wars of Religion” is a historian’s term of art, used to delineate a period and not to define a historical phenomenon. As such, it can mean as little or as much as we choose. The concept scarcely does justice to the complexity of the period in question. The degree to which they were about “religion” was often the point at issue, both at the time and subsequently. Montaigne focuses on a major event in the Wars of Religion in only one of his Essays, and it is one of the shortest. “Of the battle of Dreux” is ostensibly about the largest and most complex military engagement of the early civil wars (December 19, 1562). Only after the event did it become clear to what extent the outcome of the battle turned the dream of the Huguenot effort to make France Protestant into an illusion.20 Yet Montaigne’s essay—entitled “Of the battle of Gods” [De la bataille de Dieux] through an unintentionally revealing typographical error in the 1580 edition—ventures into none of the details (“remarkable accidents” he calls them) of the battle, still less into its politico-military significance.21 Montaigne concentrates instead on the fact that François, duke of Guise—the contemporary leader whom he equated most readily with his hero in Antiquity, Julius Caesar—chose not to come to the rescue of Constable Anne de Montmorency (a leading Catholic of the royalist forces) at a vital moment, but awaited the moment he could catch the enemy unawares and force a victory. The essay’s subject is not really the battle at all but the way in which the fortuitousness of events forces us to make choices that have consequences, which will be variously judged (invalorous conduct or victory in battle).

Montaigne repeatedly tells us that, although history is his favorite subject, he is constitutionally incapable of writing a history of the events of his own day and inclined to think such an exercise flawed from the start.22 “Some urge me to write the events of my time,” he admitted late in life (in the post-1588 text), “believing that I see them with a view less distorted by passion than another man’s.” He acknowledged that, as it happened, he had been an eyewitness to “the heads of different parties,” and at important moments. Yet, he continued: “What they forget is that even for all the glory of Sallust … and that there is nothing so contrary to my style as an extended narration.”23 In addition, his own memory is so feeble, and he has failed to follow his father’s example and keep a diary of events, that he is incapacitated from doing so (I, 9). Yet he sees that handicap as an advantage—freeing him from the tyranny of memory and stimulating his own reflective judgment. The implication is that what we remember is a function of what we choose to forget, and that our memory is therefore a very subjective basis for constructing “history.”24 We might regard history as a good tool for educating young children to the ways of the world, but it is a feeble pedagogy that uses it to fill them with facts and gives them no discretion. Writing in about 1579 in the essay “Of the education of children,” he said they would learn more from a tutor like himself, whose concepts and judgment “move only by groping, staggering, stumbling, and blundering.”25 Far from being a basis for a history of what happened, his experience is simply “my humors and opinions: I offer them as what I believe, not what is to be believed.”26 Anyway, we are all confined by our parochial views of events, inclined (unless we have “frequent commerce with the world”) to reach unwarranted or alarmist conclusions from that partial perspective upon events. Frost attacks the vines in Montaigne’s village and his parish priest takes it as a sign of God’s wrath upon the human race. “Seeing our civil wars, who does not cry out that this mechanism is being turned topsy-turvy and that the judgment day has us by the throat, without reflecting that many worse things have happened, and that ten thousand parts of the world, to our one, are meanwhile having a gay time?”27 “Personally,” he continued, “I am surprised that our wars turn out to be so mild and gentle, given their unpunished licentiousness.” There is perhaps, he thinks, an economy in human affairs, like that which Seneca had suggested in nature, whereby one person’s misfortune is another person’s opportunity (I, 22). We should deploy our knowledge of what has happened in the past to give us a sense of distance upon contemporary events. It is the best education for our lifeworld that we can hope to have: “So many revolutions, so many changes in the fortune of a state, teach us to realize that our own fortune is no great miracle”28 compared to the countless human victories, conquests, struggles, and disasters that have taken place. The essay that heads up Montaigne’s collection (“By diverse means we arrive at the same end”) was specifically about the essentially problematic relationship we have toward events (I, 1). Montaigne wants to emphasize that how we react to events is unpredictable and shifts over time. Moreover, we cannot predict how others will react to them. Demonstrations of mercy, or the exercise of clemency, can have an impact in one circumstance that they will not have in another. That, in turn, becomes a reflection on the Stoic questioning of the value of mercy, on cruelty, bravery, and on the relationship between our passions and our rational intellects as we try to respond as best we can to the events that we face. Montaigne nowhere mentions the battles, sieges, pacifications, and polemical and physical encounters and engagements of the Wars of Religion. He does not need to do so specifically because he has highlighted what, for him, is the dominant lifeworld experience of that period in general terms for him: unpredictability.

By now it will be evident that there is plasticity in the terms that Montaigne uses to refer to the troubles in France during his lifetime in the Essays. His episodic allusions are sometimes to their extraordinary nature: “our monstrous wars.” They are “cruel” (and Montaigne’s discourse about cruelty is partly a way of interrogating the varying human psychosomatic relationship behind suffering as well as an analysis of his own squeamishness), partly because they have summoned the crowd into combat, popular brutishness being bound to result in violence: “what causes so many unheard-of cruelties in wars in which the people take part is that that beastly rabble tries to be warlike and brave by ripping up a body at their feet and bloodying themselves up to their elbows, having no sense of any other kind of valor.”29 That was because they were “civil wars” (the term appears seventeen times in the 1580 edition, twenty-three times in 1588, twenty-five in the posthumous edition of 1595), intestinal conflicts. And, as in the uniquely excruciating agony of kidney stones (which Montaigne knew only too well), intestinal struggles were the most painful, invading the most private parts of the commonweal’s anatomy. Gentlemen like himself could turn their houses into fortresses with the latest security improvements, but doing so could not insure their protection: “For in the matter of intestine wars, your valet may be of the party that you fear. And where religion serves as a pretext, even kinship becomes untrustworthy, under the cloak of justice.”30 Montaigne had recent experience of what he wrote, his own château having been briefly sequestered at the beginning of the wars by the League in 1586 by someone claiming to seek sanctuary within its walls.

Montaigne was aware, too, that Guyenne (“the region where I live is always the first and the last in the battles of our troubled times, and peace never shows her full face there”31) had served as a kind of laboratory at the beginning of the troubles. The region continued to have, as we shall see, a particularly intense experience of their impact. Montaigne knew, and his travels through Germany and Switzerland to Italy served to reinforce that knowledge, that the Protestant Reformation had created a division in Europe at large, but it did not inevitably lead to war. Religious pluralism was possible, albeit on varying foundations and with differing degrees of success. France’s political and religious divisions were a domestic grief: “our contestation”; “these civil wars that we are living through”; “our first troubles.” Although he never used the term “Wars of Religion,” he came close to doing so (“in these religious troubles that we are in”32). He recognized that religion was something for which people (in general, not just Christians) were willing to endure extraordinary torments, especially when challenged to abandon their cherished beliefs (I, 14).

Alongside “civil wars” he also uses the term “troubles,” glossing them as a complicated politico-religious amalgam. So, in a story that Montaigne attributes to Jacques Amyot, the Grand Almoner to the French royal court and admired translator of Plutarch, he recounts how François de Guise, informed of an attempt on his life by a Protestant gentleman from Anjou or Maine in his entourage, confronted his would-be assassin. Face to face on the Côte-Sainte-Catherine above Rouen, amidst the battlements from which the city was being bombarded in 1562, Guise looked at his enemy intently. The gentleman in question turned pale involuntarily, and he began to tremble, thereby betraying the truth of the enterprise of which he was suspected. Cutting short the gentleman’s pleas for clemency, Guise interrogated him on his motives:

To that the gentleman replied in a trembling voice that it was no personal cause that he had for it, but the interest of the general cause of his party; and that some persons had persuaded him that it would be an act of piety to extirpate by any means whatever so powerful an enemy of their religion.33

He ascribes his motives to indoctrination by a politico-religious party, which had persuaded him to undertake a political assassination as a “pious” act in the name of the Huguenots. Guise granted the noble his clemency, a carefully orchestrated gem of propaganda to prove that his (Catholic) religion was “much more gentle … than the one that you profess. Yours has advised you to kill me without a hearing, having received no harm from me; and mine commands me to pardon you, convicted though you are of having wanted to murder me without reason.”34 It is Montaigne’s way of taking up themes that recur in the Essays—psychosomasis, Stoic conceptions of clemency, complex motives in human affairs, and their unpredictable outcome. For Montaigne, the Wars of Religion were not simply about religion.

Whole books have been devoted to Montaigne’s understanding of “religion.” Most of us would be hard pressed to separate out a “religious” element in what we do to survive, relate to, and act in the world around us. Montaigne was no different, except that the word “religion” had acquired controversial connotations in his day. Renaissance humanists turned “religion” into a way of describing comparatively one set of belief-structures with another set. Protestant reformers appropriated it, and they imposed the concept of (right) “religion” on human behavior as a description of their own belief-structures, based heavily on scriptural authority and credal faith, as opposed to the superstitious, erroneous, and anti-Christian views (as they presented them) of their Catholic opponents. Montaigne’s use of the word “religion” is, in that context, understandably ambivalent. In the various different ways in which he deploys it, religion is a subject that is not the preserve of theologians, and one open for discussion in (for instance) the Essays. He uses it (drawing on the precedents of Cicero and Lactantius) to refer to belief-structures of all sorts—pre-Christian, Christian, pagan (even Epicurus could be “religious”), Protestant and Catholic. It contrasts with atheism, which he abhorred. Yet he also uses it to refer to “our religion,” the Catholic Church, its rituals and beliefs, the religion (with its institutional and human weaknesses, especially what he sees as superstition, which he acknowledges, and its inclination to regulate every aspect of human behavior, which he disparages) that he was born into and in which he would die. Although he stood back from many of the laws and customs in France, he stood by the established institutions and traditions of church and state, the two forming an inseparable unity. That perception governed his own public role during the Wars of Religion. Then, finally, he used the word “religion” (deriving it, legitimately, from “religere” and “relegere”—to be bound to something; to reflect on it) to delineate that inner space within us, lay people and clerics alike, the “con”-science, which is “very religious always’ and in which faith in God, in His mystical grace and time, will nourish, inform, and sustain. For our part, we should not imagine that every victory or defeat, each unusual activity in the heavens or strange weather event was a sign from God as to which side He was on. He points out that Protestant claims that God had been on their side at the battle at La Roche l’Abeille in the Limousin (June 26, 1569—another of Montaigne’s heroes, the condottiero Philippe Strozzi was taken prisoner during the battle) were cancelled out by their equal and opposite claims that God was chastening them by the defeats suffered at Jarnac and Moncontour a few months later.35

Montaigne distanced himself, however, from scholastic theologians and their notion of religion. They were a breed apart, whose knowledge ought to be respected for what it was, but he was not one of them: “This would be rather the task for a man versed in theology than for myself, who know nothing about it.”36 That was, in part, a precautionary measure, by someone whom the Wars of Religion had sensitized to the political and public dangers of being a notable, holding royal favor, in a Catholic state where enemies could discredit opponents by casting doubts on their orthodoxy. The “Apology for Raymond Sebond” was a preemptive step to defend the translation that he had published some years back, and whose orthodoxy might be questioned. In reality, Montaigne’s “Apology” sapped the capacity of human reason (without divine revelation) to arrive at anything other than an imperfect and false knowledge of God. In this work, and elsewhere in the Essays, he distanced himself from scholastic theology, which turned Aristotle into a God and, with its Thomist analogies and conjectures, limited Him to our human conceptions. That brought it into the constellation of the grammarians. There is no group for whom Montaigne had less time: “Most of the world’s troubles are caused by grammar!” he commented, and that was his central critique of Protestantism. Sola scriptura—the reliance on Scripture as a central truth-claim—opened the door to endless “divisions and altercations” about words, and anyone who thought differently must be joking: “I have observed in Germany that Luther has left as many divisions and altercations over the uncertainty of his opinions, and more, as he raised about the Holy Scriptures.”37 “Our controversies are verbal ones,” he said—aware that some theologians had done more than their fair share in the French Wars of Religion to instrumentalize the Holy Scriptures for political or polemical ends: “Nor assuredly is it right to see the holy book of the sacred mysteries of our belief bandied about a hall or a kitchen. Formerly they were mysteries; at present they are sports and pastimes.”38 He was inclined to ascribe to “opinion,” in the sense of a rumor or libel that foments people to public actions, or received views not subjected to critical reflection, a major role in the Wars of Religion. Doubtless he saw his Essays as a kind of antidote to it, through the cultivation of well-grounded personal reflection.39

Where did Montaigne stand, however, on the more practical issue of what authority the church and state should, or should not, use to maintain right religion? That was a central preoccupation of the earlier Wars of Religion and, at this point, we need a very brief roadmap of France’s political evolution to 1577.40 The sudden death of King Henry II (July 1559) opened the door to the perfect storm in any sixteenth-century polity—a young inexperienced king in tutelage (Francis II), a financial crisis of dizzying proportions, and a realm divided over the failing efforts of the authorities to suppress the rising tide of Protestantism. Francis II’s death less than two years (December 1560) later brought the storm still closer.

His brother, Charles IX, acceded to the throne as a boy-king, and the realm was in the hands of his mother, Catherine de Médicis, officially until he came of age in August 1563, although in reality France was ruled mostly as a duarchy of mother and son continuing from the death of Charles in May 1574 and through the reign of his brother, Henry III (1574–1589). Henry III ruled on his own account, but his difficulties in defining a way out of the vicious cycle of civil war in the early years of his reign proved a flawed legacy for the rest of it. The years to 1577 were dominated by a succession of civil wars (1562–1563, 1567–1568, 1568–1570, 1572–1576, 1576–1577) in which political divisions turned into armed conflict and during which leading nobles headed up a politico-religious movement (the “Huguenot” party), whose (implicit) aim was to turn France into a Protestant country. Those armed conflicts were preceded and accompanied by religious and political polemics that called into question the legitimacy of the Catholic Church and (implicitly) the authority of the king. At the same time, iconoclastic uprisings attacked the traditional sacral order. There were local civil disorders, noble-led rebellions, and peasant revolts. Church property was annexed, town halls taken over, war taxes levied, and people displaced from their offices and their homes. Widespread material destruction occurred. The weakening of monarchical authority, and that of the Catholic Church, might have been even greater had the conflicts not been brought quickly to a series of negotiated conclusions, enshrined in royal edicts—Amboise (1563), Longjumeau (1568), Saint-Germain (1570), Beaulieu (1576), and Bergerac (1577).

France was the largest unitary state in sixteenth-century Europe to try religious pluralism on this scale as an issue to be dealt with by royal authority. The edicts placed on the shoulders of a small number of legally trained officials (picked for their skills as negotiators as much as for their religious views or political affiliations) and a rather larger number of trusted notables and lieutenants in the localities the responsibilities for summoning into existence from the various contending local groups an agreement to let bygones be bygones and to put in place the terms of the settlements.41 Doing so was no easy matter, for each period of civil war created fierce local rancor that was assuaged only with difficulty. The issues on the ground were far more complex than the edicts themselves could adequately encompass. Like United Nations peace envoys in our day, their efforts to negotiate some accord between local parties created moral dilemmas of all sorts, between the demands for justice for those who had lost out in the conflicts and the practical needs to forget the injuries of the past. They did their best to construct the arguments for justifying religious peace on civic grounds, and Montaigne, among others, inherited the moral language (and the associated case for moral repair in the commonweal) that they initially articulated.

The consequences of these initiatives were to foster individual and collective resentments that threatened the viability of the royal peace process in the longer term. Catholics, objectively the beneficiaries mostly of these peace accords, regarded the destruction of irreplaceable cultic objects and the seizure of church wealth with indignation, and they complained vocally about the frustration of their efforts to reinvest their environments—not only churches, but also whole localities—with sacral authority. That frustration lay at the origin of the mounting anti-Protestant furor in France in the later 1560s, which exploded with violent force in the particular political circumstances that led up to the Saint Bartholomew’s Day massacre, a pogrom of Protestants that began in Paris on August 24, 1572, and then spread to various provincial cities. Protestant resentments were fomented by their difficulties to return to towns, properties, and offices from which they had often been expelled, and by their sense that they had lost in peace what they had been promised on paper as a result of their sacrifices in war. The pacifications of the early 1560s encouraged the creation of a Protestant “party” that was capable of defending its interests in war and peace, an evolution to which the massacre gave additional ideological and institutional impetus. Only with considerable difficulty did Charles IX’s successor, Henry III, succeed in detaching the French monarchy from those pressures and build on the lessons of earlier efforts of pacification in the Edict of Bergerac in 1577. The jury was out on the efforts of its commissioners to put in place a lasting peace, especially in the French Midi, as Montaigne put the finishing touches to the first edition of the Essays in 1580.

By the 1580 edition, his essay “Of freedom of conscience” lies at the heart of the book—the middle chapter in its middle volume. Sometimes presented as Montaigne’s response to one of the recent edicts of pacification (the Edict of Beaulieu [1576]), it is, in fact, as tangential to immediate events, as distantly reflective upon the specific project to bring peace about by royal authority, as it could possibly be.42 Its locus is the Roman emperor Julian, a figure rehabilitated by Renaissance humanists but still the object of violent (mainly Protestant) polemic as an apostate, politique tyrant. The essay defends him. His spiritual qualities may not have been those of a Christian but they could be respected. He had been harsh but never cruel. He had never been an apostate because he had never believed anything other than the paganism he eventually espoused. He had maintained a freedom of conscience in the Roman Empire, and, elsewhere in the Essays, Montaigne elaborates on the importance of “conscience” (as distinct from the “science” claimed by theologians, physicians, or grammarians) as a kind of spiritual refuge (“arrière-boutique”).43 He starts the essay, however, with a seemingly contemporary allusion:

In this controversy on whose account France is at present agitated by civil wars, the best and soundest side is undoubtedly that which maintains both the old religion and the old government of the country. However, among the good men who follow that side (for I speak not of those who use it as a pretext either to wreak their private vengeances, or to supply their avarice, or to pursue the favor of princes; but of those who follow it out of true zeal toward their religion and a holy concern for maintaining the peace and the status of their fatherland—of these, I say, we see many whom passion drives outside the bounds of reason, and makes them sometimes adopt unjust, violent, and even reckless courses.44

What is Montaigne worried about here? Somewhere in the background may lie, as they seem to have lain in his study, the “memoirs” that his friend Étienne de La Boétie had bequeathed to him in connection with the earliest, fumbled, efforts at peacemaking on the eve of the first civil war. If the “Memoir” on the subject that was first published in 1917 by Paul Bonnefon was one of them (the proof is circumstantial) then, in it, he had argued the sort of case that “gens de bien” like La Boétie (and probably Montaigne) had endorsed at that time. The origins of France’s woes lay in the “diversity of religion,” Protestant heresy being fomented by clerical abuses, the maladroit politics of the papacy, and the failed politics of its repression in France. Of the three possible solutions to the problem, La Boétie proceeded by elimination. It was inconceivable that France would become a Protestant country. Option number two was to tolerate both religions, and the memorandum spends a good deal of time explaining why that will never work. That left option three as that of achieving a “concord” between Catholics and Protestants, in which a serious measure of ecclesiastical reform could be coupled with a selective repression of seditious heretics and some doctrinal concessions on issues such as images and relics, etc.

The possibility of “concord” as a solution had its allure in 1561–62, even though it was probably not practical politics. By 1580 it was well past its sell-by date, cashiered by the decrees of the Council of Trent. In a veiled allusion to his own one-time dalliance with that idea, Montaigne recognized it for what it was: human curiosity and vainglory, leading to crypto-apostasy:

Moreover, I can say this for having tried it. In other days I exercised this freedom of personal choice and selection, regarding with negligence certain points in the observance of our Church which seem more vain or strange than others; until, coming to discuss them with learned men, I found that these things have a massive and very solid foundation, and that it is only stupidity and ignorance that makes us receive them with less than the rest.45

By 1580, however, this was all irrelevant. For better or for worse, certainly inconsistently, Henry III had, at the peace of Bergerac (the King’s Peace) set his seal upon religious pluralism as the only practical way forward. He was already the object of bitter criticism, suggesting that he was an Eliogabalus (the Roman emperor renowned for his decadence and failure to defend right religion). In the closing paragraph of the essay, Montaigne brings the discussion back to the present day. Julian’s policy of offering liberty of conscience in circumstances of religious pluralism was that of Henry III. The comparison was not with Eliogabalus at all. Religious pluralism by royal edict might not work out, and the project might end in tears, he implied. Montaigne noted that it might easily be subverted by the resentments of the various parties (as it had in the lost peace in the 1560s): “Yet I prefer to think, for the reputation of our king’s piety, that having been unable to do what they would, they have pretended to will what they could.” Where had Montaigne found that depressingly realistic formulation, so often quoted since? He had used it elsewhere in the Essays, and that precisely to describe the kind of uncomfortable compromises that happen in civil wars, which force people to make difficult choices, be otherwise than they want to be, in circumstances not of their choosing.46 As editors have noted, it came from the master of Roman satire, Terence, and was the source of a pasquil applied first to Francis I in 1546 but freshly directed at Henry III by his critics in 1576.47 Montaigne’s readers will have spotted the contemporary edge to this seemingly discursive essay.


“IN THIS CONFUSION THAT WE HAVE BEEN IN FOR THIRTY YEARS”

The Essays are, therefore, not straightforwardly a commentary on the French civil wars, or even an unambiguous account of what Montaigne thought of them or of the experiences that he had encountered during them. Yet there is a kind of “signal frequency” beneath the “noise” of Montaigne’s often learned and discursive reflections that points to the deeper level at which the Wars of Religion affected him, and which becomes the stimulus to reflections in the Essays. Harold Garfinkel, the godfather of the branch of the social disciplines that he christened “ethnomethodology,” took as the starting point the notion that the densest notion that we have of human experience is found in the attitudes that people have to their lifeworlds—the world as it is immediately experienced by them.48 In ordinary times, that experience is capable of being shared and evaluated (hence the establishment of a “methodology”) with others because there is a reciprocity of experiences, a shared moral order at work. What defines “extraordinary” times is when that shared moral order no longer applies.

Montaigne was singularly aware of this difference between “ordinary” and “extraordinary” times. It underlay his concern for the importance of custom as a way of sustaining the moral order of ordinary times and as something to try to hold onto in times of crisis. It lurks at the back of his reflections on what it is like to encounter, to live with, and to survive, in strange worlds that are hostile, barely recognizable, and where cannibalism seems attested, where clothing is optional, and where customs are very different. It is the ground zero for his reflections on friendship—behind which lie the implicit question of how one distinguishes between a friend and an enemy. What kind of trust is to be accorded to friendship (and, by extension, to the conventional moral norms that govern social behavior more generally) was a relevant matter to Montaigne when civil disorder had thrown it into doubt:

In an ordinary, tranquil time a man prepares for moderate and common accidents, but in this confusion that we have been in for thirty years every Frenchmen, whether as an individual or as a member of the community, sees himself at every moment on the verge of the total overthrow of his fortune.49

It was an unpredictable world in which someone whom you took to be your neighbor, domestic servant, family relative, or professional colleague became, quite suddenly alien, doubting your integrity in public, menacing your property, attacking your family, spreading rumors about you, denouncing you to the authorities, not supporting you on the battlefield. One way of understanding the numerous leitmotif references to the civil wars in the Essays is therefore as a kind of “cabinet of curiosities” of the strange experience of living the civil wars, those which he had at firsthand, those (stimulated by the extraordinary times) he picked up in his reading, and those he appropriated from others.

Montaigne’s notion of “ordinary, tranquil time” went back to the period before 1559, “the time of our fathers” and “of my childhood.” He says little of the latter, and the former were not always tranquil (the Gabelle revolt in Guyenne in 1548). But they were emblematized for him by his friendship for La Boétie and by his sense of a fundamental predictability to affairs; not so, the civil wars:

I have gone to bed a thousand times in my own home, imagining that someone would betray me and slaughter me that very night, arranging with fortune that it should be without fright and not lingering. And after my Pater-Noster I have cried out: Impius hæc tam culta novalia miles habebit! [Virgil’s Eclogues—“Some impious soldier, then, will get these well-farmed lands!”]50

From time to time, its unpredictability gives him a sense of physical vertigo. He lives in a world of mauvaise foi, in which deliberate ignorance (sottise), lying, connivance, deceit, flattery, saying one thing and doing another, and Machiavellian duplicity are the new unspoken rules of engagement in everyday affairs.51 Putting some distance between himself and that world is his way of offering an antidote, a way of living through it all: “This book was written in good faith, reader” was how he addressed his audience in 1580.

One final illustration of the way that this motif of extraordinary time runs through the Essays is provided by Montaigne’s reflections on two incidents that he highlights for his reflections in the essay “Of physiognomy” (III, 12). Renaissance physiognomy was a science that claimed to be able to discover a person’s character from their physical appearance and thereby to be able to predict something about their destiny. As with other claims to human scientific knowledge, Montaigne was skeptical about most of its claims—like most human knowledge it was book learning that overcomplicated things, dressed our little wisdom up in borrowed clothes, and gave it fancy names. We cannot judge people from their faces anymore than we can from our books. Yet we can do so in light of our own inner experience, with which we are all endowed and which we learn from childhood. At least, we can do in ordinary times—and as he had repeatedly done as a young magistrate, deciding whether those on the stool before him were trustworthy, remorseless, repentant, or crooks. But that is less readily the case in “extraordinary times.” At this point he recounts a recent occurrence from his own experience, probably from 1586. A contingent of armed men threatened him on his doorstep, invading his house, and threatening to turn it upside down. Montaigne, however, chose to treat them as his guests, and they eventually left without ransacking the place. The leader of the troop “remounted his horse, his men continually looking at him to see what sign he would give them and much astonished to see him leave and abandon the advantage.”52 The man in question often told Montaigne later, apparently, that this had happened because “my face and my easy way made an impact upon him.”53 He then recounts a further incident when, taking advantage of one of the truces in the civil wars to make a journey, he found himself taken prisoner by an armed band looking for a ransom. Once more, Montaigne acted openly, telling them who he was, and offering them what he had. Their leader eventually released him and, once more, he learned subsequently that he owed his freedom “to my face, and my free and deliberate way of speaking.”54 The point Montaigne wants to leave with his readers is that the greatest challenge of living in extraordinary times is to preserve that sense of being oneself.

MONTAIGNE: BETWEEN PUBLIC AND PRIVATE

What sustains Montaigne’s notion of “extraordinary” time is the rather sharp distinction that he makes between what is “public” and what is “private.” The reason why the times are out of joint is because the two are out of alignment, resulting in people behaving otherwise than we expect them to and otherwise than they should. “I love a private life” he tells us “because it is by my own choice that I love it, not because of unfitness for public life, which is perhaps just as well suited to my nature. I serve my prince the more gaily because I do so by the free choice of my judgment and my reason.”55 Montaigne readily adopted the Stoic distinction between otium and negotium and, as has often been said, his study tower and retreat in the château of Montaigne was his version of a Stoa. But this was a literary construction, a way of seeing things, and it does not do justice to Montaigne’s own career, which (to examine in full) would require a separate biographical chapter to itself.

One small part of that career is illuminated by a corpus of twenty-five letters that Montaigne wrote, mostly as mayor of Bordeaux, in the 1580s and in the service of the king’s lieutenant in Guyenne at that time, Jacques de Goyon, sieur de Matignon (whose archives, now in Monaco, still partly survive).56 Matignon had been parachuted into the province in 1581 in controversial circumstances when his predecessor, Armand de Gontaut, baron de Biron had become an obstacle to achieving a peace accord with Navarre and the Protestants. What they reveal is that the distinction between Montaigne the public figure and Montaigne the private one was not that clear after all. Montaigne, it turns out, wore various hats, politically speaking. He owed his position as mayor of Bordeaux to King Henry III, and that made him a signed-up member of the royal interest in Guyenne and a target for all those who hated the king’s reforming endeavors and compromises for peace. He was almost certainly a member of the lieutenant Matignon’s governing council, and that made him a marked man to the supporters of the ousted Biron. But he also owed his protection to the powerful regional Foix-Candale family, within whose affinity he had long been a loyal figure, but anyone who had regional affiliations by definition also had enemies. And at the same time, he was a gentleman of the chamber (an honorific position but one that could be exploited) to the governor of Guyenne, Henry of Navarre, king of Navarre, prince of Béarn and head of a huge landed interest in southwestern France as well as leader of the Protestant party. That made Montaigne suspect to anyone who was inclined to distrust Navarre’s ambitions and who disliked the Protestants. So his connections made Montaigne a useful figure as a mediator in the complicated regional power politics of Guyenne in the 1580s. But the more prominent he became, the more his potential enemies would coalesce against him. To protect himself Montaigne had to be adept in the power structures of the time, working at the interstices between formal and public authority (the Parlement and various other institutions in Bordeaux), in the informal corridors of power around the lieutenant, and at the Valois and Navarre courts.

To understand how complex that was requires a brief overview of the regional politics of Guyenne at the time. The region was contested terrain confessionally. Protestants were among Montaigne’s relatives. Several of his colleagues while he was active at the Parlement of Bordeaux had leanings that way. Around the château at Montaigne, Protestants were his close neighbors, and he must have felt that he was a Catholic in a heretic world, sounding the bell, celebrating mass, crossing himself in front of the small frescoe in its chapel, writing his Essays “at home, in a backward region.”57 His domain was situated amid the contested corridor running from the Protestant stronghold at La Rochelle down to the principality of Béarn, which, from 1569 onward, was the most southerly Calvinist state in Europe. Holding Guyenne Catholic, however, was the royal interest, the weight of the institutions in Bordeaux (headed by its Parlement), and the province’s relatively well-organized clerical forces, concentrated in the capital and its cathedral-dominated small towns. In addition a phalanx of regional nobles, supported by those in the upcountry surrounding Guyenne (Rouergue and Quercy to the east, Périgord to the north, Cominges and Foix to the south—along with an exiled Catholic fraction from Béarn), could be mobilized in the Catholic interest, alongside a proportion of Guyenne’s indigenous nobility. The king’s lieutenants were perpetually haunted by the possibility that this Catholic flank would be lured by Spanish agents to foment an uprising against the attempts to bring peace to the region through a negotiated settlement with the Protestants.

Beyond the detailed implementation of the privileges of worship accorded to the Protestants, the establishment of security strongholds, granted to them for a period of time as guarantees of their safety by the peace of Bergerac in 1577 (confirmed in negotiations to implement the deal at Fleix in 1580), constituted the major stake in these settlements. In Guyenne, the security towns had strategic significance, guarding the river crossings on the Dordogne and Garonne and the corridor to La Rochelle. By the same token, they were also capable of constricting at a moment’s notice the flow of traffic (wine, especially) that was Bordeaux’s lifeblood. Henry of Navarre had powerful cards in his hand and, after the death of the king’s brother, François, duke of Anjou in 1584, he was the heir to the Valois throne. He played those cards boldly, on regional and national stages, and it was Matignon’s objective to contain him in Guyenne without upsetting the peace.

Montaigne was a bit player in Matignon’s efforts, and most of his contribution was behind the scenes, not in the public eye but emphatically not private business either. We would not be discussing his role were it not for the Essays. In November 1583, Navarre seized Mont-de-Marsan on the Garonne in order to secure the continuation of the period of grace allowed for the security towns. In what was probably his most delicate negotiations, Montaigne acted as intermediary between Matignon and Navarre and Navarre’s head of policy, Philippe Du Plessis-Mornay, trying to secure Bordeaux’s wine-trade interests and resolve the tensions by negotiation. After the death of Anjou, however, the royal interest in Guyenne gradually shrank as Navarre staked his claim to succeed to the Valois throne of France, the peace process unraveled, and its Catholic opponents joined forces in the Catholic League against Navarre but also against the servants loyal to the crown. These miserable years for Montaigne, in which his enemies briefly overran his château before he fled from the plague, overshadow the additional darker, more introspective material in the edition of the Essays of that year, which was when he found himself arrested in Paris by the forces of the Catholic League. His dream, shared by other notables of his generation that upright men of good faith could serve the commonwealth without being tainted by the folly and malevolence of the Wars of Religion, faded too.
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CHAPTER 8

PUBLISHING HISTORY OF THE ESSAYS

JEAN BALSAMO

MONTAIGNE’S works have been the object of more than three hundred editions and of a considerable number of translations in various languages. Secondary literature today on the writer and thinker is itself rich, with more than a thousand book titles, some of which constitute bookshop successes, and to which must be added innumerable journal articles. It is truly an editorial phenomenon that requires to be studied as such, following its own stages and nuances. In any case, it is in editorial terms that the first reception of the Essays and Montaigne’s literary project should be understood, in France as well as abroad. Indeed, Montaigne is one of the first French writers of his time to have clearly demonstrated the well-understood role of publishing a book, of the “bookseller’s shop,”1 in his own words, in the confirmation of status as an author.

AN AUTHOR AND HIS PRINTERS-BOOKSELLERS (1569–1595)

Montaigne’s career precedes the Essays. Before publishing his great work, he was already well established in Parisian publishing milieus; but it was as a man of letters. The Essays turned him into an author proper. This career began in 1569 with the publication of his Théologie naturelle, a translation of a treatise by the Catalan theologian Raymond Sebond. In spite of Montaigne’s declarations, this publication appears as a bookshop enterprise, a commission from the booksellers around the University of Paris. One must nonetheless note that the translator kept anonymous, his name being absent from the title page. Such a work served as Montaigne’s literary apprenticeship, and he was probably paid for his task. Indeed, in a late passage in the Essays, Montaigne reminds the reader that Parisian bookshops paid him, contrary to those in Bordeaux: “In my region of Gascony they think it a joke to see me in print… . I buy printers in Guienne, elsewhere they buy me.”2 This remark applies to this first book. It may have suggested a similar challenge for the Essays, which Montaigne was able to undertake only after 1588, only after a long transition with the assistance of a local printer-bookseller from Bordeaux whom he hired at his own expense. There is nevertheless a distinction between a translator’s salary and the status of an author who collects fees. It is probably not a coincidence that Montaigne produced a second edition of the Théologie naturelle in 1581, for the same booksellers, reviewed and corrected in his own hand, but wherein his name and his titles appeared this time prominently. Théologie naturelle enjoyed remarkable success. Republished several times until 1641, it contributed to Montaigne’s notoriety in the same way as the Essays. After his translation of the Théologie naturelle, in 1571–1572, Montaigne produced an edition of Étienne de La Boétie’s works—La Mesnagerie de Xénophon—that may be understood not only as a testimony of friendship, but also as an exercise belonging to his literary formation. The book, published by Federic Morel, the king’s printer, was intended for private circulation, serving not only to honor the memory of the departed friend, but also to support Montaigne’s public career while he was seeking out influential patrons.3

A few years later, the Essays became the extension of these literary activities, a desynchronized extension in its scope and scale. Montaigne had begun writing around 1572, at a pivotal moment of his existence, when he had just left the Parlement of Bordeaux to retire to the “bosom of the learned Muses” (giron des Muses), as he proclaimed on an inscription in his library. This end to a disappointing career as a magistrate was not a withdrawal into the solitude of the Périgord, but rather a new career choice, made possible by his father’s death, that turned Montaigne into the heir of the seigneury his name carried; it was a political engagement that came with new responsibilities, for which he was named knight in the Order of Saint Michael and thus was bestowed into the noblesse d’épée. As the Du Bellay brothers had proved a generation earlier, this status was not incompatible with that of a man of letters or an author. The Essays rested upon this ambition to win fame for the nobility through literature, and they began to make sense in the dramatic context of the French Wars of Religion.

The book was made up of various reflections, gradually shaped into short chapters, which dealt with historical and moral questions and illustrated by countless quotations, mainly from Latin poets. Most of the additions and developments were drawn from Montaigne’s readings, of which we still have some volumes bearing autographic annotations (Lucretius, Nicole Gilles, Caesar). However, as is the case for most French books of that time, neither the drafts nor the author’s manuscripts have been preserved. In its printed form, the work was organized into two books of fifty-seven and thirty-seven chapters preceded by a brief foreword. Approximately 150 pages long and at the center of the second book, chapter 12, titled “Apology for Raimond Sebond,” constituted a book by itself. Montaigne had written it in the course of the year 1579, at the probable request of Margaret of Valois, Henri of Navarre’s wife, for whom he provided arguments in religious debates. If this chapter’s address was allusive, four other chapters bore explicit dedications to noble ladies in the entourage of Queen Margaret at the court of Navarre, throwing light upon the network of friends, who were the author’s patrons, as if it were a book for ladies. Yet, contrary to what would have been the custom of the time, the Essays did not bear any general dedication.

The original edition of the Essays was published in Bordeaux in the course of the spring of 1580 by the printer and bookseller Simon Millanges, holder of a privilège (authorization to print a book, protecting the financial investment made by the printer or the publisher) for the whole of his productions, of which he was also the printer. This choice may be explained by local opportunities, for Montaigne could have had his book published by a Parisian bookseller-printer of greater standing. However, Millanges, who had settled in Bordeaux in 1572, was able to take on ambitious works, as is shown by Pierre de Brach’s Poems (1576) and, more importantly, by François de Foix-Candale’s Pimandre (1579), whom Montaigne praises in the introduction to the chapter “Of the education of children.” The Essays, printed in two volumes in-8°, appear to be the result of a hasty work subjected to the constraints of an impression by forms, in other words composing the pages nonconsecutively to accelerate the printing process.4 The author took part in the composition until the last moment in order to complete his text, as demonstrated by the disorder caused in book I by the integration of a chapter made up of sonnets by La Boétie. Apart from a disparity of fonts and type size between the two volumes, the book displays countless pagination errors and misprints as well as an indeterminate number of textual variants produced during the printing process, the precise examination of which, begun at the end of the nineteenth century century, has yet to be studied in detail.5 We do not know the importance of the print run, from which less than one hundred copies are preserved in public libraries and in private collections today.

Montaigne had taken responsibility for some of the expenses—probably the purchase of paper—and had received, in return, part of the print run. We are reminded of the first edition’s private intention in the foreword. In a passage that he was to remove from the last edition, Montaigne even pretended to have got his book printed so as to avoid the costs and the weight of a handwritten publication: “I had to put in print this work in order to exempt myself from the pain of making several copies in my own hand.”6 The existence of two versions of the title page leads us to qualify this affirmation. The first version gives us only the title and the author’s name; it is characteristic of copies intended for private circulation. The second version displays a noble designation (“Messire”), followed by Montaigne’s titles and functions; it was used for public circulation, exploiting precisely the advertising role of a prestigious designation. This disparity could have been the result of a modification requested by Montaigne in the course of printing or suggested by the printer, aware of the book’s commercial interest. But the two versions may also have been predicted from the beginning, according to a concerted division, which guaranteed both the private nature of a book intended for private circulation and its public and, on the other hand, the commercial circulation ensured by the bookseller. During the summer of 1580, Montaigne left for Italy. Upon his return in 1582, and now mayor of Bordeaux, he entrusted Millanges with the task of printing a second edition, based on a new copy.7 The text had been carefully reviewed and corrected; it displayed numerous detailed modifications, as well as about thirty additions of more than two lines and seventeen new quotations, half of them in Italian.8 Finally, he took into consideration the censorship of which he had been the subject in Rome by concluding with a doctrinal warning in the chapter “Of prayers.” Under this new shape, the Essays confirmed their author’s Catholic faith and commitments.

The two first editions achieved great success, which largely exceeded the private aim that had presided over the publication. From 1581, the Essays were distributed by Parisian booksellers, and even presented at the Frankfurt Book Fair. In 1584 the biblio-biographer La Croix du Maine evoked the first reception of Montaigne’s “fine book” and mentioned its circulation thanks to the editions printed in Bordeaux, but he also mentioned editions printed elsewhere.9 These editions, in all likelihood counterfeits, have not been preserved. We know them through a Parisian in-12° edition, published in 1587 by the bookseller Jean Richer, which, with a simple change of title page, seems to be the second issue of a lost print from Rouen.

Montaigne meant to maintain control over his book. He had the actual third edition of his book published in conditions able to guarantee lasting circulation and reputation. To this end, he entrusted it to the great Parisian bookseller Abel L’Angelier, who brought a dynamic editorial policy to bear on French literary arts.10 We are, however, totally ignorant of the way in which the relationship between the two men had been established; if it was L’Angelier who, as was his habit, solicited the author by proposing a favorable contract to him or if it was Montaigne himself who took the initiative. The new edition was printed during the spring of 1588, while Montaigne was spending time in Paris, where he followed the court. It was perhaps not entirely produced under his direct control because of health problems that affected him at this time. Apart from a systematically faulty pagination, the edition displays numerous misprints, probably due to a poorly transcribed copy and insufficient proofreading. The possible textual variants that were being printed were never assessed.

This new edition was published under a new nine-year privilège taken by the bookseller. The privilège enabled an author and his bookseller to retain exclusive rights over the circulation of a text; it also made it necessary to offer an updated version of this text in order to continue to benefit from it. Hence the Essays were not the object of a simple reprint, but they were “reviewed and developed in more than five hundred passages with the augmentation of a third book” as the title page of the new edition indicates. In addition to substantial punctuation and textual emendations to the 1582 text, the two original books were enriched with nearly 550 new quotations and 640 additions, ranging from a few words to long developments that enhanced arguments and examples, to the point of modifying the layout of certain chapters and of altering their meaning. Montaigne inserted personal references, which he developed systematically. He added a third book composed of thirteen chapters to the complete work, an “allongeail” (extension) that offered a reflection on the two first books, while orienting the whole work in the direction of an apology of his political action, both in relation to his duties as mayor of Bordeaux and to his role as a more or less influential mediator between the marshal of Matignon and the king of Navarre. As for the previous editions, no traces of the preliminary work remain, with the exception of a single witness, a copy of the 1582 edition, bearing approximately 200 handwritten interpolation inserted by a secretary.

In its physical presentation, it was a large volume in-4°, whose print is attributed to Pierre Chevillot, one of the best Parisian printers of the time. It was adorned with an engraved title page placed within architectural borders, adapting the motifs of the School of Fontainebleau. This plate has no other known use in the bookseller’s productions nor more generally in other French books of the period. The print run, about fifty copies of which are preserved in public libraries, is unknown.

This edition, beautiful despite some imperfections, came at a bad time. Its distribution was directly affected by the political circumstances, the Parisian insurrections of May and summer of 1588, the king’s flight, and the subsequent political turmoil. Montaigne kept some copies to himself, on which he corrected the erroneous indication of the date of the foreword “To the Reader.”11 Other copies were presented in tribute to friends and relatives, sometimes with handwritten dedications. But most of the print run was preserved unsold in the bookseller’s warehouse; it was still sold much later, around 1600, benefiting from the success that the posthumous edition, published in 1595, had enjoyed. Meanwhile, the Essays had raised the interest of rival booksellers. As early as 1593, despite the royal privilège that covered the 1588 edition, a bookseller from Avignon produced an in-8° counterfeit edition, published with a fake Lyon address. Rather well printed, yet very incorrect from a textual perspective, this edition was significant as it offered an index of the “main subjects and most memorable things.” L’Angelier responded with a judicial action and had his indelicate colleague condemned to pay a 500-pound fine. Yet, shortly after Montaigne’s death, he sought to secure his monopoly over the author’s text once and for all. To this end, he had to find a way to protect himself from his rivals by publishing a new edition, even if it meant losing the investment he had made in the previous edition. This new edition had to offer an enriched and reworked text so as to justify the acquisition of a new privilège.

At the start of 1594, the bookseller received from Montaigne’s widow a copy of the manuscript that the author had left behind to be published after his death. The resulting volume was printed during the autumn of 1594 and came out in the spring of 1595 under the new title Les Essais.12 To cover the publication costs, L’Angelier partnered with a colleague, Michel II Sonnius, who was responsible for a quarter of the print run. The edition that he offered to the public was a beautiful in-folio volume, quite well-printed by Léger Delas. The format gave the book a prestigious status, still rare for French literature; it was analogous to the great edition of the Les Œuvres of Ronsard published by Gabriel Buon in 1584.

This new edition, “revised and increased by a third” by the author, offered the last state of the text, greatly improved upon and considerably extended when compared to the 1588 edition, developed, enriched with innumerable citations, modified in depth and detail, and even in its layout by the moving of chapter I, 14 to after chapter I, 39, and the removal of La Boétie’s sonnets. A long preface reminded the reader that its textual authority, as a posthumous edition, came from the copy upon which it was based, handed down from the writer’s family, and from the care with which the edition had been established. The edition’s project management fell to Marie de Gournay (1566–1645), a young woman from a family of Parisian magistrates, and who had recently become the bookseller’s collaborator through the publication of a small book made of a collection of verse and prose. As Montaigne’s “fille d’alliance” (adoptive daughter) she had, since the summer of 1588, been closely linked to a first revision of the Essays, as is testified by some handwritten notes present in the margins of another copy, called the Bordeaux Copy—a copy in which Montaigne had begun to amend his work.13 Marie de Gournay wrote a long preface for the posthumous edition in which she justified her work, insisting on the extreme care she had taken with the copy that had been handed down to her, even preserving the peculiarities of punctuation and syntax. She followed in person the print correction with as much zeal, drew up the list of errata, and even wrote with her own hand about forty additional emendations on the copies that had already been printed.

The posthumous edition was immediately successful. The print run sold out in three years. L’Angelier put up for sale a second issue constituted of flawed copies, for which he had the missing or incomplete books reprinted. In 1598, the bookseller published the Essays by himself in an in-8° format. It was not only a simple reprint, but was genuinely a new edition, again produced by Marie de Gournay, who had made the most of her stay at Montaigne’s castle. The editor had conferred the text published in 1595 with the author’s manuscript bearing the last state of the text; she made some corrections on the foreword and corrected her text on various points of detail. We know of two copies of the 1595 edition containing the trace of this collation; one ended up in Plantin’s workshop, in Antwerp; the other will end up in Montesquieu’s library.14 These copies probably offered the states of the text that comes closest to Montaigne’s original one, which Marie de Gournay had had before her eyes. The 1598 edition that derived from it put a definite end to the direct tradition of the text of the Essays. It could thus appear as the final edition, based, as the title indicates, “on the copy found after the Author’s death, revised and increased by a third besides the previous editions.” However, it is the 1595 in-folio edition, for which she had so carefully prepared a collation, and on the copies on which she had made her final handwritten emendations, that Marie de Gournay continued to consider and refer as the reference edition until the end of her long career, with the painful awareness that all the following editions that succeeded one another for forty years were nothing but faulty avatars of this text, the only one that was faithful to Montaigne’s original copy.

The succession of original editions from 1580 to 1595–1598 highlighted two points. The first is the evolution of the text, the process of amendment, amplification, and enrichment to which it had been submitted by its author. The text of the Essays was deeply modified and reworked through the editions published during Montaigne’s lifetime and under his control, as well as in the posthumous editions that he had prepared himself. Even though his book contained within itself the possibilities of transformations to come from the very beginning, following the rhetorical modes of amendment and amplification, Montaigne considered each new edition as the last, which rendered the previous one obsolete.

The second point is the relation of dependence between the text of the Essays and editorial constraints to which Montaigne submitted knowingly. The point has sometimes been underlined in order to discredit the posthumous editions, which would have been the result of the editors’ and the typographers’ arbitrariness. Yet this remains true of all the editions published in Montaigne’s lifetime and under his control. The 1580, 1582, and 1588 editions, as the 1595 edition, were printed on the basis of a printer’s copy; they implemented a group of norms that slipped from the author’s grasp and to which he accepted to submit, as he had beforehand put a number of spelling skills in the hands of the secretary in charge of transcribing his drafts and handwritten works into the author’s copy. On an instruction sheet attached to the Bordeaux Copy, Montaigne clearly explains the nature and shapes of this commission, which was a prerequisite to turn a handwritten text into a book supposed to be circulated and read.

THE ESSAYS AFTER MONTAIGNE

The 1598 edition represents a turning point. It was the last edition based upon a direct collation of Montaigne’s manuscript, bearing his direct or posthumous authority. It also marked the end of a first phase in Marie de Gournay’s career as an editor of the Essays. After publishing it, Marie de Gournay seems to have quarreled with L’Angelier, with whom she ceased to collaborate. What she considered her rights on the text were withdrawn from her. The publishing history of the Essays thus entered a new phase. This second life, dependent upon the reprints, came to be at the cost of substantial modifications in order to insure the readability of the book, generation after generation, taking into account the evolution of the French language and of taste. According to a critic, such an evolution would have had as a consequence a real “sinistre” (destruction) of Montaigne’s masterpiece.15 However, this publishing history was not uniform; it was marked by a series of particular initiatives that aimed to produce a text that could be read by its contemporaries. We are thus able to distinguish three stages or moments: an old age, which was that of the popularization of the Essays; a modern age, marked by the discovery of the Bordeaux Copy; and a philological age, seeking the ideal text.

The first stage was that of the reeditions based on the posthumous edition; the text was gradually altered at the mercy of reprints and counterfeits. The Essays were thus reprinted in an in-8° format for L’Angelier (1600, 1602, 1604). They were republished in 1608 in the same format for an association of five Parisian booksellers, in an edition adorned with an engraved portrait of Montaigne and whose privilège was justified by a new paratext, a “Brief Discourse on Michel’s Life, Lord of Montaigne,” and a table of contents. This edition was reprinted in 1611 in Paris and in Rouen, multiple times in 1617, 1619, 1627, and 1641. The Essays were also the object of counterfeit editions printed in Geneva and distributed under false addresses. The first, from “Lyon, 1595” (sic for c. 1598), offers a text severely censored by the Calvinist authorities and reduced by a third.16 The others, devoid of religious stakes, bear the complete text (Leiden, in fact Geneva, by Jean Doreau, 1602 and 1609; Geneva, Philippe Albert, 1616). The L’Angelier edition of 1604 was itself put on sale again by the Parisian bookseller from a stock of copies seized from a Genevan counterfeit edition.

All these editions published after 1600, reproduced, with various errors, the text that Marie de Gournay had established, although she had not given her permission. She reacted in 1614, acquiring a new privilège for ten years and producing a new edition, aimed at preserving Montaigne’s literary memory and his own moral right upon a work that she had helped to save. Nevertheless, she was able to carry out her plan only at the cost of numerous concessions on the text, and of the enlargement of the paratext. It had to meet the demands of the booksellers, who were themselves mindful of the desiderata of readers who were not attentive to philological accuracy so much as to readability in a new cultural, moral, and, above all, linguistic context.

The new edition, published at the expense of a Parisian booksellers’ association who had purchased the editor’s privilège, was released three years later, in 1617. It was followed by a new edition in 1625. Marie de Gournay lamented not having been able to oversee the fabrication of the book and the correction of the galleys with the care that she would have wished for. She modified at least the text Montaigne wrote in praise of her (II, 17), in doing so implicitly confirmed its authenticity. A copy from the posthumous edition, bearing this amendment by Marie de Gournay’s hand, was recently found.17 It makes the editor’s work coherent, linking the original editions to those of 1620–1650.

In 1635 a third reviewed and corrected edition was released, patronized by Richelieu, to whom the epistle of dedications was addressed. Some copies contain a long list of handwritten emendations by the editor. Finally, in 1640, Marie de Gournay produced a last edition, “corrected following L’Angelier’s first prints.” This edition, whose philological worth was never truly appreciated, does not seem to have been considered authoritative. The large in-folio edition published in 1652 illustrates the transition from Montaigne’s language to classical French and to its bon usage, but it reproduced the 1635 text. It was this edition that served as a basis for all editions to come, thereby constituting a first “vulgate”: the 1657 in-folio edition based on that of 1652, the three-volume in-8° editions, taking over the same text and the same paratextual additions, published in Paris in 1659 and 1669, in Brussels and Amsterdam the same year in the Elzeviers’s style, in Lyon in 1669. The text of this vulgate was very different from the posthumous edition: besides the misprints and a modernized punctuation, numerous words, considered archaisms, had been replaced (ancienneté by antiquité, nouvelleté by nouveauté, vantances by vanterie, icelle by elle, à-tout by avec, etc.), to which were added modifications by addition, suppression, or substitution of terms or structure in relation to the 1595–1598 text. These differences have not always been highlighted by the first bibliographers of the Essays.

In 1675 the Essays were once more examined by the Holy Office in Rome.18 The negative report had been made by a French clergyman from the Order of the Minims, Father Antoine Gilles, who seems to have been close to Jansenist circles from Port-Royal, who were generally very hostile to Montaigne. Gilles underlined all that, according to him, was the result of libertinism, be it of the learned kind or of current social mores. The twist of fate was that his reading rested not on one of the “popular” editions regularly updated by Marie de Gournay but on a late avatar from the posthumous edition: the very erroneous 1641 counterfeit edition printed in Rouen. Unlike the previous censure, Montaigne’s book was put on the Index. It remained on the list of forbidden books, not only until the mid-nineteenth century, as one may sometimes read, but until the official abolition of the Index in 1966. The condemnation, which marks a decisive date in the reception of Montaigne’s work and its philosophical interpretation far removed from the political engagement of its author in his day, also had editorial consequences. Although they continued to be read, the Essays ceased to be published in France during more than a century, except in fragmentary form of a disappointing collection of educational maxims: L’Esprit des Essais (The Spirit of the Essays) (1677) and the Pensées de Montaigne (Thoughts of Montaigne).

It is no coincidence that it was in London, a place of freedom and commercial dynamism, and by a Protestant man of letters, Pierre Coste (1668–1677), where the edition that gave Montaigne to the Europe of the Enlightenment was produced. The success of the Essays was already considerable in England since the remarkable version produced by John Florio, which had been republished twice since 1603, followed by Charles Cotton’s beautiful classical translation of 1685. There was thus room for an ambitious editorial initiative that brought together the English elite, giving them Montaigne to read in his own tongue, and in a presentation worthy of both new critical demands and the emerging taste of bibliophiles, which influenced the whole of Europe. The edition produced by Coste was printed by Thomson & Watts and sold by subscription; a list of 147 prestigious names from the high nobility or from scholarly circles opens the first volume, which was placed under the patronage of King George I. It was released in 1724 in three large in-4° volumes. From a textual perspective, this edition represents a commendable attempt to return to the posthumous text of Montaigne, even if, for reasons of convenience and readability, it remained dependent upon the late tradition, based on the 1635 edition, simply corrected, and even if it offered a new segmentation in paragraphs.19 Coste’s personal endeavor was no less noteworthy; it sheds lights on Montaigne’s text with a significant number of fanciful footnotes dealing with language, sources, and historical context, and it offered for the first time “a small commentary.” Coste facilitated the use of the Essays by adding tables and, in Book III, he supplemented them with a first selection of Montaigne’s letters, the dedications featured in La Boétie’s works published in 1571, the Théologie naturelle letter of dedication to Pierre Eyquem, as well as the thank you letter to Madame Le Paulmier. A second edition, dedicated to President Bouhier, himself author of a piece written in praise of Montaigne, was released the following year to a fictitious Parisian address: “Pour la Compagnie.” It offered a paratext expanded with various critical judgments, and above all, it added La Boétie’s Discourse on Voluntary Servitude to the Essays. Replacing Montaigne in his time and tale, turning him into a great forebear of critical thinking, the Coste edition enjoyed vast success and rendered the previous editions obsolete. It was republished by Coste himself, with new sections and in a reduced format, in 1727 (Geneva and The Hague, five in-8° volumes) and in 1739 (London, six in-12° volumes). In 1740 the erudite editor released a Supplément aux Essais (London, Darres & Brindley), in one supplementary 96-page in-4° volume, which included the additions published in the 1739 edition; this volume was intended to complete editions of the same format produced in 1724 and 1725, to which it can often be found attached. After Coste’s death, editions “with Coste’s notes” were released in 1754, 1769, and 1771 in London and in Geneva in 1779 and 1789–1793 (ten small in-12° volumes).

In France, the Coste edition was found in all good libraries. Yet despite this success, or rather in reaction to it, when it became possible once again to reedit Montaigne at the end of the eighteenth century, it was not this text that imposed itself. In 1783 Jean-François Bastien produced a new edition in which he took sides against the different editions produced by Marie de Gournay, especially against the 1659 edition, wherein he pretended having found over six thousand mistakes, and against the work of Coste himself, whom he blamed for inaccuracies in the text and the commentary, due to having slavishly followed the Gournay editions. He gave himself the task of reestablishing Montaigne anew. But in fact, he confined himself to return to the 1635 Gournay edition, from which he reproduced at the same time the long preface to Richelieu.20

PRINTED TRADITION AND HANDWRITTEN TRADITION

The end of the eighteenth century was marked by two considerable events regarding Montaigne: on the one hand, the discovery of the Bordeaux Copy of the Essays, and, on the other hand, the discovery of his travel journal to Italy. We are well informed as regards the latter and its immediate editorial developments on the basis of the text edited by Meunier de Querlon, helped by Giuseppe Bartoli for the Italian part. This edition was published in 1774 as a beautiful in-4° volume designed to be joined to the three volumes of the 1725 Coste edition, to which numerous copies bound in a uniform manner attest; it was preceded by an in-12° edition in two volumes, a second edition also in three volumes, as well as one in three volumes published in 1775. The work met the needs of a large public, sensitive, as was the entire century, to travel literature, to Italy, and to the acquaintance of a private Montaigne.

The first discovery of the Bordeaux Copy, however, remains steeped in mystery.21 It would have taken place before that of the Travel Journal, as the Bordeaux Copy was used to authenticate it. Some scholars from Bordeaux would have looked it up in the library of the convent of the Feuillants, wherein it was preserved since the donation made by Madame de Montaigne at the beginning of the seventeenth century. The existence of the Bordeaux Copy is nonetheless only genuinely testified in October 1777, in a letter by François of Neufchâteau, who was one of the first to compare Montaigne’s handwriting with the text of the old editions, and to notice differences that justified taking into consideration the unpublished textual variants. Having become minister of the interior in 1798, Neufchâteau had the means to bring the Bordeaux Copy to Paris and he was able to entrust the editing work to a man of letters close to the movement of the Encyclopedists, Jacques-André Naigeon (1738–1810), who produced a first edition, published by Didot in 1802.22 Yet, for an editor of that time without any philological method, the Bordeaux Copy was hard to exploit given its hybrid nature: a printed text overwritten with handwritten emendations, a manuscript filling most of the margins and offering additions designed to be inserted into the printed text. The edition was thus led to “restituer” (reestablish) this text rather than to faithfully reproduce it. To this end, he made use of the posthumous tradition—that of the edition of 1635. He standardized the spelling on the basis of an archaizing etymology, different both from that of the posthumous edition and from Montaigne’s own reformed spelling. This work corresponded effectively to a romantic aesthetics. As such, it is a document of its time, if not quite a reliable edition of the Essays. The Naigeon edition was reprinted four times between 1811 and 1833, and its text served as the basis for the popular editions of Stanislas de L’Aulnaye (1818, 1819) and Amaury Duval (1820, 1827).

While purporting to reproduce the Bordeaux Copy, Naigeon in fact set off a return to the 1595 posthumous text of the Essays. In his edition published in 1826, Jean-Victor Leclerc, while recognizing the unique worth of the Bordeaux Copy, established the superiority of the L’Angelier edition. Taking into account the textual tradition along with the extraordinary object that was Montaigne’s autograph, Leclerc suggested a compromise solution, which would make it possible to reconcile the two “authentic sources” of the text. For the first time, an editor engaged in some philological reflection on the textual tradition, which he based upon the comparison of the two authorized texts. The text produced by Leclerc imposed itself as a second vulgate, after that of 1635.23 It was republished multiple times until the 1930s, and it served as the basis for about fifty modern editions. Nevertheless, the achievements of this edition fell short of its initial ambitions. Not only did it not follow the true text of the posthumous edition, that of 1595–1598, but it reproduced once again the 1635 edition. What is more, following Naigeon’s example, it embarked on a constant problematic substitution, this time replacing the original work’s spelling by archaic spelling and modernizing the punctuation in a rash manner to the point of often distorting the meanings of the text.

The editors of the nineteenth century never contested the primacy and authority of the last version of the text, the most complete, produced by the posthumous edition and completed where necessary by the textual variants from the Bordeaux Copy, as it was handed down to them from the vulgate. The only thing left to do was to turn it into an edition reconciling readability and accuracy. These editors of the Essays were motivated by the editorial discoveries of Doctor Payen (1800–1870), who greatly updated the diversity of the original editions, which they started to examine from a new perspective. To their great surprise, these editors discovered a different text, simpler in appearance, offering a new interpretation of Montaigne’s aim. Without ever suggesting a return to the first 1580 edition from Bordeaux or to the 1588 Parisian edition, both of which were judged far from a final production, and understanding that Montaigne himself had gone beyond these first editions, they nevertheless considered them as important documents and made them accessible to scholars and to curious people as separate editions presented with a critical apparatus. They thus intended to produce editions designed as “documents.”

THE ESSAYS DURING THE PHILOLOGICAL AGE

The editing and publication of the Essays thus went through a remarkably intense philological age, between 1860 and 1922, if not quite an indisputable success based on a clear and rigorous method. This period was marked by a series of individual endeavors, as illustrated by Reinhold Dezeiméris’s theoretical reflections, which were published in his Recherches sur la recension du texte posthume des Essais de Montaigne (1866) and in his Plan d’exécution d’une édition critique des Essais (1903). Dezeiméris was the first to imagine a “synoptic” edition displaying the whole of the textual states, which was at the same time an ideal edition, in the tradition of German philology, offering the final text as, it was believed, its author would have wished. It was also Dezeiméris who invented the representation of Montaigne’s text in “couches” (strata), identifying under textual variants writing phases corresponding to the evolution of the author’s thought, transforming by the same occasion the writer into a philosopher. An edition of the 1580 text, completed by the textual variants of 1582 and 1587, was thus published by Dezeiméris and Henri Barckhausen under the aegis of the Société des Bibliophiles de Guyenne.24 Between 1872 and 1900 in Paris, Ernest Courbet and Charles Royer produced a remarkable edition of the posthumous text of 1595 as typographically careful as it was precise, equipped in addition with a rich critical apparatus. At the same time, between 1873 and 1875, Henri Motheau and Damase Jouaust produced a critical edition of the 1588 text of the Essays.

The Bordeaux Copy still needed to be seriously studied. Payen had hired an archivist from Bordeaux to do a transcription of the manuscript. Given the difficulty of the task, this first attempt did not go beyond the first book. Other scholars were also stopped by reading difficulties due to Montaigne’s handwriting and the difficult presentation of the Bordeaux Copy. In the foreword that opened his own edition based on the 1595 text of the Essays, Courbet himself called for a critical edition based on the Bordeaux Copy, or at least a reproduction that had become possible because of photographic advances. This project came to be realized only at the turn of the twentieth century. The philological age thus reached its climax with the so-called Municipal Edition of the Bordeaux Copy (1905–1919), produced under the direction of Fortunat Strowski (1886–1952), followed by the photographical reproduction of the same Bordeaux Copy (Paris: Hachette, 1912), and of the typographical edition (1913–1931), under the direction of Dr. Armaingaud—a masterpiece of typographical ingenuity, which had the handwritten additions printed on tissue paper that covered the printed text of 1588 but whose format and page layout rendered impossible to use. It is on these bases and directed by the same scholar that the edition of the Œuvres complètes (Paris, 1924–1941) was created. These competing more than complementary works sought from this point forward to be justified on the basis of conviction; in fact, a simple hypothesis that the text of the Bordeaux Copy was the only authentic text of the Essays and that the final modern edition of the Essays should be based on it.

After the discovery of the Bordeaux Copy, some nineteenth-century editors looked into its nature and its exact editorial status. All were sensitive to its allure—it being extremely rare in the French letters to have autograph manuscripts from a major author, offering to readers the genesis and the development of a primary work—and no one contested its importance. But until the end of the century, these same editors, who were aware of the realities and constraints of old typographies as well as of the editorial customs, had no hesitation as to the exact place of the Bordeaux Copy in the editing process. They considered it as a work in progress, offering a provisional state of the text, in a presentation that was difficult to read, usable only by the author and his collaborators. It was only in 1866 that Dezeiméris formulated the hypothesis of a relation of dependence between the copy used for the posthumous edition and the Bordeaux Copy.25 According to the scholar from Bordeaux, after Montaigne’s death, Pierre de Brach probably reproduced the textual variants from the Bordeaux Copy and other drafts present on another copy of the 1588 edition. The leading role attributed to Brach, who might have worked directly on Montaigne’s documents, resulted, at first, in a strengthening of the authority of the L’Angelier edition.

However, the scholars of the nineteenth century were never able to make a complete and precise collation of the Bordeaux Copy and of the posthumous edition, which would have revealed innumerable textual variants and an even greater number of punctuation variants. About fifty scattered passages, three to twelve lines long, are, for example, written differently. In addition, the posthumous edition systematically offers a text that is more complete and more polished in its composition. It is not only a question of word fragments or of missing lines on the Bordeaux Copy, but also of developments followed by amplified passages that we cannot find in handwritten compositions: fifty in Book I, divided up in twenty-three chapters, fifty in Book 2, in twenty chapters, 175 in Book 3 alone. Many of these additions are of a personal nature, often very private, on the author’s domestic life, ranging from the arrangement of his library to the pain he endured during his illness.

It was only a century later, based on the founding work of Jacob Zeitlin,26 developed in greater depth by Günther Abel27 and Richard Sayce, that David Maskell would be able to discover that these passages were added by Montaigne himself during a last phase of composition and revision, while preparing a fair and legible copy of the previous states of his text.28 Although they too only rested on partial comparisons, all these works have the virtue of shedding light on the complexity of the production process of the last Essays, on the different stages of its elaboration, and on other forms of this late production, thereby correcting the exclusive thesis according to which the Bordeaux Copy was the only base of the last composition of the Essays, and offering the final and ultimate text bearing Montaigne’s “dernière main” (last hand). They contributed to highlight the existence of another textual tradition, that of the author’s copy, that a complete collation finally verified.29

The Bordeaux Copy bears two types of autograph writings. The first, carefully written in the margins by Montaigne himself, have been transcribed from previous compositions on drafts, which is confirmed by the other type of composition, full of cross-outs and erased passages. These compositions, from which Montaigne put together his text, difficult to decipher, required, in turn, the preparation of a legible copy, not only to facilitate the subsequent typographical formatting, but also to enable the writer himself to continue his ceaseless compositions on a readable, punctuated text made up of modifications, corrections, and amplifications, constantly seeking the right expression of a thought in motion. Critics have long employed a psychological argument to reject these transcriptions: Montaigne, ill and naturally indolent, would have been incapable of making a sustained effort of this kind. It was at once to overestimate the effort required by such legible copy preparation, to overlook the convenience they brought to the rest of the composition, and to underestimate Montaigne’s literary awareness of his work. These provisional transcriptions constituted the very basis of the art of writing of the period and of Montaigne in particular. The fact that Montaigne did not work alone has also been neglected: he was assisted by collaborators, secretaries, and copyists. In 1588 he pointed out that the effort of transcription had become tedious for him: “I would rather write as many more essays again than subject myself to going over these again for such childish correction.”30 He was naturally led to entrust this task to a collaborator, who transcribed the corrected Essays under his dictation. Elsewhere, he explains that he “set[s] down or dictate[s], walking back and forth, these fancies of mine that you see here,”31 in this case he speaks of his last Essays. These two terms, record and dictate, are neither synonymous with writing nor alternative terms. One must see in these terms a precise reference to joint practice, at the same time and for the same author, of a genuinely autograph section, that of the drafts and of the genetic and allographic parts, dictated to a secretary; that of the transcription of a draft into a legible state on which the writer could make further emendations in his own hand, before the final preparation of an author’s copy. These practices were not peculiar, they corresponded to the commonest literary customs of his time.32

Entrusted to a secretary, that is, a “writer” or a professional scribe according to the meaning of this term at the time, the making of a legible copy also had the benefit of facilitating the preparation of the printer’s copy. The copy on which was based the posthumous edition was in all likelihood entirely handwritten; it constituted a precise template, reserved for the complicated composition of an in-folio with gatherings of three sheets tucked, or quired, inside each other, very different from the 1588 in-4° edition. It had been produced by Marie de Gournay based on a transcription of the author’s copy, bearing the last manuscript preparation of a legible copy. This copy had to resemble the Bordeaux Copy and had to be composed of a copy from the 1588 edition increased by handwritten additions in the margins and bearing manuscript interventions on the printed section. The collation between the 1595 printed text and that of 1588 text reveals about 10,000 detailed interventions (additions and modifications of punctuation marks, modifications of capital letters linked to punctuation, spelling or misprint corrections). On these bases, an analogous collation, taking into consideration the 1588 text, the Bordeaux Copy, and the 1595 edition show that only a reduced proportion (28 percent) of these changes from the printed text of 1588 are identical in the Bordeaux Copy and in the posthumous edition of 1595; 25 percent are variants unique to the Bordeaux Copy, whereas the 1595 text exactly reproduces the 1588 text without modifying it; 32 percent are variants unique to 1595, whereas the Bordeaux Copy does not alter the 1588 text; finally, in 15 percent of cases, the 1588 text is modified and corrected differently in the Bordeaux Copy and in 1595. It appears that the printed 1588 text is modified in a more frequent and rigorous way in the 1595 edition than on the Bordeaux Copy. Some pages from the Bordeaux Copy are even devoid of any handwritten intervention; on the other hand, in the 1595 edition, the corresponding text shows significant emendations. Systematically corresponding to Montaigne’s lexical choices and stylistic habits readable in the rest of the text, they cannot be attributed to the typographer’s carelessness but effectively show the state of the author’s copy. These elements served to establish that this copy, upon which the posthumous edition had been based by a diligent editor, was therefore different from the Bordeaux Copy, and that it was the result of a distinct textual tradition, which is carefully reproduced by the 1595 edition, with the unavoidable gap between the printed formatting of a text and the author’s manuscript.

At the turn of the twentieth century, these foundations were yet to be laid. The question of the text of the Essays was limited to a lively debate, led by the advocates of the Bordeaux Copy. In fact, this debate concealed some political conflicts and university rivalries; it oriented and toughened scholarly opinions, which went from the status of hypothesis requiring proof to that of intangible dogma formulated in a radical way in the edition prepared by Strowski. This edition, published under the auspices of the city of Bordeaux, was presented by its promoters as a “Municipal” edition, designed to celebrate the Girondin tradition, a form of administrative autonomy avant la lettre, alone capable of guaranteeing freedom against the intrigues of an invasive state and the bureaucracy from Paris. The symbolic object of this political engagement was an author from Bordeaux, Montaigne, who was to be regained by his native city through the glorification of a local treasure, the Bordeaux Copy, unjustly neglected by the Parisian editorial stranglehold.

The Municipal Edition, of which 1,200 copies were printed in Bordeaux on large sheets, is a beautiful book, both in its presentation and in its scholarly quality. It constitutes, to this day, the best and most complete edition of the Bordeaux Copy. The editors, however, did not reproduce it under a diplomatic edition (transcription of a manuscript indicating as far as possible the “state” of the text in this manuscript) or a paleographic form. Instead, they implemented what they considered to be Montaigne’s plan, modifying the printed text according to the handwritten additions. The section corresponding to the unaltered 1588 text was printed in roman characters; the modified sections in italics, reproducing the handwritten style; and the punctuation of the whole text was partially modernized. The result, under a disparate form highlighted by a typographical perspective, nonetheless offered the text Montaigne produced to be read, a text reestablished in the provisional composition phase that constituted the Bordeaux Copy. The textual gaps due to the cropped margins of the Bordeaux Copy were artificially filled with the text from the 1595 edition without taking possible variants into account.

The Municipal Edition also had the ambition to be the first critical edition—a “genetic” edition, providing a view of the text’s development in time, from the first editions to the author’s last gesture, whose thought was thus followed to the end of its evolution. Notwithstanding, the critical apparatus designed for this end was not unified but remained fragmented in as many appendixes—placed at the bottom of the pages and at the end of the volume—as there were presented as textual strata. The editors were unable to find a formula that would show all the textual variants in a systematic and readable manner. At the bottom of the page, a first entry offered the state of the 1588 edition modified by Montaigne’s handwritten interventions. A second entry offered the systematic list of the handwritten crossed-out writings that were not kept by the author. A slow and complex creative process was for the first time revealed beneath the erased passages, which showed Montaigne as a diligent and careful writer, paying close attention to the slightest nuances of thought and its expression. At the end of the volume, the editors had gathered together in three distinct sections the textual variants of the previous editions published under Montaigne’s control in 1580 and 1582, the spelling and punctuation variants between 1588 and the Bordeaux Copy—finally an intentionally reduced selection of textual variants from the 1595 edition, entirely dissociated in their presentation, resulting from the textual tradition. In 1920 a volume produced by Pierre Villey dealing with the “sources” was added to the three volumes corresponding to the three books of the Essays; it was completed in 1933 by a last volume, thanks to the American Montaigne scholar Grace Norton, who produced a detailed directory of the language of the Essays.

After World War I, the modern age of the Essays was marked, at least in France, by a clear drop in Montaigne studies, at the textual and editorial levels as well as at the interpretative level. It is during this period that the “sinistre” (destruction) mentioned by Claude Blum really took place, turning Montaigne into one of the worst edited great authors for nearly a century. In 1965 one could still talk about all the previous editions as “semi-critical” or “document” editions, and some scholars still sought to offer a method “for a critical edition of the Essays.”33 This period was marked by the triumph of a third vulgate, produced by Pierre Villey (1879–1933), which gained lasting currency as an essential edition. This oft-printed and imitated edition based its text upon that of the Bordeaux Copy, as it appears in the Municipal Edition. As in this edition, the handwritten sections were reproduced from the posthumous edition, by means of a bricolage that artificially harmonized the writing styles. The text, with its modernized punctuation, was also divided into arbitrary paragraphs. On such a text, produced with no reference to the original redactions, Villey gave up on any precise philological approach. He replaced the critical apparatus listing the lessons of the 1580–1588 and 1595 editions with simples and approximate marks [A, B, C], often erroneously outlined, indicating strata or textual layers representing the alleged writing phases corresponding to the evolution of Montaigne’s thought, without reproducing these texts accurately. Almost all the modern editions drew upon these textual bases and editing principles. Among these editions, let us mention in particular the separate edition of the “Apology for Raymond Sebond” produced by Paul Porteau, or the edition of the Œuvres complètes (1962) produced by Maurice Rat, which added the Travel Journal to the Essays, some letters written by Montaigne, the notes in his Livre de Raison (Ephémérides), and the inscriptions on the beams of his library. The edition of the Essays thus offered was far more reliable than the Villey edition and was the object of a separate publication in 1941. In 1981 Roy Leake produced a lexical concordance of the Essays that was based on the Villey text and then reprinted by the Presses Universitaires de France (1965). This vital tool for Montaigne studies sanctified once and for all a bad textual tradition, to which all experts and informed readers were subsequently forced to resort.

Nearly half a century later, in 2007, the new edition of the Essays, published in the Pléiade collection, could end this publishing history, at least in its typographical phase before the development of digital editions. Beyond the episode of the superiority attributed to the Bordeaux Copy, based on the philological findings of Sayce and Maskell, it returned to the posthumous text of 1595. It offers a critical understanding of the 1595 edition, based on the collation of several dozens of copies, taking into consideration the corrections and revisions during the printing process and the different series of handwritten emendations by Marie de Gournay. It offers for the first time a unique critical apparatus based on the textual variants of previous editions (1580, 1582, 1588), those of the Bordeaux Copy and its genetic writings, and those of the revised 1598 edition. Finally, it offers a cumulative annotation shedding light on the immense old and modern intertext in relation to which the Essays had been created by their author and had taken on their full meaning for various readers across centuries.

THE ESSAYS AND THEIR FIRST READERS

The readers at the end of the sixteenth century and during the Classical Age read the Essays with great attention.34 Many have testified to this: some of them—writers whom commentators have studied well—mentioned, cited, or adapted Montaigne’s text in their own works; others were simple readers, more numerous and not so well known, leaving the physical traces of their reading in their own copies of the Essays. Some of these have been preserved for us. A first inventory of these annotated copies of the first editions, from the end of the sixteenth to the end of the seventeenth centuries, made it possible to uncover tens of these named or identified readers.35 The editions they used are primarily of a large format, containing clean margins to make elaborate annotations, whereas the smaller formats often bore simple signs of reading. Besides Peter van Veen, a Dutch scholar and painter who illustrated the Essays with drawings in the margins of his copy (Paris, L’Angelier, 1602),36 the most remarkable example may be that of a person familiar with Montaigne, the king’s geographer Antoine de Laval, who annotated his copy of the 1595 edition as early as 1597, and whose two sons-in-law kept reading and annotating during forty years. In the nineteenth century, this copy belonged to Ernest Courbet, who gave an account of it and used for his own edition of the Essays. However, it is the 1588 edition that seems to have been annotated the most frequently: the Lebrun copy (preserved at Princeton University), which comprises more than 250 annotations from someone close to Montaigne; the Armaingaud copy (Bibliothèque nationale de France), annotated in 1603 by Jacques Godard, one of the two copies in the De Botton collection (Cambridge); the copy of the Royal Library of Brussels, another copy bearing in the margins numerous citation of Latin poets adding to those of Montaigne; and, above all, the copy having belonged to Jérôme de Boufflers, a learned nobleman who had completely annotated it around 1600–1610, writing down more than a thousand reading notes (today in private collection). Like his contemporaries, Boufflers marked out the text with headlines in the margins so as to summarize the argumentation in a few words constituting common places. We also know some private recueils, in which readers have copied extracts from the Essays among other authors’ extracts or quotations. Moreover, Boufflers strove to identify the Latin citation—a scholarly endeavor based on the resources of a shared classical culture. This practice, for which Montaigne shared a close complicity with his readers, disappeared after 1617, when the references and the translations of the citations started to be given after the text. Boufflers was aware that reading was an art, or at least that annotating his books was a good reading method. He himself acknowledged, at the end of the volume, that he had wrongly annotated Montaigne. He got from Montaigne the term “barbouiller”37 (scribbled) to refer to an overly systematic annotation, giving free reign to his personal reactions, and to his private remarks in particular, precisely those that seem to us today to be most in line with the literary project of the Essays. All these readers had a real conversation with Montaigne throughout the course of the book. They sometimes showed their favorable or indignant reactions and highlighted what pleased or displeased them with the author’s formulae. They addressed the text in detail, even though their reading seems to have often been fragmentary and incomplete, and though all the chapters did not arouse equal interest.

This first reading thus followed particular trends, which shaped the author’s definition and the interpretation of his work. It was never a question of a philological reading seeking to follow the evolution of the text of Montaigne or his thoughts, contrary to modern academic practices based on the stratification in layers invented by Dezeiméris and systematized by Villey, and made possible in a more rigorous fashion by a genuine critical edition and digital possibilities. The case of Étienne Pasquier, able to note and assess an evolution in Montaigne’s style, remains exceptional. In fact, between 1580 and 1640, during three or four generations, different editions of the Essays coexisted on the market; they offered distinct texts, which the readers seem to have read without taking their differences into account. Some readers read the posthumous edition as early as its publication by L’Angelier in 1595, while others read the previous editions, less complete—the 1588 edition only circulated widely at the beginning of the seventeenth century. None of these first readers, as far as we know, took care of noting on their copy the variants of the different editions that they could have come across.

In the middle of the nineteenth century, the development of literary criticism along with a bibliophilic approach to the original editions led to another kind of reading. The real problem scholars addressed was about the very meaning of the work through its style. The readers admitted being bothered by the complexity of a well thought out art of writing, pretending to be casual work, offered in the posthumous composition. The linear order of the argumentation appears, however, clearly in the first editions. Influenced by classical language and Cartesian rationality, they sought to put the Essays in order, at the cost of a comparative reading, which required that a complete text, readable in its evolution, be made available to them. For a long time, the difficulty was to present a practical and readable editorial formula in spite of its unavoidable complexity.

Translated by Carl T. Frayne
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CHAPTER 9

MONTAIGNE’S TRAVEL JOURNAL

FRANÇOIS RIGOLOT

ON June 22, 1580, Michel de Montaigne, age forty-seven, left his castle of Aquitaine for Paris. In his luggage he carried two freshly printed copies of his Essays: one was destined for the French king, Henri III, and the other would be given, five months later, to Pope Gregory XIII. Montaigne had set out for a long journey, which would take him to Italy through eastern France, Switzerland, Germany, and Austria. After publishing his first two books of Essays in Bordeaux, he felt he deserved a vacation; but he probably also had other reasons to leave his home, family, and province.1 Later, in his third book, he would confess that he hardly enjoys “domestic servitude” and is rather lukewarm about the “devoirs de l’amitié maritale” (“duties of marital love”).2 By moving to unknown territory, he hoped to find an excitement of the mind that would relieve him not only from daily routines, but also from the deep-seated melancholy that had overwhelmed him since the death of his friend, Étienne de La Boétie in 1563. In the essay, “On the Education of Children,” he recommended that young people travel abroad to open their minds and form their judgments:

For this reason, mixing with men is wonderfully useful, and visiting foreign countries … to bring back knowledge of the characters and ways of those nations, and to rub and polish our brains by contact with those of others.3

Above all, an extensive “field trip” would allow Montaigne to check, and expand on, his bookish knowledge of Latin and Italian languages and cultures. (He actually composed a third of his Travel Journal in Italian). Like many of his contemporaries, he was eager to see with his own eyes what was left of Rome, a city that had occupied so much of his classical education.

By the early 1580s travel to Italy had become fashionable, especially after the treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis (1559) between Henri II of France and Philip II of Spain inaugurated the Pax hispanica. Highways were more secure and accommodations less uncomfortable. Rome, the defunct capital of an illustrious empire, was a mighty sightseeing attraction for cultivated northern Europeans. At the same time, as a Frenchman raised in the Catholic faith but exposed to Lutheran and Calvinist propaganda, Montaigne also wanted to form a personal opinion about the real nature of papal Rome. Was the Holy See the “Beast of the Apocalypse,” gloating over the “Babylonian Captivity of the Church,”4 or had it recovered its moral strength and political respect under the so-called Counter-Reformation?

If a visit to Rome was the major motivation for his journey, Montaigne was also eager to see Venice. He remembered how enthusiastically his friend, Étienne de La Boétie, had written about the Serenissima, celebrating its political freedom and civic virtues in his Discourse on Voluntary Servitude, a treatise against tyranny that Montaigne intended to publish and place at the very center of his first book of Essays:

The Venitians [are] a tiny nation living in such liberty that the worst rogue among them would not wish to be their king, born and bred with a single avowed ambition to excel their fellows in meticulous and vigilant care to uphold liberty.5

In his chapter on friendship, published before he set out on his seventeen-month trip, Montaigne mentioned that if La Boétie had had the choice, he opted to be born in Venice, Italy, rather than in his hometown of Sarlat, France. Returning home, Montaigne showed his approval by adding three significant words: “and he was right,”6 thus seconding La Boétie’s praise of Venetian democracy.7

It is possible that the king of France entrusted Montaigne with a secret diplomatic mission through Germany and in Italy. Montaigne says in his journal that he met with several important political figures and high-ranking officials in Florence, Rome, Venice, and elsewhere; but little archival evidence is available to help us know whether his meetings had more than a social agenda. Indeed, Montaigne had a very personal reason to travel, closely related to his health problems: he was desperately looking for mineral waters that could provide relief from his agonizing attacks of kidney stones. He had already explored nearly all the spa resorts in Gascony and the Pyrenees to no avail. On his way to Italy, he made brief stops at the famous “stations thermales” (spa resorts) in eastern France and Germany, but in Tuscany he sojourned for almost three months at the thermal baths of La Villa, near Lucca, where he seems to have found at least some relief from his pain.

Accompanied by a little group of relatives and servants, our French traveler crossed the Alps through the Brenner Pass, went down the Adige River valley from Trent to Verona, and visited Vicenza, Padua, and Venice. He continued to Florence, via Ferrara and Bologna, and reached Rome after brief visits to Sienna and Viterbo. After spending several months in the Eternal City, he crossed the Italian boot from west to east to visit Loreto, a famous pilgrimage site dedicated to the Virgin Mary, and he devotedly placed a silver votive tablet for his family in the shrine. From there he returned to Florence, via Ancona and Urbino, and reached the baths of La Villa for two extended stays (May 7–June 21, 1581, and August 14–September 12, 1581), interrupted by an excursion to Florence, Pisa, and Lucca. At La Villa he received a letter announcing that he had been elected lord mayor of Bordeaux. Although he did not hurry home (he wanted to return to Rome one last time), he did leave Italy and arrived at his château on 30 November 1581. A vacation of seventeen months and eight days had finally come to an end.

Montaigne’s Travel Journal, written between June 1580 and November 1581, raises a number of questions about its authorship. The manuscript was not discovered until 1770. Almost immediately it was co-edited by Anne-Gabriel Meunier de Querlon, chief custodian of the king’s papers at the French Royal Library, and Giuseppe Bartoli, a scholar from Sardinia who worked for the Royal Academy (Académie Royale des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres). The discovery was enthusiastically heralded by the French philosophes, and no less than three editions were published in 1774. Although the manuscript disappeared during the French Revolution and has never been retrieved, an incomplete handwritten copy, made by a local scholar (the so-called Leydet Copy), was discovered in the 1980s, and it proved instrumental in correcting the text of the eighteenth-century editions.8

The Journal is composed of four sections: the first (about 45 percent of the text) is written in French by an anonymous secretary; the second (about 24 percent) is written by Montaigne himself in French; the third (about 29 percent) is also written by Montaigne but in Italian; the fourth and shortest section (about 2 percent) is written in French by the essayist on his way home. Although early readers of the text believed the secretary’s section had been written under his master’s dictation, some later critics have argued in favor of the secretary’s “independent” and “autonomous” self.9 Yet it is difficult to interpret most first-person notations as the secretary’s own observations: many of them may be later additions penned in on the manuscript by Montaigne himself; in fact, the Leydet copy specifically signals some of them as “marginalia.” At the same time, the essayist’s voice is easily recognizable in passages written in the third person as, for instance, in the beautiful passage in which the secretary recalls Montaigne’s meditation on the ruins of Rome:

He said that one saw nothing of Rome but the sky under which it had stood and the plan of its site; that this knowledge that he had of it was an abstract and contemplative knowledge of which there was nothing perceptible to the senses; that those who said that one at least saw the ruins of Rome said too much, for the ruins of so awesome a machine would bring more honor and reverence to its memory: this was nothing but its sepulcher.10

First, the secretary noted how broken architectural fragments from classical monuments had heaped up to form “natural hills,” which were now part of the modern landscape. Then, Montaigne added a reference to his native land, comparing Mount Testaccio with the “colline de Gurson” (Gurson’s Hill) in Périgord, where his friends, Louis and Anne de Foix, had built their castle. Montaigne’s secretary notes: “For he compared it in height to the hill of Gurson and estimated it to be twice as broad.”11 This particular phrase was placed between brackets by the first editor, Meunier de Querlon, in 1774, indicating that it was a marginal addition in Montaigne’s hand. Interestingly, the essayist did not want to disturb the flow of textual discourse: in a typically unassuming gesture, he discreetly elected to insert his added comment as part of his secretary’s third-person narrative.

AN ANTI-GUIDEBOOK GUIDEBOOK TO ITALY

Most sixteenth-century guidebooks to Italy were written in Latin and published in Germany. The Baedekers of the day were authored by geographers, mathematicians, and well-known scholars such as Joseph Furttenbach, Paul Hentzer, Sebastian Münster, Hilarius Pirckmair, Franz Scott, Hieronymus Turler, or Theodor Zwinger.12 A few were written in vernacular languages.13 Usually they followed a rigorous method of exposition giving exhaustive information to the traveler, the so-called methodus apodemica. In Hentzer’s Itinerarium Italiae, for instance, the text is programmed as follows: (1) invocation to God; (2) general description of the whole country; (3) topographical representation of the cities; (4) commentary on the country’s majors customs; (5) description of seas, rivers, mountains, and forests; (6) list of principal public and private monuments; (7) description of political institutions. A similar movement can be found in Sebastian Münster’s Cosmographia universalis: (1) description of the country and its regions; (2) variety and diversity of its nature; (3) strange or unknown animals; (4) most notable cities; (5) customs, laws, religions, etc. A copy of the French edition of Münster’s Cosmographia, with Montaigne’s signature, is kept at the Bibliothèque Nationale de France; but we do not know if its owner bought it before his trip or upon his return.14 One thing is sure: when Montaigne arrived in Germany, he wished he had brought one of these guidebooks, especially Münster’s volume, with him, so that he could be “alerted of the rare and remarkable things that could be visited in each place.”15

In Zwinger’s Methodus apodemica, published about three years before Montaigne began his trip to Italy, one reads the following initial statement:

I shall describe not the things I have observed myself but those I should have observed when I traveled through these places, in other words, whatever is worthy of memory.16

Contrary to the authors of guidebooks, Montaigne wanted to stay away from general considerations. Instead, he cared for what he called “singularities”: not what he should have seen but what he actually saw on his own, at the risk of missing some important monuments, “worthy of memory,” like the Piazza del Duomo in Milan, which he simply forgets to mention. Montaigne’s disinvoltura is well known, and it would be surprising to find in his Journal a catalogue of all the canonical tourist sights of Italy. Precisely, the traveler did not care to mention the detailed descriptions anyone could find in the guidebooks of the time. For instance, when he visited the Villa d’Este at Tivoli he wrote:

Here I examined everything most particularly. I would try to describe it here, but there are published books and pictures on the subject.17

Montaigne’s companions had only one goal in mind: to reach Rome as soon as possible. Unlike them, the essayist wanted to take his time and enjoy the unexpected sites along the road. No preset itinerary could ever force him to repress his desire for digressive promenades. At one point, in Rovereto, his wanderlust became irresistible and he considered making dramatic changes in his travel plans. The secretary notes:

I truly believe that if he [Montaigne] had been alone with his own attendants he would rather have gone to Cracow or toward Greece by land than make the turn toward Italy; but the pleasure he took in visiting unknown countries, which he found so sweet as to make him forget the weakness of his age and of his health, he could not impress on any of his party, and everyone asked only to return home.18

Montaigne’s meandering route throughout Italy is no surprise when we consider his temperament and the aesthetics of negligence he admitted to finding so appealing in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Whether writing or traveling, Montaigne was powerfully attracted by a digressive mode of existing. In his chapter “Of vanity,” written after his return from Italy, he noted:

Have I left something unseen behind me? I go back; it is still on my road. I trace no fixed line, either straight or crooked.19

A similar mood is constantly found in the Travel Journal. When his companions complained that he often led his party, by curcuitous country roads, back to the area where they had started, he would reply that “he could not miss or go off his path since he had no plan but to travel in unknown places; and that, provided he did not fall back upon the same route or see the same place twice, he was not failing to carry out his plan.”20

MONTAIGNE’S “DIARIO DI VIAGGIO”

About one-third of the Travel Journal is written in Italian by Montaigne himself (pp. 167–224). Once he had settled at the “Bagno de la Villa,” he switched from French to Italian:

Let us try to speak this other language a little, especially since I am in this region where I seem to hear the most perfect Tuscan speech, particularly among those natives who have not corrupted and altered it with that of their neighbors.21

Thus, from the outset, Montaigne insists on the tentative nature of his linguistic experience. Interestingly, his first word in “questa altra lingua” (“this other language”) is the Italian equivalent of a French verb he used repeatedly in his own Essays: “assaggiare” for “essayer,” meaning to try, but also to attempt, test, and taste. He will “essay” or “assay” himself on a few pages (“un poco”) by using the local way of speaking (“parlare,” “favellare”). Here again chance is favored over mastery, and spontaneity over control and perfection. He had already expressed a similar attitude in his Essays: “The speech I love is a simple, natural speech, the same on paper as in the mouth.”22

Montaigne will continue to write “in Tuscan” until he leaves Italy, some sixty pages later. After crossing the Mont Cenis Pass into France, he will note the switch back to his maternal tongue, again stressing his lack of mastery in handling a foreign language:

Here we speak French; so I quit this foreign language, which I use easily but withvery little sureness, not having had the time to learn it at all well, since I was always in the company of Frenchmen.23

Several studies have been devoted, with various approaches and degrees of success, to the essayist’s linguistic proficiency.24 What is important here is the traveler’s sheer pleasure in adopting Italian for his daily conversation as well as in his diary. Mastering a foreign tongue is a fine thing, but it is not always possible. What really matters to Montaigne is the ability to connect with the customs and people he encounters. Only pedants, he writes, value linguistic correctness: “it is for words to serve and follow.”25

Years after his return to France, Montaigne will again write about his knowledge of Italian, admitting that it remained a foreign tongue to him; that, although he could discuss casual business, he could never express subtle ideas or profound thoughts in Dante’s tongue. In the last book of his Essays, he reflected back on his Italian experience by saying:

When I was in Italy I said whatever I pleased in ordinary talk, but for serious discourse I would not have dared trust myself to an idiom that I could neither bend nor turn out of its ordinary course. I want to be able to do something of my own with it.26

Montaigne’s false modesty is clear. Obviously, his written Italian was much better than he claims. In 1588, upon rereading his own “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” he reexamined the linguistic question, reemphasizing his preference for communication over linguistic purity:

In Italy I advised a man who was at pains to speak Italian, that provided he sought only to make himself understood, without wishing to excel otherwise, he should simply use the first words that came to his mouth, Latin, French, Spanish, or Gascon; and that by adding the Italian ending, he would never fail to hit some dialect of the country, either Tuscan, or Roman, or Venetian, or Piedmontese, or Neapolitan, and to meet some one out of so many forms.27

Thus, as Montaigne traveled through Italy, he showed he could be an assayist as well as an essayist, examining and determining the contextual usefulness of speech according to its social desirability and functionality.

MONTAIGNE AND VERONICA FRANCO

On November 7, 1580, when Montaigne was visiting Venice, he received a small volume of printed letters from “la Signora Veronica Franco.”28 The famous courtesan and writer had just published her Lettere familiari a diversi, dedicated both to Cardinal Luigi d’Este and to the French king Henri III. Interestingly, Montaigne had also presented his Essays as a substitute for a collection of familiar letters that he would have written in the style of Seneca to his great friend, Étienne de La Boétie, if La Boétie had still been alive: “I would have preferred to adopt this form to publish my sallies, if I had had someone to talk to.”29 Montaigne is fond of epistolary style because it is unpretentious, devoid of rhetorical ornaments, and represents the writer’s self in unmitigated ways. This is precisely what he finds in Franco’s Lettere: an artless art, as close as possible to natural conversation, which springs spontaneously from an alert and animated mind. The cortegiana deals with a variety of topics, ranging from moral to political and philosophical issues. She praises Venetian society for its permissiveness but fights against the exploitation of women; she satirizes well-endowed patricians who obsessively indulge in self-pity; she rebukes a mother who wrongly believes her daughter will find happiness as a courtesan.

In other words, just as Montaigne’s Essays nostalgically praise and mimic the epistolary style, Franco’s letters can be read “as separate essays, which by addressing a wide selection of topics, provide traces of a courtesan’s interactions with her milieu.”30 Letter 22, for instance, starts with a frank and lucid picture of prostitution in Venice but moves quickly to a critique of rhetorical practices, depicting seductive ornaments as deceitful artifices akin to prostitutes’ makeup.31 In a similar vein, anything that smacks of inflated, overblown, pompous style is alien to Montaigne’s aristocratic taste. Natural elegance, an essential aesthetic quality akin to ethical honesty, is what he prizes most in Castiglione’s cortegiano. The learned should learn one essential thing: how to refrain from showing off with their erudition. Montaigne is merciless about those who misuse the art of true eloquence. His repeated attacks against demagogic oratory are well known. It a deceitful and lying art,32 he declares approvingly, quoting Socrates, who “wisely defined rhetoric as the art of deceiving and flattering.”33 Among all Italian writers, Montaigne singles out Aretino for “his turgid style, bubbling over with conceits, ingenious indeed but farfetched and fantastic.”34 Both Michel and Veronica loathe self-adornment, the key artifice for seduction of which the cortegiana is precisely the symbol. Interestingly, in his La Retorica delle puttane, Ferrante Pallavicino will soon advise men how to foil the prostitutes’ “artificiose parole” and other powerful charms (“astuzia” and “ingordigia”).35 The French essayist and the Italian cortegiana shared a remarkable aversion for the excessively learned mannerism typified by the Italian Neo-Platonists of their age. In a late essay, Montaigne writes:

Learning treats of things too subtly, in a mode too artificial and different from the common and natural one. My page makes love and understands it. Read him Leon Hebreo and Ficino: they talk about him, his thoughts and his actions, and yet he does not understand a thing in it… . Let us leave Bembo and Equicola alone.36

On his own copy of the 1588 edition Montaigne coins a neologism to downgrade the pretensions of artificial creations: “If I were of the trade (that is, if I were a philosopher), I would naturalize art as much as they artify nature.”37 Thus it is appropriate to interpret Veronica’s gesture in this very light: she sent her collection of letters to the French essayist who was also committed to “de-artifying” the artful artificiality of both the cortegiano and the cortegiana.

We may notice that Montaigne talks about his relationship with Veronica Franco purely in literary terms. The respectful, almost ceremonious tone he chooses to address her is revealing (“la Signora Veronica Franco, gentifemme Venitienne.”38 The cortigiana onesta has turned into a veritable donna del palazzo, a “femme d’esprit” endowed with moral qualities as in Castiglione’s Il Libro del cortegiano. When Montaigne receives the volume of Lettere, he gives “two crowns” to the messenger for his commission. Some commentators have remarked that, according to a police registry, this was the price paid to prostitutes for their services.39 Others have concluded that this was an offensive gesture or at least a glaring blunder on Montaigne’s part.40 However, on the contrary, Montaigne may have willfully used his knowledge of current fares to enhance the fact that he did not want to pay the courtesan but the “femme de lettres.” He was fully aware of the kind of trade for which Venetian women were famous. Indeed, he was surprised, even amazed by the number of high-class prostitutes who behaved as if they were genuine “princesses.” His secretary writes:

[Monsieur de Montaigne] saw the noblest of those who make a traffic of it [their beauty]; but it seemed to him as wonderful as anything else to see such a number of them as a hundred and fifty or thereabouts spending like princesses on furniture and clothes, having no other funds to live on except from this traffic; and many of the nobles of the place even keeping courtesans at their expense in the sight and knowledge of all.41

Montaigne does not hesitate to evoke the fascinating world of Venetian prostitution; but he deals with it separately, and he makes sure his readers will not be mistaken about the true nature of his relationship with Veronica Franco. To this effect, the secretary notes that his master was struck that evening with kidney stone ailment, and “passed two big stones, before supper, one after the other.”42 The essayist was in pain, obviously not in a mood for a sexual tryst. The only “traficque” between the two writers was not to be sexual, but exclusively textual. Veronica was no longer, as the pun went, the “ver unica [puttana]” [the truly unique whore] who had bestowed her favors on the French king, Henri III, when he was king of Poland. To Montaigne, she had become a kindred literary spirit, or what Alfred Glauser aptly called “une Vénus de papier” (a Venus of paper).43

Veronica Franco was from Venice, and that was also important to Montaigne, who greatly admired the Serenissima. To him as to his great friend, Étienne de La Boétie, Venice was the symbol of freedom and the exemplary model of the republican ideal. As already mentioned, in his Discourse on Voluntary Servitude, La Boétie had written a hymn to Venetian political superiority.44

Even though Montaigne found Venice “different from what he had imagined” and “a little less wonderful” than his friend had thought it was,45 he still felt that its franchezza, meaning both “freedom” and “authenticity,” could be embodied by a woman whose very name, Franco or Franca, symbolized his aspirations. He may well have remembered that one of Veronica’s verse epistles began as follows: “This letter is written to you by that Veronica/who now lives neither free nor frank/but as a slave of unrequited love.”46


MONTAIGNE’S VIEWS ON ITALIAN ART

Among all the Renaisssance travelers to Italy Montaigne has often been singled out for his so-called lack of interest in Italian art. In his canonical edition of the Essays Pierre Villey wrote: “He [Montaigne] is largely insensitive to the artistic beauties which Italy offered him in profusion.”47 In the nineteenth century, Chateaubriand and Stendhal, two great lovers of Italy, had already expressed their amazement at the sixteenth-century traveler’s almost complete silence on the major masterpieces he encountered on his way.48 Even when Montaigne notices art works, he often simply records their presence, without passing aesthetic judgment on them.49 This may come from the aristocrat’s reluctance to delve into art criticism, an activity restricted to “specialists” and “technicians” whom he usually treats with disdain. Obviously, the essayist cannot be held responsible for omissions in the first part of his Journal, since it was written by an autonomous secretary. As for the long section composed by Montaigne himself in Italian, the foreign idiom did not provide an ideal medium for expressing a refined aesthetic sensibility.50

There are other reasons, however, why the Travel Journal is devoid of notes and comments on the works of art the traveler visited in Italy. As we saw earlier, Montaigne’s temperament was alien to any kind of discourse that might smack of pedantry, a subject to which he devoted an entire essay (I, 25). Like most of his aristocratic contemporaries, he loved Baldesar Castiglione’s cortegiano (courtier), whose natural elegance, sprezzatura, and aurea mediocritas appealed to him as essential qualities of the “honneste homme” (cultivated gentleman).51 Any unnecessary demonstration of knowledge disheartened him. Why should he consign to his private notes names of painters, sculptors, and architects? He admired a number of them—Bramante, Brunelleschi, Gianbologna, Giotto—but rarely mentioned their names. The exception is Michelangelo, whose statues of the Medici in San Lorenzo’s New Sacristy struck him as “very beautiful and excellent.”52 In Rome, he went to the Vatican “to see the statues enclosed in the niches of the Belvedere and the beautiful gallery that the Pope is erecting for paintings from all parts of Italy.”53 Yet his aesthetic contemplation was interrupted by an incident experienced by many tourists in Rome, even today: “he lost his purse and what was in it.” This was not the result of a snatch-and-grab robbery, as the secretary explains:

He thought what had happened was that in giving alms two or three times, the weather being very rainy and unpleasant, instead of putting his purse back into his pocket, he had slipped it through the slashings of his breeches.54

Montaigne was fascinated by a city he had so carefully studied with maps and books that he no longer felt he needed the guide he had hired. One recalls his long, reflective meditation on the ruins of Rome, as reported by his secretary. There is no trace of anti-Italian feelings in Montaigne’s discourse on Italy. He may at times voice reserve or mild criticism about the mores he encounters; yet, unlike many of his contemporaries, he has only positive comments to make about a culture he tries to understand as best as he can.55

Montaigne’s reluctance to lavish praise on artistic masterpieces may also be attributed to a “puritan” form of thinking, which fundamentally questions the utility of artistic representations. The triumph of representational skills is traditionally associated with the power of art to arouse passions. This was common theoretical currency in the Renaissance. A great painter could so enthrall the minds of people that they could even fall in love with a painting that did not represent real human beings. In his Treatise on Painting, Leonardo da Vinci tells the following episode:

I made a religious painting which was bought by one who so loved it that he wanted to remove the sacred representations so as to be able to kiss it without suspicion. Finally his conscience prevailed over his sighs and lust, but he had to remove the picture from his house.56

Pliny’s well-known account of the evolutions of painting had a long-standing impact on the criteria used through the centuries to assess the quality of visual art. In book XXXV of his Natural History Pliny tells us that painting began with tracing an outline round a man’s shadow (v), using a single color (“monochrome”), then discovered light and shade, and the contrast of colors (xi), climaxing with the masterpieces of Apelles, so lifelike that “they challenged Nature herself” (xxxvi).57 The very progress of the techne showed an evolution from badly representational flat pictures to polychrome lifelike images, which had the power to seduce and deceive. In the moral context of a Stoic or Christian culture, the power of art to deceive the viewers and rouse their passions was deemed dangerous indeed. Seneca, a writer Montaigne revered and quoted copiously, had already raised the ethical issue in the context of Homer’s representations.58 The artist’s chief aim was to instruct, and one way to safeguard his reputation was to interpret his works allegorically. By introducing allegorical interpretations of their works, painters could therefore side-step the moral objections of their critics, finding an identity in which moral worth and aesthetic freedom were simultaneously established by an ability to produce a marvelous, even uncanny lifelike illusion.59

The moral, political, and metaphysical implications of Plato’s condemnation of art weighed heavily on Renaissance moral philosophers. The implication that the painter’s subject is a lie, because twice or thrice removed from reality (that is, from the realm of Ideal Forms), remained central to any Renaissance theory of representation. We know that a painting is an illusion; but if we, like Leonardo, are attracted by it and cannot refrain from gazing at it, if it haunts our thoughts and our dreams, then the sign has become more pregnant and meaningful than its referent.60 As the Latin oxymoron goes, the picture has become a falsa veritas, a false or “fictional” truth, and this can threaten individual psychology as well as social order.61 Enthusiasm for illusionist representations became disturbing as the Reformation developed in northern Europe. The same energeia that was so praised by patrons prompted the destruction of art as a radical remedy for idolatry.

Montaigne, of course, held no extremist views on the subject. Yet he constantly noted the contrast between “nature” as the original, undisturbed creative character of things, on the one hand, and “art” as the human use of skill, allegedly used to improve on nature, on the other. He certainly did not care much for the dominant mannerist style, which he found in Italy. To him, any exaggerated or affected forms in literature or art smacked of unnaturalness, an inability to accord with the normal representation of events or things. At the same time, Montaigne is often considered by art and literary critics as the most important representative of European mannerism. To Arnold Hauser, for instance, he occupies “a key position in the whole movement.”62 In his classic monograph on Montaigne’s Essays Richard A. Sayce devoted a chapter to the “discussion of the confused question of mannerism and baroque” in the context of the essayist’s writing strategies.63 Beyond the “essential classicism” of Montaigne’s taste, Sayce found several characteristics in his style which, “if they are not mannerist, at least correspond very closely to what is generally said about mannerism …: oblique and labyrinthine forms, paradox, [and] word-play.”64 More recently, Giancarlo Maiorino has reopened the question of Montaigne’s place within “baroque” culture. Focusing on “the emergent concept of form as process,” Maiorino includes Montaigne among the “founding fathers” of the baroque, mostly because of his interest in representing the “boundless furtherance of life.”65

Montaigne himself borrows a variety of shifting metaphors from the arts as he describes his own artistic endeavor. At the beginning of the central chapter “Of friendship,” he compares his Essays with visual “grotesques,” which he defines as “fantastic paintings whose only charm lies in their variety and strangeness.”66 Raphael’s Stanze, which he visited at the Vatican, were commonly identified as a major example of mannerist “grotesques,” that is, peripheral decorations imitated from the Roman frescoes discovered in the ruins of Nero’s Villa Aurea (the so-called grottoes).67 Similarly, Montaigne wanted his writings to appear as artless divagations, stemming from a self-conscious resistance to the canon of artistic rules. They were based, he claimed, upon his own autonomous, individualistic imagination, or, in Bellori’s words, upon a “fantastica idea non appogiata all’imitazione.”68

In Italy, if our traveler showed a somewhat reserved interest for the fine arts, he never missed an opportunity to voice his enthusiasm for the mechanical arts he discovered on his way, especially technical innovations such as fountains and waterworks.69 Already in Augsburg, Constance and Neufchâteau, he had marveled at ingenious examples of hydraulic machinery; but in Italy his admiration becomes boundless, especially at Tivoli’s Villa d’Este, where art seemed to have perfectly reproduced nature itself. He loved the gushing water, launched by jets in the fashion of whirlpool baths, and he meticulously described the famous automated water organ:

The music of the organ, which is real and a natural organ, though always playing the same thing, is effected by means of the water, which falls with great violence into a round arched cave and agitates the air that is in there and forces it, in order to get out, to go through the pipes of the organ and supply it with wind.70

The beauty of the Villa Lante at Bagnaia was even more intriguing, because the architect, Tommaso Chinucci, had added new inventions to the already well-known ones. There, in this perfect locus amoenus, art, beauty, and pleasure reached an exemplary status. In Montaigne’s description superlatives abound to connote the extreme diversity of art and ingeniosity of artists. Similarly, at the Villa Farnese in Caprarola, Montaigne registers “many noteworthy and beautiful things.”71 He is especially fascinated by a grotto in which water is sprayed so artfully that it gives the appearance to the eye and the ear of the most natural rainfall:

Among other [things there is] a grotto, which, spraying water artfully into a little lake, gives the appearance to the eye and the ear of the most natural rainfall.72

Art, therefore, conspires with nature to produce a perfect illusion. Ars est celare artem: true art must remain subservient to nature. From an aesthetic and metaphysical point of view there are obvious differences between the value of the fine arts and the relevance of technology. In Plato’s Republic artful pictures, being “thrice removed from Nature,” are denied ontological validity.73 From this perspective even Michelangelo is but the imitator of a duplicitous imitation. Plato’s painter wishes he could be mistaken for a carpenter.74 As we have seen earlier, the same type of suspicion about art can be found in Montaigne’s Essays; but technical inventions, inasmuch as they may bring something useful to humanity, can be saved from philosophical skepticism.

In a passage of the essay “Of coaches,” Montaigne discusses the political responsibilities of rulers and reminds the king that he has nothing he can claim as his own: “he owes his very self to others.”75 Later, on his copy of the 1588 edition, Montaigne added a quotation from Cicero, which offers a penetrating commentary on the concept of utility: Nulla ars in se versatur (No art is directed to itself). Note that Montaigne modified the sense of the original quotation by giving it a more positive rendition: “all art has its end outside of itself.”76 Examples chosen to illustrate this maxim are revealing:

The authority to judge is not given for the sake of the judge, but for the sake of the person judged. A superior is never appointed for his own benefit, but for the benefit of the inferior, and a doctor for the sick, not for himself.77

To the narcissistic tendencies of self-serving aesthetics Montaigne opposes the vigorous outward-looking thrust of a new, pragmatic sensibility.78 On ethical grounds, he conflates the Ciceronian advice and the Evangelical formula favored by Erasmian humanists: “Agape ou zetei ta eautes” (Charity does not seek its own advantage).79

This is perhaps one of the key lessons Montaigne learned in Italy and reported in his Essays as he was rereading his Travel Journal: art must avoid self-complacency; it is not meant to look vainly inward; its ultimate redeeming value is to improve upon nature for the shared benefit of human society. That is why the myth of Pygmalion is so dear to his heart and so central to what one could venture to call Montaigne’s antimannerist mannerism.80
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CHAPTER 10

MONTAIGNE, THE NEW WORLD, AND PRECOLONIALISMS

TIMOTHY J. REISS

A third of the way into “Of cannibals,” as Montaigne regrets the Ancients’ ignorance of the New World and, therefore, their inability to base their imagined “golden age” in its real live “happy state of man,” he unfurls a much-emulated, and even more discussed, panegyric:

This is a nation, I should say to Plato, in which there is no sort of traffic, no knowledge of letters, no science of numbers, no name for a magistrate or for political superiority, no custom of servitude, no riches or poverty, no contracts, no successions, no partitions, no occupations but leisure ones, no care for any but common kingship, no clothes, no agriculture, no metal, no use of wine or wheat. The very words that signify lying, treachery, dissimulation, avarice, envy, belittling, pardon—unheard of.1

Countless readers of this and Montaigne’s other American essay, “Of coaches” (III, 6), have explored how he sets this utopian America against the barbarisms of European invasion and colonizing of its peoples and of France’s own civil wars. Both bred broad surmise on culture and society. Their brutality, their mere experience even, are facets of my title’s “colonialism.” Insofar as Montaigne urges that Americans have customs, beliefs, and judgments as valid and serious as Europeans, his surmise hints a precolonial, or anticipates an idealized “postcolonial,” mindset. So does that clichéd utopia, differently. Event and custom are given as actually faced by those telling them, some as bloodily cruel as any inflicted by European invaders (but more charitably judged). His utopia offers an ancient rhetoric of a paradisial golden age instantly identifiable to his reader as the rational imaginary “other” of generalized misery, real or nominal, local or cosmic.

No reader, I think, has seen in Montaigne’s pæan further self-appraisal, less of his critical thinking than of being, as if imagining not alterity but real others were basic to knowing oneself, explicitly not as another. Montaigne had opened the essay by defamiliarizing Romans as putative barbarians. Now he makes his utopia too a corrective to the Greek thought grounding Europeans’ self-image. Its contrary paradise may not exist, but if just bits of its imagined limit-case do, they offer a way to re-experience who-ness and counter harm. What we best learn from these peoples, Montaigne urges, is that the closer we are to our natural being, the more equal we know we are: “These nations, then, seem to me barbarous in this sense, that they have been fashioned very little by the human mind [that of cultured artifice], and are still very close to their original naturalness. The laws of nature still rule them, very little corrupted by ours.” Such purity ought to have been known to the ancients, for whom its real “experience” would have corrected their fancied “happy state of man, but also the conceptions and the very desire of philosophy.”2

Our conduct and self-control differ; qua humans we are all one, Montaigne repeats: “if we consider a peasant and a king, a nobleman and a plebeian, a magistrate and a private citizen, a rich man and a pauper, there immediately appears to our eyes an extreme disparity between them, though they are different, so to speak, only in their breeches.”3 This is as true of American peoples, and is the sense of the final irony of “Of cannibals” (to be complicated later): “mais quoy, ils ne portent point de haut de chausses,” but, so what, they don’t wear breeches.4 Neither “shrug” nor concession, this echoes the A-layer remark just seen in “De l’inequalité,” eleven essays on. It is fully serious. It is why he asserts a “distaste for mastery, both active and passive”5: “I hate every sort of tyranny, both in words and in acts,” reliant on “vain externals that delude our judgment.” Even the preeminent are “men like the rest.”6 From Americans, we vary in custom, dress, belief, conduct, and food. So we do from seemingly familiar peoples. Recalling his German visit, Montaigne notes: “In short, each nation has many customs and usages that are not only unknown, but savage and miraculous, to some other nation.”7 These differ only in degree, not kind, from the everyday disparity of breeches. Contrary to what so many assert, “otherness” is the least of what interests Montaigne.8 That is why surmise on Americans, who crop up overtly or tacitly everywhere in the Essays, and on foreign and civil war violence plays so large a role in his thinking of who he is.

TRADE AND COLONIES, GOLDEN AGES AND WARS

But first, some context. Montaigne began his essay not with this general utopia but with the site in Brazil known to his compatriots as “la France Antarctique” (in modern Rio’s bay) where Nicolas Durand de Villegagnon, under admiral Gaspard de Coligny’s patronage, fought for five years to lodge a Huguenot colony to elude growing conflict in France. By 1493–94 a papal bull and the ensuing Treaty of Tordesillas, Brazil had been given to Portugal in the bilateral Iberian division of global spoils. Thus in 1555 France was invading indigenous peoples and taking what Portugal reckoned to be its lands, as Coligny would again try to do from Spain in Florida in 1562. This dual aim explains the violence of which many accused Villegagnon, due, too, to his shaky Protestantism, which caused grave discord in the colony, worsened by his often vicious handling of his own and local people.9 He proved a poor choice. French South American colonizing was new, but French ships, mostly Norman, had been trading with Brazil’s peoples for decades. Many French sailors had lived with them far longer than Villegagnon’s efforts lasted; they were like Montaigne’s man who had spent “ten or twelve years” there, and whose “simple, crude” character and lack of sophistication made him a particularly exact and true witness of these peoples and their lands.10

Traders, translators, cultural passeurs, as Montaigne viewed his man, appeared other than colonizers. They knew local tongues and customs enough that 250 of them famously performed as Brazilians, indistinguishably from fifty Tupinambas, at the 1550 Rouen Entrée of Henri II and his queen. Native peoples entered political and trade alliances with France or Portugal. Colonial rivalry militarized these people, while religious and civil strife inciting France’s colonial venture inflated the strains that at last split Villegagnon’s colony. France’s civil wars at times nearly revived wars with Habsburg Spain and the Holy Roman Empire, not least, in Montaigne’s day, in the rebel United Provinces (in local polemic likened to invaded America; polemic not alien to essay I, 7’s attack on the duke of Alba’s perfidious 1568 seizure and execution of counts Egmont and Hoorn, leaders in early anti-Spanish protest in the Low Countries) where Huguenots fought and the duke of Anjou, Henri III’s rash brother, invited by William of Orange, became Protector by treaty in September 1580, half a year after the first edition of the Essays appeared.11 Concurrently Spain annexed Portugal (as Montaigne crossed Switzerland, Germany, and Austria en route to Venice, Rome, and Florence, all states where Philip II’s unifying of Iberia and two global empires by inheritance and force constituted a crucial political event).12 Colonial and civil wars occurred on local stages but fed wider colonizer and colonized rivalries, as Portuguese and French, say, allied respectively with “Tabagerres” and “Tupinabaulx,” and local foes who readily fought each other as proxies for their colonizer allies, or could feasibly be depicted as doing so.13 Such alliances presupposed local powers and agencies that Villegagnon’s conduct denied but that Montaigne stressed, giving their owners a local habitation and a voice, by no means always “noble”: they also sacrifice humans, fight bloody wars, and gratify evil customs.

He was not the first to see these many sides of invasion: from Columbus in the 1490s, whose lovely yet wild and generous yet slaveworthy Antilleans abut the Earthly Paradise, via More’s 1516 Utopia, an ex-peninsula of America whose citizens directly rebut England’s political and moral harms, to Étienne Jodelle’s ode to André Thévet’s 1558 Singularitez de la France Antarctique, recording the latter’s short stay in Villegagnon’s colony at its start. Jodelle leavened the habitual pæan with premonitory grief and moralizing alarm:



For whoever would upbraid

The land we must love,

Would find Arctic France

To have more monsters, I think,

And more barbarism within,

Than has your Antarctic France.

These barbarians walk about quite naked:

While we walk about concealed,

Painted, masked. This foreign people

Is not addicted to piety:

[While] we set ours at nought,

Deceive, sell, and disguise it.

For their conduct these barbarians

have less reason than we:

But who doesn’t see that its plenty

Serves us only to harm each other?14

From earliest transatlantic years, writers set Americans into this rhetoric. Reporting what I think were the first of its peoples abducted to France, seven brought to Rouen in 1509, Joannes Multivallis (or Muvallis), a corrector for Henri Estienne’s printing business updating Eusebius’s Chronicon, described their appearance, weapons, clothes, and canoe, adding: “Their food is roast meat; their drink, water; [they have] no use at all of bread, wine, and coin; they walk naked, or clad just in bear- or deerskins.” Muvallis’s Latin silently slid into the 1514 French translation and updating of Robert Gaguin’s Chroniques de France, which had many editions (and three titles).15 Concurrently with Gaguin’s French (he long dead), the sailor-poet Jean Parmentier (1494–1529) wrote chants royaux for the puys (poetic jousts) of Rouen and Dieppe. Eight of sixteen extant tell ocean voyages whose ship is Humanity or the Virgin (the puys were Marian societies) and “l’or en myne” (gold in the mine) or “riche boys rouge” (rich brazilwood) salvation or paradise as the voyage’s goal, or even “terre neuve” (newfoundland) or “nouveau monde” (new world), this last a prescient “terre vierge” (virgin land/land of the Virgin).16 A decade later in Venice appeared an unsigned Pazzia (madness), with a few later editions and a 1566 French version, Les louanges de la folie, reprinted in 1567 and 1575. This praised “the life, customs, and conduct of the peoples newly discovered in the western Indies, who, blessed without laws, without letters, and without [learning], value neither gold nor jewels, and know not greed, nor ambition, nor any art, eat fruits that the earth produces without artifice, and, as in Plato’s Republic, hold all things in common.”17

No doubt salvation, paradise, and golden age differ; few separated them, even into pagan and Christian, long elided in Virgil’s Georgics, with its famed lines reputedly declaring a coming golden age ruled by Christ. The era’s fascination with a golden age is well studied. I recall these less known cases to stress that Montaigne knew his reader could join clichéd dots. It meant that the theme’s use for moral judgment had its own long and sure past. Lestringant recalls Guillaume Aubert inditing a speech by a christianized “hairy savage” from Villegagnon’s Antarctic France, in France to beg its king and Spain’s to stop their cruel mutual wars.18 In this same 1559, verbally anticipating Montaigne’s utopia, Ronsard addressed his “Complainte contre Fortune,” to Odet de Coligny, cardinal de Châtillon, Gaspard’s brother.19 So tired was he of France’s and his misery as to “sometimes wish to quit this world” and see that “under the Antarctic pole,” did he not fear the sea (ll. 344–352). He assails Villegagnon’s civilizing mission, first, heralding Montaigne’s nul, by iterated -nu, nu (at the rhyme, then cesura and half cesura), ne, and ny (led into, as if to stress the faute/caute rhyme of lines 353–354, with cesural play on “… fine / une … ,” whose first mute-e elides with the u, while the second, of the innocent indefinite article, is sounded, -ne [as I italicize in my footnote’s French original])20:



Poor Villegagnon, you do very wrong

To try to civilize a people so guileless,

As in your America, where a people unknown

Wanders innocently quite wild and quite naked,

Quite as naked of clothes, as it is naked of malice,

Who knows not the names of virtue, nor of vice,

Of Senate, nor of King, who lives as it wishes

Borne on the appetite of its first desire,

And who has not, like us, imprinted on its soul

Terror of the law, which makes us live in fear:

But following its nature is its own sole master:

Itself is its law, its Senate, and its King:

Who does not harass the earth with great blows of the plough,

Which like the air is common to each;

And like a river’s water, all their goods are in common,

No lawsuits engendered by this word Yours, and Mine.

So leave them alone, breach no longer (I beg you)

The tranquil repose of their first life:

Leave them, I beg you, if pity pricks you,

Torment them no more, and flee from their shores.

Alas! If you teach them to set bounds to their land

To enlarge their fields, they will war with each other,

Lawsuits will occur, friendship will fail.

And bitter ambition will come to torture them,

As it does us poor fellows here,

Who all too reasonably are all too miserable.

They are now living in their golden age21

Columbus, More, Muvalle, Parmentier, Pazzia, Jodelle, Aubert, Ronsard, Léry, all predate Montaigne, offering themes and formulations. The best-known follows: The Tempest’s clownish Gonzalo imagining the golden age realm he and his shipwrecked companions may have found on Prospero’s isle, where would be “Bourn, bound of land, tilth, vineyard, none; / No use of metal, corn, or wine, or oil; / No occupation; all men idle, all; / And women too, but innocent and pure; / No sovereignty.”22 Shakespeare’s iterated negatives, however abridged, are from Montaigne. But to the New World themes, in that complexity we begin to see, Montaigne added something that Shakespeare (here) dropped, and that was absent from those who preceded him with this topos (utopian or not)—Léry excepted, but that’s another story.

Selfe, Who-ness, and the Wages of Violence

Montaigne bore and worked in the heart this conflict of savagery and civilization, purity and sin, artlessness and deceit, precolonialism and colonialism: a time before full assault and genocide, when benign contact and local agency were at least imaginable, especially if, like Montaigne, one were not there. My opening pæan, with its drumbeat of nul—nihil, no, nothing, none—signals a society at an origin of civic community, not just, in 1580, facing savage European invasion but offering a counter to the barbarity of civil war and its culture of artifice, vanity, cruelty, and ruin. The “origin” may also be cruel, vengeful, and at chronic war for honor if not property.23 But its people trail Europeans in no way. “The awesome magnificence of the cities of Cuzco and Mexico,” said Montaigne in “Of coaches,” “the beauty of their workmanship in jewelry, feathers, cotton, and painting” show their skill24: nothing in “Greece nor Rome nor Egypt can compare any of its works, whether in utility or difficulty or nobility, with the road which is seen in Peru, laid out by the kings of the country, from the city of Quito as far as Cuzco.”25 Their “boldness and courage … firmness, constancy, resoluteness against pains and hunger and death” exceed “the most famous ancient examples”; their “singular devoutness, observance of the laws, goodness, liberality, loyalty, and frankness” are virtues that let European deceit and ferocity destroy them.26 Why, he weeps, “did not such a noble conquest fall to Alexander or to those ancient Greeks and Romans,”27 such as Plato, who would have used, learned from, taught, and united mutual virtues, unlike today’s Europeans, far below their surpassing victims.

For if the essayist’s golden vision was no analysis of real circumstance but an ideal from whose sinless origin to project a better-ordered community (not seeded with corruption), it was rooted in realities of brutal conquest that inevitably spotlighted its victims’ goods: industry, skill, artistry, honesty, truthfulness, generosity, and devotion, while weakening any negative qualities as unable to outdo their opponents’ savagery, or even their opponents’ misery. To line up only these goods, as does the panegyric in “Of cannibals,” yields utopia. To see them silhouetted by the violence that was destroying them, as in some degree that savagery’s “product,” might offer a glimpse of more perfect union and a better understood selfe.28 For violence abroad, says Montaigne in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” has its mirror image at home, he and his compatriots victims of it here as the Indians are there: “we have as our share inconstancy, irresolution, uncertainty, grief, superstition, worry over things to come, even after our life, ambition, avarice, jealousy, envy, unruly, frantic, and untamable appetites, war, falsehood, disloyalty, detraction, and curiosity. Indeed, we have strangely overpaid for this fine reason that we glory in, and this capacity to judge and know, if we have bought it at the price of this infinite number of passions to which we are incessantly a prey.”29 Reason has, in fact, less been overpaid than actually culpable of this misery and ruin. This thus reads as a direct counter to “Of cannibals”: our reason, as we Europeans use it, has caused the destruction of the Indies, ruined the utopian delights of its peoples. Our reason has “changed artificially” nature’s fruits and led them “astray from the common order,” debased, bastardized, corrupted, and smothered peoples and nature.30 In all this we are also like them: “they have a way in their language of speaking of men as halves of one another.”31 Reading them, we read us.

Montaigne made this his book’s rule, explaining at its start that did he not live in France, but “entre ces nations qu’on dict vivre encore sous la douce liberté des premieres loix de nature, je t’asseure que je m’y fusse tres-volontiers peint tout entier, et tout nud,” among those nations which are said to live still in the sweet freedom of nature’s first laws, I assure you I should very gladly have portrayed myself here entire and wholly naked.32 From the near homonyms of nud and nul he composes the intricate pun of tout nud. This nakedness and this “nothing” could initiate a new ruled abundance, as zero (nul) does all numbers: a popular fixation in Montaigne’s time, and beyond. Ultimately he felt he was nearing this “simplicity and innocence” (as Urbain Chauveton qualified Americans in his version of Girolamo Benzoni, much used by Montaigne33). In a bottom margin of “On some verses of Virgil” in the Bordeaux Copy, Montaigne said of his now writing plainly of sexuality: “My opening preface shows that I was not hoping for so much. The ancients’ wisest and soundest writings have emboldened me. And the welcome given my first plan has [made me] spur myself to break the ice and show our… .”34 This feel of a most simple and exact grasp of who-ness is indeed where he ends: “It is an absolute perfection and virtually divine to know how to enjoy our being rightfully… . The most beautiful lives, to my mind, are those that conform to the common human pattern.”35

Montaigne’s “To the Reader” (written after the first two books’ essays, but coming first for the reader), in structural, syntactic, and semantic resemblance to “Of cannibals”‘ utopian panegyric, exceeds by far this brief recall of its peoples’ natural law, original freedom, and nakedness:

Here is a book of good faith, reader. It warns you from the outset that in it I have set myself no goal but a domestic and private one. I have had no thought of your service, nor of my glory. My powers are not capable of such a purpose. I have dedicated it to the particular commodity of my relatives and friends, so that after losing me (which they must do very soon), they may recover here some features of my habits and humors, and thereby keep more complete and alive the knowledge they have had of me. Had I intended to seek the world’s favor, I would have bedecked myself better and presented myself in a studied posture. I want to be seen here in my simple, natural and ordinary fashion, without strain and artifice: for it is myself that I portray. My defects will here be read to the life, and my natural form, as far as public respect has allowed me. Had I been among those nations which are said to live still in the sweet freedom of nature’s first laws, I assure you I should very gladly have portrayed myself here entire and wholly naked. Thus, reader, I am myself the matter of my book: there is no reason for you to use up your leisure on a subject so frivolous and so vain. So farewell, from Montaigne, this first of March fifteen hundred and eighty.36

This simple, good faith book echoes the simple, crude man who opens “Of cannibals,” who tells truth, all and only what he “knows” (sçait) about the New World, Montaigne hammers five times in a brief sentence,37 free of artifice and studied rhetoric; who in turn echoes the simple truthfulness of New World peoples, our other halves, sauvage as they are only in being “wild,” closer to nature and its simple purity,38 still close, despite our efforts, to “their original naturalness [leur naifveté originelle],” “a nayfveté so pure and simple [si pure et simple]”39 that they could imagine nothing other in us.40 All echo Montaigne himself, whose “open way [façon ouverte]” signals his “pure naifveté and truth [vérité pure].”41 Unlike philosophers (Plato and Aristotle here but, we have seen, all Western rationalists), clever people [fines gens] who “observe more things and more curiously, but … gloss them”42 (his man speaks cleanly of only what he knows closely and by direct witness, as Montaigne is to speak only of the domestic and private, himself notably, only to family and friends. More, he is to do so as if from the grave, after he has been “lost.” This recalls his account in “Of practice” of being slammed off his horse and thought dead by all, himself included.43 He described the event as a return to and a restart from a zero point of painless “infinite sweetness” and “languor,” judging nothing, feeling nothing (rien juger … rien sentir).44 Just so, he tells his reader, he means to avoid “borrowed fineries, … to be seen … in [his] plain, natural and ordinary fashion, unstudied and artless,” not to gloss, reason, judge or feel; simply to portray his “defects” and nature. And, as in “Of cannibals,” right after explaining the need for the simplest sensible knowing of direct experience, he turns to Americans.

The first sentence in “To the reader” clearly loosens resolve to address only its author’s circle. He must start with reason rooted in European origin and custom (which is why he may finally enjoy quashing it). So he calls, just once in the first edition, his essays not only a dialogue with friends, but also a book.45 The label makes equivocal, if it does not rebut, what ensues; as his claim in the essay to draw his thoughts solely from eyewitness report equivocates, if it does not belie, his getting most of its fabric from Francisco López de Gómara, Benzoni/Chauveton, Thévet and Léry (if its Plutarchan start on Roman barbarism from chancellor Michel de l’Hôpital’s hostile speech to Bordeaux’s Parlement at the lit de justice held during Henri II’s April 1565 entry, Montaigne present among his targets).46 From Columbus, Cortés, and Oviedo to Gómara and on, the claim in the relaciones and historias de las Indias to honesty and truth of personal eyewitness experience is a stock topos to assure readers of the reality of otherwise unbelievable facts in their New World.

For Montaigne, however, the topos less targets believability than the reality that we are all one under the skin, and that we should act accordingly. Doff clothes and custom and we can no longer talk of “others” (far less Others). That is why equalities are so important. It is why Montaigne so often writes of different peoples being equally surprising and wondrous to each other: even that we differ in the same sorts of “accident” (to use an Aristotelian concept) shows our likeness. The infinite variety in and of our reason and its constant inconstancy is the essence of humanity:

Miracles arise from our ignorance of nature, not from the essence of nature. Habituation puts to sleep the eye of our judgment. Barbarians are no more marvelous to us than we are to them, nor for better cause; as everyone would admit if everyone knew how, after perusing these new examples, to reflect on his own and compare them sanely. Human reason is a tincture infused in about equal strength in all our opinions and ways, whatever their form: infinite in substance, infinite in diversity.47

This is why Montaigne so often runs out pell-mell a mix of custom and action, reason and cause; as in the essay just cited, “Of custom,” where French, Americans, Latins, Greeks, Asians, ancients and moderns simply mingle in endless variety. Countless such passages dot the Essays, as in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond”48 or, a veritable frenzy, in “Of coaches,”49 but in many, too, where just one or two American comparisons strike Montaigne; enough to show just how continuous was his thinking about the Americas, how its people had become a kind of yardstick, and this pell-mell of customs another way to equalize people. It is also to insist that we really know people in and through their local behaviors, habits, reasons, and feelings. We marvel at myriad accidental differences even while knowing that in our nakedness we are one. Thus, he asks in “Of the custom of wearing clothes,” whether Americans’ and Moors’ “fashion of going stark naked” is just an accident of their warm air “or whether it is the original way of mankind.” For answer, we turn “to the general order of the world.” Now, he decides, “since everything else is furnished with the exact amount of thread and needle required to maintain its being, it is in truth incredible that we alone should be brought into the world in a defective and indigent state.”50 Nor have we been, not least since we see people in climates like ours also go naked. Not nature, but custom, makes us more or less “delicate.”

This key metaphor of nature’s needle and thread returns us to our identity under the skin. In “Of cannibals,” it leads Montaigne into his riff on topographers versus cosmographers (Léry versus Thevet), those who speak to just their own experience and locus against those who expand a reputedly “objective” glimpse to the whole universe, those, he argues throughout his American essays, who assay people in their myriad different customs to get at human truths beneath them versus those who consume varieties of custom and conduct for voyeuristic wonder and parade diversity because difference enables power and profit. These terms of contrast between peaceful truth and innocence and violent oppression and greed constitute a chief lesson of “Of coaches.” Rather than seek virtue, friendship, understanding, and “good use of souls so fresh”:

we took advantage of their ignorance and inexperience to incline them the more easily toward treachery, lewdness, avarice, and every sort of inhumanity and cruelty, after the example and pattern of our ways. Who ever set the utility of commerce and trading at such a price? So many cities razed, so many nations exterminated, so many millions of people put to the sword, and the richest and most beautiful part of the world turned upside down, for the traffic in pearls and pepper! Base and mechanical victories!51

To justify such acts, people have to be made different (which is why it was forbidden, in theory, to enslave Christian peoples).

His riff on topography versus cosmography targets exactly such justification.52 The first is straightforward, honest, clear, detailed, and factual while the second deploys rhetorical devices, generalizes from insufficient evidence, and takes accident for essence, appearance for reality, custom for being, difference for alterity. Just so, we need to know a person’s interior, not clothes, to know a person’s soul not shoes. We readily use “bearing and clothing,” contenance et … vestemens, to make people “savages and brutes.”53 Let us recall “extreme disparity” reduced to a difference in breeches.54 So it is no reach for Montaigne, after using a metaphor of needle and thread to depict what is basic in nature, to repeat it to complicate his play on topography and cosmography, the first performed by makers of breeches, the second by tailors. As we need proper physicians to be sure of proper treatment, so, “we have doublet makers and breeches makers to clothe us, and are served all the better by them because each one performs only his own specialty and needs a more restricted and limited skill than a tailor who undertakes everything.”55 A complication is that the maker of breeches is still making clothes, not plumbing souls. But so the topographer is depicting and telling locales, not assaying them. The issue is both how clear, factual, certain, and locally comprehensive the topographic narrative is and that actual being must be opposed to appearance (experienced or speculated).

I will soon return to the first. But it serves this essay’s argument to observe how seriously others took the biting sarcasm with which Montaigne closed “Of cannibals”: “mais quoy, ils ne portent point de haut de chausses.” Two well-known images make the point. One, from 1613, shows maraca-wielding Tupi “savages,” feather-coiffed and so not naked as to be clad in outsized breeches. Christianized, they signal those misled by corrupting French manners and dress, though I take the image to say little about its subjects and a lot about those who put them in French dress to turn them into performing monkeys.56 The image is a powerful statement on appropriation, collecting, oppression and cultural violence. Maybe not intending to expand Montaigne’s irony, it does just that, responding to his mockery by dressing the barbarian in its very clothes, that so often, in more essays than the American ones, show Europeans the real barbarians.

My other image is a more self-conscious iteration of Montaigne’s blast. Not equivocal or subtle, certainly not amusing or “civilizing,” the de Brys’ 1602 engraving of breeches-clad Dutch sailors hunting and butchering naked penguins in the Magellan Straits, ferociously sets savagery against innocence, killer against victim, greed against simplicity.57 Says Bernadette Bucher: “The Dutch conquerors, armed with long hooked poles, haul their prey out of the burrows where the penguins hide. They then beat them with clubs and attach them by the beak to the poles ready to carry them on their backs.”58 This depicted many real events, and was now a metaphor for brutal conquest. The engraving renders to sardonic perfection the astonished, bemused, how-can-you-do-this-to-me look of the big foreground penguin, as well as the extreme, yet distanced savagery of the Europeans as they decimate the defenseless, socially-grouped and humanlike population. Twenty years after he made it, Montaigne’s acid quip on Americans’ lack of civilization because they did not wear breeches explained these killers of naked, innocent natives. Breeches-wearers were the barbarians; the quizzical, unarmed, communal penguins the civilized.59

PRECOLONIALISMS, WARS, AND THE VARIETIES OF REASON

These images accurately read “Of cannibals” closing line, as they do readers’ possible reactions to it, whether amusedly or cynically confirmed in their civilizing mission, angered by Europeans’ feral arrogance, or even simply shrugging at “stuff happens.” They also display the wider implications of Montaigne’s topography versus cosmography theme. Removed from their locale, religion and customs, the breeches-wearing Tupinamba lose their humanity, cast as simply inventions of European reason. This recalls Sylvie Romanowski’s remark that philosophers and cosmographers, as Montaigne criticizes them, “are inventors, not reporters.”60 Perceiving only difference permits and enables, as I said, possession, use, and destruction. Where the Tupi image dehumanizes, the de Bry humanizes its penguins to make its condemnation, which includes that of the destruction of locale. Here, the topographer has only ruin to report; which is exactly what Montaigne will say of Peru and Mexico in “Of coaches.” The topography/cosmography contrast is offered as one between empirical truth of experience and cognitive truth of speculative reason, between, in respect of their sources, fact and custom, or, in respect of their outcomes, knowledge and opinion. The essays show the contrast to be also between understanding, dialogue, and our other “halves,” and invasion, destruction, and appropriation.

Of course, with Montaigne, no so simple, or simplistic, a contrast survives. He certainly shares, if less than many, the synecdochic practice of making a cosmos from a shard.61 He shares still less, if at all, how it engulfs his own personhood, his who-ness. This is why, as all his readers know, he says once that he is depicting only his own singular being, while adding elsewhere that he is showing what all humans are. This is not, or not simply, just the ancient macro-/microcosm paradigm that finds in humans the structure and image of a divine universe. Nor does it touch the vehement debate, still ongoing as he wrote, as to whether New World people were all descended from Adam or created separately (if the first, when and how did they get there? how and why had they not received the gospel and been redeemed? Or had they received it and heretically forgotten or rejected it? If the second, then difference was potentially absolute).62 The contradictions arise because, by his own essays in definition, Montaigne is indeed a topographer, who seeks to show and share as exactly as possible who he is. And that who-ness is, precisely, engulfed in a world near and far that must also be understood as exactly as possible. Appearance must be described, whether an individual’s self- “masking,” which he so often deplores, a community’s customs, a nation’s expectations, or a New World’s observed actions. The difficulty is how to get beyond the surface these activities are to the depths we suppose, imagine, behind them. Where, too, does appearance change into “reality.” As we push to the end of our dictionary, he asks critically of legal and other logic-chopping in “Of experience,” how do we know that we are not (as in this case) simply pursuing appearance itself into infinite verbal regression?

Because Montaigne’s topography starts first with his who-ness, and because the world is part of it, confusions and contradictions will always remain. At the same time, that the world is part of it supplies a kind of end-stop, in the “absolute” reality of physical reality: blood sacrifice, massacre, death, kidney stones, but also friendship, material artifacts, sung poems, trade objects. Topography means (as cosmography does not) constant negotiation between the people, objects, places and events where I am and directly know, and a subsequent equally constant testing of how I voice these against that negotiation and its elements. In this, that the peoples of the New World appear themselves to be near a “beginning,” some cultural “zero point,” and not just to European eyes (Montaigne is thoroughly aware of the contradictions of such an idea as to both appearance and the subject of perception) makes them privileged negotiators and testers, still relatively uncorrupted by borrowed fineries, public masks, deceit, lies, and perfidy.

Such is Montaigne’s sense of himself, he hopes already in fact, but anyway as what he essays to be—like, too, his simple, if not crude, man of good faith, and like his book—who has, he says in “Of the useful and the honorable,” “an open way that easily insinuates itself and gains credit on first acquaintance,” who speaks and acts even in hardest negotiations between princes, with “[p]ure naturalness and truth,” walking “everywhere head high, face and heart open.”63 We trust him, and he trusts himself, because he gives his good and bad, showing and telling “imperfection” as the “public and private” reality of the human condition: “our being is cemented with sickly qualities: ambition, jealousy, envy, vengeance, superstition, despair, dwell in us with a possession so natural that we recognize their image also in the beasts—indeed even cruelty, so unnatural a vice.”64 This is why he is not put off by human sacrifice in the New World, or by their constant wars of vengeance and pride (preferring them to European wars over property, dynastic quarrels, princely honor, and sheer love of killing), or by cannibalism (better done with the dead than torturing and eating people alive, as we have seen in our civil wars).

That he sees the New World, its inhabitants, and all consideration of them in the same multiple light, confirms them as fully sharing the human condition. That is why his Au lecteur so echoes “Of cannibals.” His opening good faith and continuing simplicity, transparency and honesty bracket a series of negative formulations (nulle … ny … ne …) and sentiments like those of the essay’s utopian nuls that offer, in one critic’s useful paraphrase of Montaigne’s “warning” to the reader, “no goal of service nor of glory, no addressee save relatives and friends, no seeking of style, no reason for any to waste their time.”65 This honesty, directness and amity he sees as well in American peoples. These are, he says more than once, the very qualities that have let Europeans destroy them, their cultures, and their lands. Interestingly, these are the qualities praised in all those he admires. In “That Intention is judge of our action,” for instance, he ascribes them to the counts of Egmont and Hoorn at what, by the time he is writing, he and his readers know were the first steps in revolt against Spanish rule. Both men are honest, direct to everyone as to their goals, and friends. Indeed that friendship was why Hoorn put himself in Alba’s hands, says Montaigne, trusting to Egmont’s “faith and assurance,” his openness and honesty. Alba, on the contrary, just arrived in the Low Countries as the military leader to reestablish order and full obedience to Philip II, acts with deceit, lying, and treachery to execute both of them, Egmont demanding to die first because his own word and friendship have been broken through Alba’s behavior.66

This is, of course, in little the story of Spanish, and Portuguese, behavior in the Americas. This essay dates almost entirely from 1580. All this story does. For at least ten years propaganda in the United Provinces had accused the Spanish of repeating in their lands their behavior in the Americas. The Dutch ensured that some such tracts received Europe-wide distribution in several languages. It is hard to think that Montaigne, extremely knowledgeable of European and French political affairs, was deaf to these. By the time of later editions of the Essais celebrated writings incorporating such arguments were circulating. One in particular, William of Orange’s 1581 Apologie in response to Philip’s proscription of him, not only echoed Montaigne’s intimate La Boétie (saying that Philip had in his heart a will, volunté, to reduce his subjects to “simple and absolute servitude”), but, calling the Spanish “cruel, greedy, and proud,” accused them of treating the Low Countries like the Indies and, repeatedly, of executing Egmont and Hoorn with utmost treachery.67 Montaigne did not alter his essay. This and other tracts would light up its meanings.

The Netherlands were also to be a new beginning, unfolding from a zero of iconoclasm, massacre, ruinous deluge, death, and more, including, by the Essais’ later editions, William’s assassination: a nul echoing that which will be his, Montaigne had said, by the time his reader will be reading, for delight and memory, his forme naïfve (pure, simple, original, unspoiled, transparent) and, ideally, tout nud, quite naked—unconcealed, to be sure, but also as if newborn, open to/for a new beginning, or at least to seeing what that might be, with all its defects and virtues. This is why we must think of Montaigne addressing “precolonialisms.” He is doing his best to conceive of what might be: not to live in that utopia with which I began, but in a dialogue of equals that brings out the best, not the worst, in humans, a dialogue that Americans are still in the best position to lead, close as they remain to some point of innocent origin, able, maybe, to bring us toward the “entrecognoissance” that La Boétie had seen in his Discourse on Voluntary Servitude as the best alternative to ruling hierarchies of power. Sadly, “Of coaches” shows only too well, it is already too late. Alba and his kind have already destroyed too much. Retreat to what would then only be possible, relations between innocent equals would also be precolonial.

The imagined or real cannibal songs with which Montaigne leads into the end of “Of cannibals,” one of love, one of a captive outbraving his captors (they care most for victorious war and their wives, he said) then seem a way aesthetically to defeat the “contradictions” between indigenous virtues and equalities and European barbarism, invasion and slaughter, to “balance” a conflicted selfe. The warrior’s song voices the total community of all those groups that make war on each other and live in constant proximity, their mutual consumption making them, literally, now and in history, one flesh. The love song, whose lover wants his sister to use the beauty of a sloughed snakeskin as a design for a girdle that he can then give his beloved unites present and future human families and animals in similarly tight community. Too, Montaigne adds, he knows enough of poetry to see that “not only is there nothing barbarous in this fancy, but it is altogether Anacreontic,” in “a soft language, with an agreeable sound, somewhat like Greek in its endings.”68 These songs fit easily into European traditions, and could be ready sites of exchange. So could the ensuing report of a conversation with three Americans (at Bordeaux in 1565, scholars now agree, not Rouen as Montaigne said [see note 46], but which latter trading port was now a ready symbol of fruitful alliance with Brazilians), in which they criticize voluntary submission to unworthy rule and great inequalities of wealth. This would be impossible where people think of themselves “as halves of one another,” or in a world where temporary leaders revert to their old status (and desires) once the emergency is over. But so what. They don’t wear breeches. And European reaction to that appearance sufficed to stop any communal dialogue of equals in its tracks, establishing in its place barbarous destruction of difference.
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CHAPTER 11

MONTAIGNE AND HISTORY

JOHN D. LYONS

HISTORY was Montaigne’s preferred reading. In “Of books” after reviewing categories of books (entertaining prose fiction, poetry—including drama—and philosophy), he declares “The historians come right to my forehand. They are pleasant, and easy; and at the same time, man in general, the knowledge of whom I seek, appears in them more alive and entire than in any other place.”1 He immediately qualifies this general appreciation of historians by saying that he prefers those who write about lives more than those who write about events. Not surprisingly, then, he declares “Plutarch is my man.”2 In commenting on individual historians Montaigne does not group them by nationality, language, or period; rather, he makes a sweeping tripartite division: the simple, the excellent, and the common ones that fall in-between. The “simple” ones are those who just collect what comes to their attention, writers such as Froissard who aim “to collect all that comes to their attention and to record everything faithfully without choice or discrimination.”3 The “excellent” historians are selectors, choosing what is worth knowing and distinguishing between credible and implausible accounts. Who these “excellent” historians are remains elusive, at least in “Of books,” since Montaigne gives no examples. And the third group, the “in-between” historians “spoil everything,” twisting history to their ends, selecting the wrong things to tell and to conceal, giving too much importance to the quality of language, as if we wanted to learn grammar from historians!4 But, in fact, what did Montaigne wish to learn from historians?


MONTAIGNE AND THE HISTORIANS

Montaigne knew nothing about history. This, at least, is the view of one twentieth-century critic, who wrote that “everything points to a total absence of a ‘sense of history’ in the Essays.”5 On this view, Montaigne made use of “historical materials” without ever comprehending history “as history.”6 It is easy to see why recent readers find Montaigne’s approach to the past disconcerting. “The modern mind is an historical mind,” wrote George Huppert, who adds, “this historical coloring of our mentality is unusual.”7 In fact, to think our way back into Montaigne’s approach to the past requires an almost unimaginable effort to think outside of the conceptions of history—the story of progressive improvement and enlightenment—that have guided Western thought since the eighteenth century and that root themselves in even earlier Christian teachings of the fall of man, the coming of the Messiah, and the future divine judgment of mankind.8 Yet even if one suspends the assumption of history as a goal-oriented progression, Montaigne’s lack of interest in periodization and change can be disorienting. As one of his critics writes, “Change is at the heart of all history, and if Montaigne took so determined a stand against change, it may be a fair working hypothesis that this resulted from a faulty understanding of history.”9

Not only has it been said that Montaigne did not understand history, but Abraham Keller even describes Montaigne as fearing history on the grounds that historical investigation leads to a recognition of the arbitrary nature of the political, social, and religious institutions of his own day. This seems a wrong-headed view and yet it does point to something true about the Essays. Many a passage in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond” points to the suspect foundations, the random and even ludicrous basis of the social, legal, and governmental institutions of Montaigne’s day—a characteristic of Montaigne’s thought that he shares with Protestant and free-thinking historians of his own time and a line of thought that later endeared him to the Pascal of the Pensées.10 So rather than saying that Montaigne feared exposing the arbitrary nature of institutions, it seems more accurate to say simply that he drew a different conclusion on these grounds from many of his contemporaries. Montaigne’s emphasis on the role of chance in human affairs offers a more subversive view than one that would use accounts of the past to reform one or another existing institution, such as the church or the monarchy, since in Montaigne’s view it would call into question the very nature of the historical evidence that the reform-minded individual would use to set things right.

Montaigne’s approach to knowledge of—and from—the past stands out clearly in the context of the work of his contemporaries who wrote as historians. Jean Bodin (1529–1596), whose work is more present in the Essays than any other sixteenth-century historian, writes in the dedication of his long work in Latin, The Method of the Easy Comprehension of History, that the “arts and the disciplines … are not concerned with particulars but with universals.”11 This traditional philosophical statement, compatible with both Platonic and Aristotelian views, would perhaps be unremarkable if it did not run so directly against Montaigne’s contrary preference for the particular. Montaigne mentions Bodin by name six times in the Essais, and Bodin’s influence is recognizable in numerous other passages.12 Yet Montaigne’s attention to Bodin’s work is usually critical, most pointedly in “It is folly to measure the true and false by our capacity,” where the author stresses the limiting force of universals in our understanding of the past. Montaigne begins this text with the very people who are completely without the discipline, the “method,” that distinguishes Bodin’s historian. Montaigne writes that he once learned that belief was “a sort of impression made on our mind, and that the softer and less resistant the mind, the easier it was to imprint something on it.”13 This is why, he continues, children, the common people, women, and sick people are so easy to fool. This group would seem far from a model that the well-read and experienced jurist would wish to emulate. And yet Montaigne surprisingly turns the tables to attack the application of a standard of plausibility to what we are told: “it is foolish presumption to go around disdaining and condemning as false whatever does not seem likely to us; which is an ordinary vice in those who think they have more than common ability. I used to do so once.”14 A revealing instance of the difference between Montaigne’s view of accounts of the past and that of the professional historian Bodin occurs when the author of the Essays defends Plutarch’s report of the bravery of the Spartan boy who had stolen a fox. Bodin thought such reports “fabulous,” writes Montaigne, because Bodin did not acknowledge that “it is very hard to assign bounds to the achievements of the faculties of the soul, whereas we have more chance to assign limits to physical powers and to know them.”15 In the half-century that begins with the 1580 publication of the Essais, the concept of plausibility (vraisemblance) appeared often in literary and philosophical controversies. It became the norm in literary circles to condemn narratives that lacked plausibility (e.g., the critical attacks on the novels of Lafayette and on several of Corneille’s tragedies). On the other hand, Descartes judged plausibility an inadequate standard for philosophical discourse on the grounds that things with the appearance of truth (vraisemblable) failed to pass over the hurdle that he imposed, the rule of accepting only ideas that were absolutely true and could not be doubted. Montaigne here launches one of the earliest thoughtful attacks on plausibility and thus on the value of universals. We may not always link the two concepts—plausibility and universals—but in the contrast between the professional historian Bodin and the “accidental philosopher” Montaigne (in Ann Hartle’s apt phrase) there are echoes of many a philosophical debate.16 For a literary audience, Aristotle’s recently rediscovered Poetics (after 1453) contains the kernel of this issue, which appears in the distinction between history, on one hand, and poetry or literature, on the other. The “poet’s task,” according to the Poetics, “is to speak not of events which have occurred, but of the kind of events which could occur… . It is for this reason that poetry is both more philosophical and more serious than history, since poetry speaks more of universals, history of particulars.”17

Oddly enough, what makes literature (poetry) better than history—its preference for the general over the particular—is precisely what methodical historians (as Montaigne perceives them) undertake to make history better than literature. The outliers, the events that do not fit into a coherent pattern, need, in both cases, to be discarded. One could even state this as a conflict between the “real” and the “true,” where the real is simply what happens and the true is the higher, more ideal pattern, the Platonic idea that exists above time and above the contingencies of fallen, material life. In this conflict, Montaigne’s reason, rather than his experience, leads him to opt for the “real” in all its contingency over the more systematic “true”: “Not that experience has since shown me anything surpassing my first beliefs, and that through no fault of my curiosity; but reason has taught me that to condemn a thing thus, dogmatically, as false and impossible, is to assume the advantage of knowing the bounds and limits of God’s will and of the power of our mother Nature; and that there is no more notable folly in the world than to reduce these things to the measure of our capacity and competence.”18 There is a striking paradox here, almost a logical chiasmus. On one hand it is not Montaigne’s experience that persuades him to reject limits of plausibility but rather his reason. On the other hand, once the preconceived limits of plausibility are rejected, what takes priority is precisely experience itself. The point seems to be that we must not allow our experience to harden into a normative repertory of possible events, the events that have already happened, but that we should instead keep this category of knowledge always open for an expanding range of possibilities. The possible is thus never exhausted. Moreover, the possible is not simply projected as a quality of the future but also belongs to the past.

In “It is folly …” reason is only useful as a kind of critical meta-function. In fact it would be accurate to say that there are two “reasons” or at least two uses of reason set forth by Montaigne. On one hand there is the debilitating, limiting reason that tries to reject direct perception by imposing the grid of those things judged possible; and then there is the reason that concludes in favor of the boundless possibility of being, identified with God and with nature, “the infinite power of nature.”19 These considerations serve in “It is folly …” as a preamble for a discussion of a review of historical writers.

Besides Jean Bodin, the only major sixteenth-century historian Montaigne mentions is the Italian Lodovico Guicciardini (1521–1589), though during his lifetime there were several other active and important writers of histories, including Étienne Pasquier (1529–1615), François Hotman (1524–1590), and Lancelot Voisin de La Popelinière (1541–1608). In view of the comments in “It is folly …” it is not surprising that when we turn to the work of Bodin, La Popelinière, and others, we find radically different descriptions of what constitutes good historical writing. Where Montaigne proclaims and even celebrates a free and desultory approach to writing and even to reading (in “Of three kinds of association”), Bodin proclaims in his title a “methodical” approach, including separating things into types, establishing postulates, presenting definitions, and extracting precepts.20

Although Montaigne never mentions La Popelinière by name, the latter’s preface to his L’histoire des histoires avec l’idée de l’histoire accomplie (1599) seems to aim directly at Montaigne.21 Writing nineteen years after the first edition of the Essays made Montaigne the preeminent representative of scepticism and suspended judgment, La Popelinière wrote that he did not wish “to be like those who are too weak to make up their minds and suspend their opinion in every matter; still less to accept the always doubtful views of the Skeptics and the Pyrhonnists.”22 Not only does this opening declaration seem to place this critical and methodical historian in explicit opposition to Montaigne, but La Popelinière also adopts a hierarchy of events that is clearly at odds with the very different, much less sorted-out, approach in the Essays. In L’idée de l’histoire accomplie, La Popelinière divides history into the great, the middle, and the small (grande, moyenne, and petite) and announces his intention to deal only with the middle, that is, not with the history of the whole world, as is the case for great history, but rather with the history of France, saying further that “History should encompass the origin, progress and change of the most notable things that one plans to treat truthfully and according to the order of places and times.”23 Montaigne, in contrast, shows strikingly little interest in the linear study of change and makes almost no distinction in his treatment of events in the past that would be conventionally distinguished as great, middling, or small.

Among the other contemporary historians whose names are surprisingly absent from the Essays are those of Pasquier and Hotman. Yet he must have been aware of his long-time friend Étienne Pasquier’s Recherches de la France (1560–1607) and his correspondent François Hotman’s Franco-Gallia (1573), whose book was probably in Montaigne’s personal library.24 These men were, like Montaigne, jurists, and Pasquier was, like Montaigne, a politique, a conciliatory voice in the civil wars. Hugo Friedrich notes of Pasquier’s Recherches that “some sections of this book are extraordinarily closely related to Montaigne in both title and content.”25 It is more likely that the author of the Essays was aware of the controversial nature of his own book and chose not to draw still more attention to ways in which his thought resembled that of Hotman, who lived in exile in Switzerland, and that of Pasquier, whom the Jesuit François Garasse called a libertine.26 Whatever specific reasons there may be for the absence of references to many contemporary historians in the Essays, the most important point overall is that Montaigne had a fundamentally different use for the past than did his contemporary jurist-historians.

Although Montaigne explicitly mentions Guicciardini only twice in the Essays, he owned a copy of the Italian polymath’s Della historia d’Italia (in the 1568 Venice edition), and, according to Pierre Villey, frequently borrowed from Guicciardini.27 What Montaigne appreciated about Guicciardini’s style of historical writing is very revealing. First of all, Guicciardini was not writing about the huge chronological expanses and the search for origins that preoccupied Bodin, Hotman, La Popelinière, and Pasquier. Instead, he wrote as a witness:

He is a diligent historiographer from whom, in my opinion, one can learn the truth about the affairs of his time as exactly as from any other: and indeed in most of them he was an actor himself, and of honorable rank. There is no appearance that through hatred, favor, or vanity, he disguised things.28

Montaigne appreciates the lack of a agenda and even of a methodological scheme of the type that was so fundamental to the French historians. But even the Italian’s notable flaw may work to his favor in the overall preferences expressed in the Essays. Montaigne notes, “of all actions, however fair in appearance they may be of themselves, he throws the cause back onto some vicious motive or some profit… . This makes me fear that his taste was a bit corrupted; and it may have happened that he judged others by himself.”29 As we will see shortly, in Montaigne’s comments in “Of glory,” the author of the Essays shared with Guicciardini a suspicion that historical figures, that is, those whose deeds are counted as glorious, may have been, in their private, unreported conduct quite different persons.

In addition to recent and contemporary historians, Montaigne read and cited the ancients. Among the most frequently mentioned are Pliny the Elder, Tacitus, Suetonius, Herodotus, and Livy. Montaigne’s reading of these historians could be described as pointilliste, that is, rather than looking at their narration of change over time (how one event lead to another or how an event changed one situation into another situation), Montaigne cites them for some vivid detail, sometimes an isolated and extremely unusual incident and sometimes for some long-term characteristic of an individual or a group. In doing this Montaigne passes lightly over differences that emerge over time. We read in “Of the custom of wearing clothes,” for instance, that the skulls of the Egyptian corpses lying on the battlefield were harder than the skulls of the Persians killed in the same battles (Herodotus).30 In “Of the education of children,” we learn that Julius Caesar had a soldierly way of speaking (Suetonius).31 And we learn from Pliny, in the “Apology,” that there were some nations in which a shaven head was thought to enhance a woman’s beauty.32 In regard to many of these references even the verb tense in which a modern reader would paraphrase this information is uncertain. Should we assume that the things alleged belong solely to the past? Or are we to suppose that the evidence presented is meant to indicate something that is still true, somewhere? It seems that the ancient historians are in a sense de-temporalized; their books serve as a vast repertory of possibilities that are not meant to track change, evolution, or unfolding, but rather to supplement the meager repertory of witnessed customs and actions available to the inhabitant of a sixteenth-century French city or country estate. By a familiar process, typical of the Essays, the structure of the ancient historian’s text has been broken up to yield building blocks, examples that Montaigne redeploys for his own use.33

Of all the ancient historians, Tacitus seems to have been congenial to Montaigne.34 Although he is neither the most often mentioned nor quoted, he is the ancient historian whose approach merits the most detailed commentary. In “Of the art of discussion,” Montaigne distinguishes Tacitus’s Histories by saying that he read the whole book at one time, “which rarely happens to me; it has been twenty years since I put one whole hour at a time on a book.”35 What appeals most to Montaigne in Tacitus, besides his “sincere and straightforward” narratives, is the Roman historian’s attention to private life: “I know of no author who introduces into a register of public events so much consideration of private behavior and inclinations.”36 Among the ancient historians, Tacitus plays for Montaigne the role that Bodin and Guicciardini play among the moderns: in regard to all three writers, Montaigne’s combination of admiration and critical distance permits the author of the Essays to articulate his own preferences in historiography. In the Histories, Tacitus is for Montaigne an exemplary historian in spite of himself; the passages that the Roman historian considered to be the least important are for Montaigne the best:

it seems to me, in contrast to how it seems to him, that having especially to trace the lives of the emperors of his time, so strange and extreme in every way, and the many notable actions that their cruelty in particular produced in their subjects, he had a stronger and more attractive matter to treat and narrate than if he had to tell of battles and universal commotions.37

It is not surprising that Montaigne should be attracted most of all to Tacitus’s accounts of private lives and to particular actions that did not figure in accounts of “universal commotions.” Overall, Montaigne’s preference for individual cases, and his frequent juxtaposition of events without chronological connection, manifests a discontinuous and relativistic view of the world, as Zachary Schiffman has described it while noting Montaigne’s “departure from previous conceptions of temporal change, which emphasized continuity, toward one of discontinuity. This notion enabled him to describe a world full of novelties.”38 This discontinuity did not come solely, in Montaigne’s own view, from his approach to reading about the past. Instead, he found that the historical accounts were themselves discontinuous, by a combination of accident and design. Sometimes, through no intention on the part of writers, many things simply go unnoticed in the chaos of battle while others are forgotten:

Even if all that has come down to us by report from the past should be true and known by someone, it would be less than nothing compared with what is unknown. And of this very image of the world which glides along while we live on it, how puny and limited is the knowledge of even the most curious! Not only of particular events which fortune often renders exemplary and weighty, but of the state of great governments and nations, there escapes us a hundred times more than comes to our knowledge.39

History is riddled with lacunae, and we cannot be sure that what is omitted was simply unimportant. Montaigne chips away at the conviction that we can trust the historical canon to preserve what is most significant. The past, as Montaigne conceives it, has a conspicuous and characteristic randomness to it, something that we moderns might perceive as a kind of Brownian motion.

Montaigne begins his chapter “Of glory” with an observation that seems to concern linguistics but later reveals itself to be central to the problems of history: “There is the name and the thing. The name is a sound which designates and signifies the thing; the name is not a part of the thing or of the substance, it is an extraneous piece attached to the thing and outside of it.”40 If history is an account of actions and particularly of actions that bestow glory (or deny glory and mark someone with infamy), then history is that “extraneous piece” that is always outside the thing, the action. Montaigne goes on to praise Epicurus’s precept, “CONCEAL YOUR LIFE.”41 The philosopher, “who does not want us to be known to others, is even farther from wanting us to be honored and glorified.”42 Montaigne seems to give the preference to Epicurus over Carneades, Aristotle, and Cicero, who value glory highly. Montaigne explains the weakness of a glory-centered ethic: “we should be virtuous only in public; and there would be no point in keeping under rule and order the operations of the soul, where lies the true seat of virtue, except in so far as they should come to the knowledge of others.”43 This knowledge (connoissance) is the business of history, a discipline that faces the apparently insurmountable challenge of overcoming at least two crucial forms of hiddenness. There is, first, the invisibility of the soul, whose operations can only ever be indirectly known—if at all. And, second, there is the failure of evidence for many or even most meritorious actions: “How many fine individual actions are buried in the press of a battle! Whoever wastes his time checking others during such a melee is not very busy in it himself, and produces against himself the testimony he gives of his companions’ behavior.”44

In the matter of glory, that is, the report of virtuous or heroic deeds that occur, chance intervenes in the survival and fidelity of accounts just as it does in the outcomes of events themselves:

To what but to fortune do Caesar and Alexander owe the infinite greatness of their renown? How many men has it extinguished at the beginning of their career, of whom we have no knowledge, who brought to their work the same courage as theirs, if the misfortune of their fate had not stopped them short at the birth of their enterprises!”45

This pessimistic view of our knowledge of the past goes far beyond methodological debates about the veracity of one historian or one document compared with others. What actually happened in the innumerable battles that make up military history is, on this account, simply unknown to the participants themselves, all too busy striving and surviving to take note of what is going on around them at the most decisive moments. Indeed—and here Montaigne sets the bar of veracity devastatingly high—the simple fact of being able to give any account at all (at least of what others are doing) makes the witness unreliable, for his own disgraceful inactivity should alert us to some fundamental deficiency in him.

Long before the Annales school made a point of de-emphasizing the life of a few great men and turning attention toward the vast numbers of obscure people, practices, structures, and incidents that, over the longue durée, formed the world in which humanity lives, Montaigne had conceived a similar reversal in the weighting of the study of the past. The “great” events that bring glory and that are selectively recorded in chronicles are, by their very selection as worthy of attention, unusual and atypical. These things may seem to be what is decisive in the shifts in the way humans live, but are they really? Or is such a view, which for so many centuries defined history, merely an effect of perspective? In the chapter “Of repentance” Montaigne does not seem to aim at a theory of historiography and yet his comments set up a set of oppositions that had important consequences a few decades later when numerous writers, particularly women authors, began to publish in the vein of what is sometimes called “secret history,” that is, texts that represented public affairs as being actually decided behind the scenes by personal and often deeply emotional factors.46 We can see here the same insight that Montaigne applies to his reading of Tacitus. In “Of repentance” the author contrasts public with private, far with near, disorder with order, greatness with humbleness or triviality. Although he is, as so often, apparently writing simply about himself, he actually touches on matters of crucial importance for the idea of history itself, the question of what counts as history.

Montaigne departs from the historiographic consensus about what is worth recording, but he does enroll Aristotle on his side, to argue that private life offers greater difficulties, with far greater challenges than public life (duties that are “harsh and strenuous as other lives, or more so”) and that this is a higher form of virtue.47 History records “glorious” actions, generally military and diplomatic ones, but Montaigne sees these as superficial and even as theatrical. This is why, as he says, he can imagine Socrates being able to take Alexander’s place but he cannot imagine Alexander taking the place of Socrates. Montaigne’s distinction between the inward and the outward shows a suspicion of the historical record. In “Of repentance,” he writes, “We prepare ourselves for eminent occasions more for glory than for conscience,” planting the seed of the notion that when great men are not watched they will behave according to the less demanding standards of their inner character.48 The events of their public life are relatively few and short, those of their private life many and occur over a long period. Can we actually be sure that those few remarkable and remarked-upon acts give us the best account of how things were and how they came to be?

MONTAIGNE’S DILEMMATIC HISTORY

Readers of Montaigne know that he focuses on individuals to such an extent that the biographical impulse seems to eclipse history in the broader sense. His overwhelmingly frequent references to Plutarch’s Lives make this fascination very apparent.49 It is not only the greatness of individual ancients, however, that interests Montaigne. He often writes about very obscure individuals, such as the unnamed gentleman with the gout,50 the equally anonymous “people of Milan,”51 a flag-bearer during the French attack on Rome,52 Marie Germain (the transgender person Montaigne saw on his travels), and scores of others.53 On reflection, we can see that Montaigne’s view of the past is not centered on “great men” as such but on their decisions at crucial moments. Indeed, one of the fundamental units of history for Montaigne is the dilemma, the point at which two paths offer themselves, only one of which will be taken. In Montaigne’s thought, dilemmas are bound to the focus on individuals. And while his concentration on individuals separates Montaigne from the historians of his time who concern themselves with the larger-scale accounts of whole nations, it is entirely understandable that the individual should come to the fore in his writing.

While Plutarch, Seneca, and most of the other writers of antiquity who appear and reappear in the Essays direct their attention to the actions of individuals, contemporary trends in the sixteenth century also parallel Montaigne’s emphasis on the individual, even if they are not the cause of this interest on his part. For Calvin, salvation came to individuals and not to groups or through institutions.54 The Roman Catholic Church had long promoted the cult of the saints and created a huge body of writing and visual representation of the lives of these exceptional and exemplary persons. The recently founded, very active, and increasingly influential Jesuit order updated the emphasis on individual sanctity to the point of promoting heroic self-sacrifice that created new martyrs.55 Regardless of the confessional differences among Christians, human life takes the form of an individual’s repeated encounter of a fork in the path, one the easy route to damnation and the other the arduous way to salvation. Many other historical trends of the century encouraged a focus on the individual, according to Jakob Burckhardt’s well-known view.56

Individual people find themselves in situations that could have different outcomes. These are moments of crisis, but the modern use of this term blurs its original meaning of “judgment” or “decision,” and so even though Montaigne’s view of history could be considered a history of crises, it is not a “critical” history in today’s sense nor an account of the great turning points of national situations. Montaigne’s chapters are full of situations in which two opposed options offer themselves. Sometimes a person needs to make a choice, but at other times no human decision is required, since the question that arises is not “What should I do?” but rather “What is going to result?” Yet whether the human protagonist has the power to alter the outcome or not, a dilemma-centered view of human action moralizes and humanizes history, perceived as human experience.

Montaigne’s interest in dilemmas is in itself far from new. It is something that he shared with almost every educated person of his age. The study of cases for the purpose of judging right or wrong actions in given situations gave the early modern period one of its most characteristic cultural practices, casuistry. The study of cases formed the basis of one of the most lively and explosively proliferating narrative genres of the time, the contes or nouvelles of authors such as Marguerite de Navarre (1492–1549) in which purported real-life conduct was debated and judged. As a member of the juristic class, the noblesse de robe, Montaigne was schooled in judicial precedents and their glosses. What is peculiar to Montaigne, however, is the extent to which his writing foregrounds attention to individual cases from the past over almost all other historical considerations. After all, the most prominent writers of history in the late sixteenth century were also jurists and would have the same familiarity with case study.

Events from the past as they appear in the Essays have an almost monadic quality of self-containment, perhaps because Montaigne found himself in a world in which reassuring institutional and doctrinal frameworks were failing. He lived in a chaotic time, in which both the medieval Scholastic synthesis of Aristotle and the Bible and the more recent humanist revival of antiquity (in which his own education was founded) were crumbling. In comparing Montaigne to the contemporary historians, Philippe Desan writes, “Order represents … a category of historical research. How can one speak of a method for the understanding of history when the categories and the examples defined by Machiavelli and Bodin are suddenly overthrown and disproven by contemporary events?”57 In such a situation it was reasonable, as Desan concludes, for Montaigne to turn away from the disordered external world toward an inner world of introspection, and with introspection logically comes a great attentiveness to the perceptions of people living within the disorder of the world, knowing that they have no access to a vast, divine knowledge of the whole. As Gérard Defaux wrote, in commenting on the chapter “Of coaches,” an important text for Montaigne’s vision of history, “Nothing … more ‘confused’ and ‘uncertain’ than this spectacle. ‘Uncertain’ and ‘confused’ first of all in itself, by its nature, and then by the very limits and the “weakness” of our knowledge. Not only is there not much to understand, but moreover we see practically nothing: no analyzable progression, no reassuring linearity; rather, on the contrary, an object that escapes every attempt to explain it in relation to its cause.”58

In turning inward to inspect his own perceptions of living and to inquire about those of the people of the past, Montaigne noted the fluid, surprising nature of things. Like Machiavelli, with whom he shares an empirical approach, moving from particular to general and thus going against the pattern of Bodin and many other contemporaries who begin with the general and then move to the particular, Montaigne gave pride of place to fortune, in the sense of chance.59 The Essays, though, vastly extend the range of chance, which from the time of Aristotle’s tyche had been viewed as a way of describing striking and consequential events taking place in the external, material world.60 This traditional view of fortune, to which Montaigne frequently refers by the more modern term hazard (for which we would say “chance” or “randomness”), appears in many passages in which purely material circumstances—for example, a roof tile that falls with deadly effect just as a man passes below—impact human life. But alongside the unpredictability of the world of things, Montaigne also conceives the human mind as an obscure, variable, and unpredictable realm.

The events of the past that Montaigne discusses occur, as he shows, when the two vast domains of unpredictability encounter one another: the human mind, on one hand, and material and social circumstance, on the other. With regard to the inner world of the self, the object that Montaigne could most directly observe was, of course, Michel Eyquem de Montaigne. And there he found a flux and incoherence as great as anything one could find in the outside world. As Schiffman writes, “He focused on each moment of the self in isolation from previous and successive ones; in effect, he portrayed a multiplicity of selves, each bounded by a separate instant of time.”61 Having discovered such a discontinuity in himself, Montaigne was disposed to find similar instances of discontinuity and novelty in other people, moments in which an aspect of character displays itself.

MONTAIGNE’S MOMENTS

Although the scope of historical time that appears in the Essays is very large, Montaigne is much more interested in the parts than in the whole. The past appears to Montaigne as a set of vivid, high-stakes moments in which the larger chronologies of historians have no pertinence whatever. Yet the full importance of the concept of the moment in the Essays has probably not yet fully emerged, though the term has been used in a quite different sense, in an attempt to situate Montaigne’s thought on an evolving sequence of attitudes toward chance.62 Montaigne is interested in the qualities of moments themselves, not simply as parts of a larger, ever forward-moving account of change. The Essays insist on instances of intense concentration on the present as constitutive of human experience and not merely as links in the chain that stretches through the centuries. Readers of the Essays probably remember various sets of moments that the author culled from the ancients as well as from contemporary accounts. The first chapter, “By diverse means we arrive at the same end” begins with the striking example of Edward, Prince of Wales, at the moment when he could slaughter or spare the inhabitants of Limoges after his conquest of the city. This instance poignantly conveys urgency, intensity, suspense, and the need for a choice between entirely opposed courses of action. In “Various outcomes of the same plan” Montaigne recounts the incident mentioned by Cicero (and that then formed the basis of a tragedy by Corneille) of a few minutes in which the emperor Augustus delivers a decisive monologue to the conspirator Cinna.63 There is the account in the chapter “Of physiognomy” in which Montaigne confronted a neighbor who had invaded Montaigne’s castle.64 There is the excruciating moment in which a Spartan boy conceals under his cape the fox that he had stolen and allowed the fox to gnaw on his intestines rather than reveal his theft.65 There is finally the account of Montaigne’s own fall from his horse in “Of exercise.” These moments are moments of crisis, when things can go one way or another—after his fall Montaigne could live or he could die. In the audience with Augustus, Cinna could be on the verge of execution or of pardon. The Spartan boy could successfully conceal his theft or he could be exposed, and death itself hardly matters. However, Montaigne’s evocation of moments generally does not convey a deliberative mood on the part of the participants (though such a judicious pondering may take place in Montaigne’s framing discourse). Instead, Montaigne conveys the suspense and suspension that characterize important moments, points at which the future is at stake and yet can scarcely be contemplated because of the utter absorption in the minutes that are present.

This is an aspect of Montaigne’s writing that has not received proper recognition, though Antoine Compagnon has written a suggestive article on the “instant” in the Essays in which he discusses Montaigne’s philosophically inspired attempt to live in the present.66 The advice to live with full adherence to the passing moment rather than longing for the past or fearing for the future is a commonplace of both Stoic and Epicurean writings, and yet, as Compagnon notes, the underlying problem is that of the “presence of the present” itself.67 Many passages in the Essays reveal Montaigne’s recognition that reason cannot prevent the imagination from detaching itself from the here and now, and Compagnon concludes: “The present is purely nominal, fictive, the present is a fiction told after the fact, it does not correspond to any reality.”68 One can, of course, contend, as does Pascal in the wake of Montaigne that only the present is a reality, even if we cannot access it.69 But this comment about the “instant” (what I would call the moment) allows us to get closer to two, somewhat paradoxically related, qualities of moments in the Essays. The first is that the philosophically driven purpose of adhesion to the moment only pertains to the leisure, the otium, of the philosopher, not to the moments of the urgent dilemmas that fill Montaigne’s pages. Consider, for example, the situation of the flag-bearer at the beginning of “Of fear”:

When Monsieur de Bourbon took Rome, a standard-bearer on guard at the fort of San Pietro was seized with such a fright at the first alarm that he threw himself through a ruined part of the wall, standard in hand, out of the city right toward the enemy, thinking that he was heading toward the center of town. And only with great effort, at the last moment, seeing Monsieur de Bourbon’s men, who thought this was a sortie made by those in the city, take their positions to resist him, he came to himself and, facing about, re-entered the city by that same breach, from which he had come out more than three hundred paces into the open field.70

These are times when the sense of time vanishes, when the person is entirely absorbed into the uncertainty of the here and now and when hope, fear, or purpose also unite the self into the kind of unit that the leisurely philosopher so much desires but so rarely achieves. Thus adhesion to the moment seems to happen only when no one is trying to make it happen. The second important point Compagnon makes about the “instant”—that it is “a fiction told after the fact”—also seems to be relevant for describing Montaigne’s moments. The significance of the moment becomes apparent only later, when the resolution of the dilemma has taken place. This does not mean that those living the moment are not aware of its importance—Montaigne chooses incidents in which the participants are almost always deeply impressed by the sense, the foreboding, that something major and irreversible is happening or about to happen—but rather that the significance can appear only with the passage of time and the occurrence of other subsequent events that follow from the moment in question. Therefore Compagnon is correct in describing the instant—or the moment—as an after-the-fact creation, but not because of a failure of will or of reason to devote full attention to the present. Rather, the quintessential Montaignian moment is a moment of suspense, a lived feeling of powerful uncertainty that the writer attempts to convey fictively while knowing the outcome. Just as Montaigne tries to approach and to convey the experience of near-death in the pages of “Of exercise,” so also does he try to overcome the gap between history as an account of the past and experience as the perception of the present. In doing this he participates in the elaboration of an important component of narrative and drama in the following decades, what we call “suspense.”71 In the last analysis, it seems fair to conclude that Montaigne—despite his use of the expression “the experience of history” (l’experience des histoires) is less interested in the experience of history than in the history of experience.
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CHAPTER 12

THE POLITICAL THOUGHT OF MONTAIGNE

BIANCAMARIA FONTANA

THE exercise of presenting Montaigne’s political thought is in itself somewhat problematic, and possibly open to controversy. The reason for this is not that Montaigne was uninterested in politics; even less that his work fails to contribute to our understanding of the subject. The Essays were not—were never meant to be—a treatise on political theory; but they contain arguments that are relevant both to the history of political discourse in the sixteenth century and to some major, timeless issues in political philosophy, such as those of freedom, justice, and toleration. The difficulty comes rather from the fact that Montaigne did not see politics as a distinct object of inquiry, a domain governed by specific rules, separable from the broader field of human action, in the language of the time, les affaires du monde. Recent scholarship has convincingly shown that the conventional image of Montaigne as a contemplative writer, withdrawn from the world and its troubles, was just a literary stereotype he deliberately adopted in his work, with little or no relation to the real circumstances of his life. Montaigne was, in fact, a passionate and shrewd observer of contemporary politics. While he may have lacked some traits generally associated with political engagement—such as partisanship or the craving for office—he was not indifferent to the ambition of advising princes, and was ready to commit himself to public service, at least within the limits dictated by the troubled circumstances of the time.1

The major turning point in Montaigne’s experience of public affairs came in 1563, with the outbreak of the Wars of Religion in France, which were to oppose Catholics and Huguenots for several decades. Before the conflict the writer—a member of the Parliament of Bordeaux since his early twenties2—had been mainly concerned with the dismal condition of the French legal system, and the implications this had for the credibility of royal authority. Like other like-minded magistrates in his generation, for example, his friend Étienne de La Boétie, he wished to see French justice freed from its venal and corrupt practices. Inspired by the reforming action of the Chancellor Michel de l’Hôpital, these hopes for the restoration of justice soon met with the stern resistance of a large section of the magistracy, and they were finally swept away by the new concerns created by the religious conflict.3 In 1570 Montaigne sold his parliamentary post, officially to consecrate himself to an ambitious literary project, finally published in 1580 as the Essays. Freed from his obligations in the rather stifling, provincial atmosphere of the Bordeaux Parliament, he turned to the patronage of the king of France, Henry III of Valois, to whom he presented the first edition of his work; at the same time he gravitated around the entourage of his Protestant rival, Henry, the king of Navarre and the future Henry IV. His good connections in both religious camps, and possibly his recognized diplomatic abilities, led to his appointment, in 1580, to the post of mayor of Bordeaux, a position he held for four difficult years, in which the town was constantly under threat of military occupation by Protestant troops, and on the verge of some coup by the domestic ultra-Catholic faction.4

Horrified by the violence of the conflict, Montaigne was anxious to promote a peace settlement between the two religious sides, in spite of his lack of sympathy for the cause of the Reformation; thus after the assassination of Henry III in 1589, he was ready to give his support to Henry of Navarre in his attempts to secure the crown. Montaigne’s position of compromise naturally associated him with the so-called politiques, the heterogeneous constituency of those members of the French establishment who placed peace, national unity, and the preservation of royal authority above religious allegiance.5 Deeply critical of the nature of monarchical government, to which he ideally preferred republican regimes, and disillusioned about the real motivations of his royal patrons in pursuing the conflict, the writer remained focused on the fate of the community for which he felt responsible, and on the conditions for its preservation.

THE INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT

Montaigne’s approach to the understanding of politics was shaped by two main perspectives, each of them associated with a major intellectual tradition. The first of these was the analysis of the law, as the framework that, in any given context, organized social norms and justified the exercise of power. The question of the relation between natural law—the law of God—and the specific customs and codes adopted by different communities through space and time, had been for over a century at the center of a vast and articulated European debate. In France in particular discussions focused on the necessity to reorganize and clarify legal codes, which centuries of stratified royal decrees and of conflicting local practices had rendered obscure and incoherent. Intellectually ambitious jurists, such as Jean Bodin, carried the project of a global reconstruction of the law to the extent of imagining a single, universal legal model, embracing the whole history of mankind. Thus in his Method of History (Methodus ad facilem historiarum cognitionem) of 1566 the fundamental principles of natural law were systematically connected to the different known instances of past and present legislation, in a synoptic design that anticipated Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws.6

The question of the integrity of the law was not just an issue for practicing magistrates, or for legal historians; it also had crucial political implications. Montaigne believed that the capacity to administer justice in a transparent, equitable, and noncorrupt manner was the first obligation of any sovereign; indeed, it was the discriminating feature that separated legitimate rule from tyranny. Whenever ordinary people had no access to the content of the law (because codes were inaccessible or written in “obscure” languages such as Latin), whenever the poor could not sustain the costs of legal procedures, the king could not be said to fulfill his basic task of administering equal justice to all his subjects. Without equal justice, the large majority of the population found themselves in a position of passive subjection to some wealthy and powerful minority, who could manipulate the rules to their advantage.7 The famous text attributed to Étienne de La Boétie, Discourse on Voluntary Servitude (Discours de la servitude volontaire), of which Montaigne may even be the real author, was less an attack on monarchical government as such than a critique of its corruption through the venality of offices, and the replacement of obedience to the law, with degrading forms of personal dependence and subjection.8 In the absence of representative institutions that shared with the king the exercise of sovereignty, restoring the law did not mean establishing a constitutional monarchy in the modern sense of the term; however, it may result in a limitation of royal power, reinforcing the traditional role of control and mediation of the magistracy.

Montaigne’s position on the question of natural law was quite radical: he believed men were capable of recognizing, within their own individual conscience, the existence of the law of God; but he also thought that, in practice, they could never fully agree among themselves on its actual content, and on the application of its principles. In the absence of a universally recognized law of nature, all existing social norms had as their only foundation the consensus of a particular group of people, who were prepared to accept them. Predictably, these instances of limited consensus may endorse a range of widely diverging, and even totally opposed practices: sometimes actions that were regarded as reprehensible, and even criminal in a particular society, were admired and encouraged in another. The same principle applied to the different forms of political regimes that depended—like any other feature of human custom—on tradition and habit, often uncritically accepted by the mass of the people. Thus the populations used to monarchical rule, or those raised within republican institutions, were inclined to reproduce the same political model, even when circumstances offered them the opportunity to change it:

Nations brought up to liberty and to ruling themselves consider any other form of government monstrous and contrary to nature. Those who are accustomed to monarchy do the same. And whatever easy chance fortune offers them to change, even when with great difficulties they have rid themselves of the importunity of one master, they run to supplant him with another, with similar difficulties, because they cannot make up their minds to hate domination itself.9

This approach led to an essentially ambivalent vision of the law. On the one hand, because human justice was conventional and artificial and was sustained by habit rather than founded upon natural principles, it could easily endorse arbitrary, worthless, and even positively bad legislation. Montaigne stated very clearly that human societies were often governed by bizarre and apparently unjustified customs, which could nevertheless command the respect and obedience of the people: “I think that there falls into man’s imagination no fantasy so wild that it does not match the example of some public practice, and for which, consequently, our reason does not find a stay and a foundation.”10

On the other hand the existence of consensus, even on imperfect norms, was in itself a positive factor, as it demonstrated the presence of a degree of sociability and harmony and of reasonably peaceful relations within a given community. In this respect the Wars of Religion had tragically shown what happened to a society when its members could no longer agree on any basic rule, or when legislation changed all the time under the pressure of opposed parties: the only alternatives to social consensus—however objectionable its content—were anarchy, prevarication, and the destructive use of violence.

The second major tradition that shaped Montaigne’s political views was the study of history, as the source for the observation and prediction of human behavior. A keen reader of all kind of historical narratives and chronicles, Montaigne was inspired above all by the influential works of the Florentine writers Nicolò Machiavelli and Francesco Guicciardini, who built on historical examples, to formulate general predictions about the behavior of individuals and the evolution of societies. Although Montaigne’s political thought has often been associated with Machiavelli’s, he was in fact methodologically far closer to the views of Guicciardini, who in his History of Italy (Storia d’Italia) of 1561 used the notion of differenza (difference) to stress the unique character of all historical events: in spite of similarities and apparent cyclical repetitions in human vicissitudes, no given context or episode could ever be said to be identical to any other.11

The problem, as Montaigne saw it, was that, while it was possible to identify broad trends in human behavior, individual as well as collective, such trends could never be confidently relied on to establish general laws, or to predict the future. The reason was that people were so unstable in their beliefs and impulses that they might deviate at any time from the course of action one may reasonably expect from them. Inevitably this incoherence in individual attitudes was amplified and complicated whenever historical movements implied the interaction of large numbers of persons:

Those who make a practice of comparing human actions are never so perplexed as when they try to see them as a whole and in the same light; for they commonly contradict each other so strangely that it seems impossible that they have come from the same shop… . There is some justification for basing a judgment of a man on the most ordinary acts of his life; but in view of the natural instability of our conduct and opinions, it has often seemed to me that even good authors are wrong to insist on fashioning a consistent and solid fabric out of us.12

Montaigne’s skepticism about the possibility to generalize and predict human conduct had both epistemic and moral consequences that necessarily affected his analysis of political issues.13 To begin with, it cast doubts on any doctrine that regarded politics as a special domain, ruled by its own laws and associated with particular skills proper to the art of government. In particular, Machiavelli’s provocative suggestion—set forth in The Prince (Il Principe) in 1515—that power was best preserved by strategies of deceit and manipulation lost much of its credibility.14 As humans were unpredictable, such strategies were likely to backfire and to generate unforeseen consequences; thus, those cunning individuals who resorted to falsity and treason to gain power or to promote their cause may easily discover they had compromised their honor and integrity for nothing. The Machiavellian vision of the people as a credulous, amorphous mass, best led by superiorly cunning rulers, was similarly undermined: just like individuals, masses were capable of reacting in unexpected ways, and the demagogical leaders who appealed to their instincts could never be confident to achieve the desired outcome. For the same reasons, the choice to behave following one’s interest rather than one’s conscience—utility rather than honesty—was cognitively flawed, as there was no evidence that immoral actions were more likely to prove advantageous to those who performed them than virtuous ones. In the uncertainty, it was wiser for private individuals, as well as for sovereigns, to follow the path of virtue, trusting in God for the success of the outcome.15

Clearly, the cognitive failure of prediction based upon past experience had also relevant moral consequences: it meant that individuals were not at the mercy of irresistible historical forces but may freely chose to resist against them. Indeed, individual gestures of courage, forgiveness, or reconciliation had sometimes the power to turn the course of events. On the whole Montaigne did not delude himself as to the efficacy of such initiatives; however, in the Essays he described a number of episodes, including some of which he himself had been the protagonist, in which the outcome of spontaneous acts of trust and generosity had been a positive one.16

Obviously the greater responsibility for the condition of a given country rested with its rulers and with the great and mighty, who had the power to influence events; however, each person was morally responsible, to some degree, for what was happening in their community, even if their lowly place in society meant that their role was very small. This point is extremely important, as the writer was well aware of the sentiments of impotence and passive resignation generated by the conflict; he recognized such sentiments in himself, and he felt they must be resisted as far as possible. In particular, he argued that assuming the role of passive spectator (as he admittedly had often done) did not exonerate one from some measure of responsibility, for the actions that others had been allowed, unopposed, to perform: “The corruption of the age is produced by the individual contribution of each one of us; some contribute treachery, others injustice, irreligion, tyranny, avarice, cruelty, in accordance with their greater power; the weaker ones bring stupidity, vanity, idleness, and I am one of them.”17

Another consequence of the limits of prediction concerned the broader view of human progress. If the future could not be anticipated, the notion that mankind was doomed to corruption and decline—a view authoritatively represented by the Augustinian tradition—appeared presumptuous, since it implied a certain knowledge of God’s will that no one could claim to possess.18 How could men presume to understand the inscrutable designs of God when they were unable to master their own? The belief that human history could evolve only in a negative direction, moving toward moral decadence, betrayed a lack of faith in God’s infinite goodness and mercy. It revealed at the same time a limited vision of human reality: while France, for example, was experiencing an age of crisis and conflict, in many other regions of the earth other populations may be traversing a period of peace and prosperity:

When the vines freeze in my village, my priest infers that the wrath of God is upon the human race, and judges that the cannibals already have the pip. Seeing our civil wars, who does not cry out that this mechanism is being turned topsy-turvy, and that the judgment day has us by the throat, without reflecting that many worse things have happened, and that ten thousand parts of the world, to our one, are meanwhile having a gay time?19

It is easy to see that Montaigne’s skeptical assault against the predictive use of history cut both ways. On the one hand, the difficulty of anticipating the consequences of human actions pleaded in favor of the preservation of the status quo; it was potentially a politically conservative position, one that discouraged radical change and novelty. Disrupting an established social and religious order (as the reformers were doing) to enforce a new, and supposedly better one, seemed a reckless and hazardous exercise:

I am disgusted with innovation, in whatever guise, and with reason, for I have seen very harmful effects of it. The one that has been oppressing us for so many years is not the sole author of our troubles, but one may say with good reason that that it has accidentally produced and endangered everything, even the troubles and ruins that have been happening since without it, and against it; it has itself to blame.20

The incalculable side effects of subversion—such as anarchy, violence, and war—were generally likely to prove far more destructive than any faults and abuses associated with the old system. Moreover, these evils would affect more harshly the poorer, weaker members of society who suffered merely to satisfy the ambitions of a militant, fanatical minority. As to the desired new order, it was unclear what it might be like (if it was ever established) and who might possibly benefit from it; again, lack of reliable experience undermined the credibility of untested political experiments.

On the other hand, Montaigne’s insistence on personal responsibility, his belief that ordinary people had ideally the power to change the course of events, opened the door to a new understanding of the position of individuals within society. His critique of Machiavellian politics presented “the people” not as a passive, indistinct crowd but as a community of individuals capable of autonomous sentiments and choices, even if these were confused and misguided. In this perspective politics was not seen as the application of a set of established rules, or of a specific doctrine, but an open field of experience in constant transformation. Although it is the first aspect of Montaigne’s thought—the one that qualifies him as a conservative quietist—that has been more widely endorsed by interpreters, this second aspect is, in the same way, the inescapable consequence of his skeptical approach.


FORMS OF REGIME

In the light of these premises, how can we best describe Montaigne’s position regarding the different forms of political regimes and the French monarchy in particular? Like many of his contemporaries, the writer had absorbed, from his classical education, a great admiration for Greek and Roman republican institutions. In the Essays he expressed, without developing it, the view that republics represented the most obvious and just form of government, as they reflected the natural equality of men; he also suggested that collective decisions were generally more reliable than those taken by one man alone.21 This imaginative attachment to classical republicanism was bound to remain purely speculative: as it has been suggested above, for Montaigne the different forms of government were not a matter of choice but of circumstances; they rested upon habit and tradition rather than on principles. In other words he believed, realistically, that people would readily obey those authorities to which they had been used, and who could command their loyalty, regardless of their objective merits. Thus we can assume that the idea of turning a well-established kingdom like France into a republic would seem too implausible to be worth contemplating (a justified perplexity, widely shared, two centuries later, by many observers of the revolution of 1789).

In addition to the classical republican themes, the Essays presented a number of critical observations about the character of royalty and social privilege that reflected standard Christian arguments about the vanity of human pomp and power and the vices associated with them. The pivot of these converging critiques was the view that monarchy entrusted unlimited power to a single individual, who did not necessarily possess the superior virtues and capacities required by his exalted role. Moreover, the elevated position of princes, by separating them since birth from ordinary people, made it difficult for them to understand the real circumstances of the country they were called to rule. The fact that they received a sheltered education, and were surrounded by sycophantic and obsequious courtiers, did not help to prepare them for their difficult task.22

Montaigne’s reservations about royal power, essentially based on the idea of men’s natural equality, echoed to some extent the doctrines set forth by the Huguenot theorists known as “monarchomachs,” who must have been familiar to him through his association with Henry of Navarre’s circle. The writings of writers such as Philippe Duplessis-Mornay, François Hotman, and Théodore de Bèze did not attack monarchical regimes as such but what they saw as the current degeneration of the French monarchy, for which the Valois kings were deemed responsible. According to them, the transformation of the French kings into tyrants was caused, first, by the corruption of public institutions and of the law; second, by the persecution and mass murder of those who followed the true faith, the Huguenots. To some extent the monarchomachs’s analysis overlapped with the preoccupations of those magistrates like Montaigne who advocated the reform of the law and the abolition of venality (this is why, incidentally, they were able to make political use of La Boétie’s Discourse, which was published anonymously after the Saint Bartholomew’s Day massacre in 1572 under the title of Contr’un as part of a set of Protestant pamphlets). But the similarities stopped there: while Montaigne might share the vision of a monarchy limited by legal boundaries, he was obviously very distant from any militant Calvinist bias.23

If regimes were unlikely to change, what could a single individual actually do if he was subject to a form of rule he judged arbitrary and corrupt or that he did not approve of for other reasons? The answer was that he should in any case submit to the decisions of the majority in order to preserve civil peace; he might, however, preserve his independence by refraining from the servile pursuit of favor and patronage. In his work Montaigne subscribed to the humanist ideal of the “honest man” (honnête homme), someone who was ready, if called, to serve the state but who refused to do so at the cost of his integrity by performing base or immoral actions.24 While this posture of dignified independence echoed a common literary convention, the originality and potentially subversive force of Montaigne’s analysis came from another dimension of the Essays, namely, the systematic exposure of the instances of injustice and oppression widely present in supposedly civilized, Christian societies.

Throughout the text the author developed a sort of phenomenology of domination, illustrating the most flagrant instances he could observe around him: beggars starving at the door of the wasteful rich; a corrupt justice that favored the socially privileged and victimized the poor; a system of punishments characterized by unnecessary cruel and barbarous torments; the prevarications of arrogant and brutal warlords; the futile perversity of religious persecutions. These evils, although well represented in contemporary France, were not necessarily associated with a particular form of regime, as republics were also capable of abuses and injustice and were equally vulnerable to tactics of manipulation and deceit on the part of their rulers. Similarly, cruelty and persecution were not the distinctive trait of one particular religious culture, as all sects were prone to intolerance and fanaticism. Oppression and domination were not, in fact, exercised exclusively by rulers over the people but trickled down the whole fabric of society: children were often brutalized by their parents and their masters; the disabled and insane by the able-bodied (witness the persecution of those presumed to be witches and sorcerers); even animals became the innocent victims of human cruelty. If one looked beyond the frontiers of the kingdom, one could also observe Christian sovereigns presiding over the massacre of innocent native populations or orchestrating the extermination of inoffensive religious minorities (witness, for example, the conduct of the Spanish colonists in Mexico and that of the king of Portugal toward the Jews).25

Today this broad vision of human rights and their violation has become commonplace: modern legislation anticipates the possibility of abuses committed at all levels of social interaction, and we have international tribunals to judge the violation of human rights involving different populations or ethnic and religious groups. However, in the late sixteenth century, such themes had no place in political discourse proper: at best they belonged to unchartered domain of custom and morality. By emphasizing these kinds of issues, Montaigne placed himself outside the conventional sphere of analysis of power in a vacuum where no human authority was sovereign, or could be deemed accountable, except possibly in the eyes of God.

Concerning contemporary France, if Montaigne was unsympathetic toward the ideals of the Reformation, the reason was not that he failed to recognize the corruption of the Roman Catholic Church and of Christian institutions in general (Michel de l’Hôpital’s projected reforms had included the suppression of a variety of abuses in the administration of the French church). The ground for his hostility was rather the fact that the religious conflict had shifted the focus of public concern away from issues that could be effectively addressed by those in power, such as the relief of poverty, corruption, taxation, and such, toward a series of intractable doctrinal disputes. This is not the place to discuss the nature of Montaigne’s religious beliefs, a subject that has been for centuries, and still remains, highly controversial. Throughout his life Montaigne professed himself a Catholic, and the Essays, when first published in 1580, received the imprimatur of the Church of Rome. However, a century later, the same work was accused of materialism and atheism and placed on the index of forbidden books. Since then, many of its readers have doubted the sincerity of Montaigne’s allegiance to Catholic orthodoxy, and they have variably considered his work as the expression of combined Epicurean, Stoic, or Skeptic doctrines.26

What can be safely assumed is that Montaigne had no interest in the dogmatic disputes at the heart of the religious conflict, which he regarded as both obscure and intractable. For him human beliefs were personal and inscrutable, and they remained quite separate from outward religious practices and their codification. In the Essays he expressed the view that very few scholars in Europe could fully grasp the implications of such controversies, while the vast majority of those who fought in their name had only a very remote and approximate understanding of what they meant. In any case, true faith and sincere belief could never lead to aggression and violence as the values of religion were those of love, charity, and compassion. Thus in the struggle between Catholics and Huguenots, religious dogmas served as mere pretexts to settle conflicts of power and interest and to advance the ambitions of a few unscrupulous leaders. The latter were especially guilty, in Montaigne’s eyes, for exposing to torture and death their hapless subordinates who followed their cause and endorsed precepts they did not understand merely out of personal deference and loyalty. In this, as in other dimensions of life, in a traditionally hierarchical society the lower orders were sacrificed to the reckless and irresponsible conduct of their superiors. For all these reasons Montaigne was favorable—and within his capacities worked for—a compromise that might end a conflict that had produced decades of instability and violence, even if this meant supporting a sovereign who belonged to the “wrong” religion. The term politique, applied at the time to people in both camps who took this view, was meant to be derogatory: “political” was someone who placed instrumental considerations above loyalty to the true faith. And indeed for Montaigne the first allegiance was to the preservation of life and to the rebuilding of social consensus rather than to some obscure truths, inaccessible, in his view, to human reason.


REBUILDING SOCIABILITY

It is legitimate to ask whether, beyond the immediate target of ending the war, Montaigne envisaged any specific remedies to redress the dismal conditions in which French society had been precipitated by the civil conflict. In his capacity as mayor of Bordeaux, Montaigne raised once again the issue of “equal justice” in a letter addressed in 1583 to the king Henry III on behalf of the town’s jurade, and he apparently advised Henry IV to the same effect.27 However, when the question was finally addressed by the King’s Council in 1604, some years after the writer’s death, the finances of the crown were far too depleted to allow the abandonment of an important source of revenue such as the sale of offices; in the end, the reform was confined to a better organization and discipline of the practice.28

Quite apart from the faults in royal administration, Montaigne was convinced that the crisis associated with the Reformation had deep roots in the progressive deterioration of public ethos and collective mentalities. For generations that part of French (and European) society that enjoyed the benefits of education had been merely formed for military duties and combat to the detriment of other, more peaceful forms of learning. The brutality of the aristocracy, and its familiarity with the use of force, had naturally communicated itself to the rest of the people, as violence was on the whole far easier to learn than most useful skills. With the advent of the wars, indifference to suffering, prevarication, and cruelty had become commonplace; the writer even deplored the cult of martyrs developed by both religious camps, since the admiration for people who were ready to endure torture and death was the mark of a society that had lost all sense of self-preservation.29 While aristocrats were brutal and uneducated, at the bottom of the social scale the laboring poor subsisted in conditions of such physical and moral deprivation that they were necessarily excluded from the public life of the community, and even from ordinary human exchanges.

In Montaigne’s view this dismal state of affairs called for a radical change in education, both within the family and in institutions, as the only means to reshape public attitudes. In the decades following the writer’s death, the project of a major educational offensive as a response to the crisis opened by the Reformation was destined to gain ground in various sections of Catholic opinion. Obviously what Montaigne had in mind was not some crusade for the religious indoctrination of the people, of the kind commonly associated with the Counter-Reformation. In the Essays he pleaded for a more spontaneous, interactive relation between teachers and pupils, and he condemned the current practice of imposing a passive assimilation of undigested notions. A recurrent theme in the book was the opposition of true knowledge and wisdom, on the one hand, and of useless pedantic learning and vane erudition, on the other.30 As part of this new pedagogical approach, Montaigne thought that any tendency toward violence displayed by children should be discouraged (in contrast with contemporary attitudes that ignored or minimized such inclinations); at the same time, children themselves must not become the victims of harsh physical punishments, even less of the casual brutality of parents and masters. Montaigne’s stand in favor of a more gentle, spontaneous, and imaginative treatment of pupils echoed the pioneering pedagogical strategies experimented at the time by the newly created Jesuit colleges; they also anticipated the project of an anti-authoritarian education, as close as possible to natural sentiments and instincts, set forth in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Émile, or of Education (Émile, ou de l’éducation) in 1762.31

Another aspect of Montaigne’s concern with the reconstruction of peace and sociability were the repeated allusions in his work to the necessity of a better communication between people. To prevent civil conflict, the members of a community must be able to talk to one another across partisan and class divides. In the aftermath of the Wars of Religion this meant in the first instance the possibility, for those who had suffered loss and abuses, to express publicly their grievances. All royal decrees promulgated at times of pacification imposed not just a general amnesty for the crimes committed during the wars, but also their “oblivion” (oubliance), their definitive suppression from collective memory (this was also true of the Edict of Nantes of 1598 that sanctioned the end of the conflict). Montaigne was convinced that such imposed “forgetfulness” would not help to remove resentment, fear, and suffering from people’s mind unless victims could express freely what they felt—an approach that anticipated some modern, post–World War II experiences of civil reconciliation.32

At a different level, Montaigne cited repeatedly the example of Socrates (and, implicitly, that of Christ) to claim that one should learn to talk to people in all paths of life, including uneducated persons such as peasants and manual laborers: “Socrates makes his soul move with a natural and common motion. So says a peasant, so says a woman. His mouth is full of anything but carters, joiners, cobblers and masons. His are inductions and smiles drawn from the commonest and best-known actions of men; everyone understands him.”33 Because the survival of society depended essentially on the efforts of its most humble members, who guaranteed to the more privileged their means of existence and their material comfort, such persons should not be excluded from public discourse. Although the preface to the Essays claimed that the book was intended exclusively for the use of the author’s friends and family, the choice of an informal, approachable, nondogmatic style of narrative, the casual modesty of the presentation, betrayed Montaigne’s desire to reach out to and converse on equal terms with his potential readers.34

It is unclear how the ideals of a less authoritarian education and of easier, more egalitarian social interactions might be enacted. The Essays give no specific indications to this effect, and in any case such developments were beyond the scope of any legislative or institutional intervention, and they must be left to individual initiative. By expressing them, Montaigne anticipated a view destined to be central to the reflection of eighteenth-century writers, and that most forcefully expressed by Immanuel Kant in his famous article “What Is Enlightenment” (1786)35: that political and constitutional reforms, however just, would prove vain, and have no durable impact upon people’s lives, unless they were accompanied by the radical transformation of moral attitudes and collective mentalities:

Those who in my time have tried to correct the world’s morals by new ideas, reform the superficial vices; the essential ones they leave as they were, if they do not increase them; and increase is to be feared. People are likely to rest from all other well doing on the strength of these external, arbitrary reforms, which cost us less and bring greater acclaim; and thereby they satisfy at little expense the other natural, consubstantial and internal vices.36

Unlike legislative or administrative measures, this transformation could not be effected from above, or entrusted to culturally superior minorities. Montaigne did not set much trust in the role of guidance exercised by social elites, as he believed these were generally inclined to second popular prejudices rather than attempt to correct them. Thus progress must come from below, from people’s individual moral awareness and from their spontaneous efforts.

A DIFFICULT LEGACY

Apparently Montaigne’s discussion of all major political issues led the reader systematically into some kind of impasse: laws were not founded on valid principles but must be upheld; the French monarchy was corrupt but no alternative form of regime was likely to replace it; people should be free in their beliefs, but such beliefs were likely to prove unfounded and contrary to reason; the outcome of all human actions was so uncertain that acting according to virtue, or from calculated self-interest, they may easily have similar practical consequences. This circularity was, in fact, the deliberate product of the writer’s skeptical approach: in the text each issue was presented by exploring its different sides, testing opposed and contradictory arguments, without offering any firm conclusion, leaving readers free to form their own opinions.37 At the same time the Essays tried to capture the constant fluctuations in human sentiments and beliefs, showing how men’s disposition, and their conduct, were unstable through time and therefore could not be described by fixed laws. Inevitably these provocative, and largely experimental, discursive strategies make it difficult to define precisely the nature of Montaigne’s political message: in the absence of a straightforward declaration of intents on his part, his legacy continues to defy classification. Indeed, the only point on which his interpreters seem to agree is the recognition of his reluctance to take sides and to commit himself to a particular cause, if not his deliberate concealment of his true opinions. In the eyes of posterity he remains, to all effects, a politique: someone who does not belong to any party but takes a pragmatic and opportunistic stand in any current conflict.38

Taking these difficulties into account, Montaigne’s political thought has been generally identified with two distinct positions, two alternative versions of what may be called a proto-liberal approach. The first of these is best described as a form of pessimistic conservatism based on mistrust of state power and on the priority of individual survival. According to this perspective, in a context characterized by insecurity, violence, and fanaticism, the preservation of self becomes the only reasonable objective. While affecting to respect the law, all political power invariably operates outside its acknowledged constitutional boundaries, threatening the freedom and property of subjects. Similarly, all projects of radical reform inevitably deviate from their aspirations to improvement, either because they fail to take into account a number of unintended consequences or because they are side-tracked and distorted by unscrupulous opportunists. Thus, far from aiming at the pursuit of the common good, prudent political action can take only the less ambitious form of an exercise in the limitation of damage. Judith Shklar has labelled this approach “liberalism of fear,” implicitly linking the destructions and atrocities of Montaigne’s own time with the apocalyptic experience of twentieth-century war and genocide.39 The shift in historical context is justified because, according to this interpretation, the risk of tyranny and dissolution is permanent, and any society might precipitate at any time into a condition of lawlessness and chaos.

The second, more benign interpretation of the Essays, associates Montaigne with the defense of “humanist” values such as freedom of conscience, toleration, and compassion. While these values originally belong to the Renaissance tradition of civic humanism, they are seen as the prefiguration of the modern, possibly timeless, commitment to universal human rights.40 Montaigne’s attention to the transnational and transcultural scope of oppression made him a natural candidate for this pioneering role. In this reading, as in the “conservative” one, it is claimed that the Essays endorsed the separation between the public and the private sphere.41 In the “liberalism of fear” version the separation is necessary to protect individuals from the arbitrary and menacing power of the state; in the humanist alternative, the separation is inevitable because the needs and aspirations of individuals transcend the boundaries of any specific political setting. In particular such values as mercy and charity, with their marked Christian and universalistic connotation, are quite different from the patriotic virtues that form the ethos of classical republicanism. In the republican tradition, revived by Machiavelli, the focus was in fact on the defense of the state’s independence, and on the citizens’ commitment to fight for their collective liberty—a perspective clearly at odds with the cosmopolitan and peace-seeking outlook of the Essays.

Somehow both these readings consider Montaigne as a forerunner of modern liberalism, without, however, the support of those constitutional prerequisites that have structured liberal doctrines since the seventeenth century, such as equal rights, popular sovereignty, or the separation of powers. Thus Montaigne appears simultaneously as very “modern” in his choice of values and yet oblivious of, or uninterested in, the institutional instruments necessary to bring about and enforce them. Accordingly, his reputation as a moralist has largely overshadowed any political implications of his work. It is unsurprising, in the circumstances, that one of the most lasting and influential incarnations of the Essays should be as a guide for the achievement of the good life: the same philosophical rules designed to help the subjects of the collapsing Valois monarchy to survive their predicament continue to be invoked to solve the existential difficulties of the citizens of the permissive, shapeless democracies of today. Paradoxically the Essays have become a kind of antipolitical manual, a spiritual guide for nonbelievers, well suited, as Pierre Manent has recently suggested, to a civilization that has resigned itself to a condition of impotence and passivity.42

Setting aside the question of their anachronistic use of categories, such as liberalism, private sphere, or human rights, these interpretations do actually identify some relevant moods and undertones of the Essays, and they can find support in different passages in the text. What they fail to do, however, is to capture the full scope of Montaigne’s skeptical method when applied to the analysis of political phenomena: they tend to see it more like a handicap—a cause for hesitation and uncertainty and an obstacle to action—rather than as a powerful intellectual and practical resource. In the first instance, skeptical analysis is used by Montaigne as a critical tool to expose and undermine the foundations of Old Regime society, of a society that is built upon bonds of personal dependence rather than on relations of equality and exchange. At the surface this critique takes the form of a detached, almost ethnographical illustration of a variety of social practices: vividly narrated through a series of unrelated episodes, anecdotes, and personal observations, it gradually comes together to form a devastating picture of barbarism, superstition, and enslavement. Building upon this diverse empirical evidence, the writer is then able to question the principles of authority upon which such society is founded: the law, royal power, religious dogmas and rituals, social hierarchy. What he shows is not that such authorities are necessarily worthless or even evil but rather that they have no legitimacy other than the one derived from collective opinion: they subsist only because people are prepared to believe in them and give them their obedience.

Montaigne’s attack on the principles of the Old Regime was not accompanied by the project of subverting the existing order, replacing it with a better one (the position that is generally, and probably wrongly, attributed to Étienne de La Boétie). What he tentatively set forth instead was the idea of a new type of community, one founded upon greater equality and upon cooperative relations of social and economic exchange. As he explained in “Of vanity” (III, 9), talking about his own preference for relations based on the exchange of money rather than on personal obligation:

Now I hold that we should live by right and authority, not by reward or favour. How many gallant men have chosen rather to lose their lives than to owe them! I avoid subjecting myself to any sort of obligation, but especially any that binds me by a debt of honor. I find nothing so expensive as that which is given me, and for which my will remains mortgaged by the claim of gratitude, and I more willingly accept services that are for sale. Rightly so, I think: for the latter I give only money, for the others I give myself.43

In other words his focus was on redesigning civil society rather than the institutions that might govern it. No doubt this way of approaching the question betrayed a great distrust in the instruments of political action—whether they came from below, in the form of subversion and revolt, or from above, through the exercise of power by a ruling minority. For these reasons the idea of a separation between the private and the public sphere applied to the Essays is misleading: far from establishing a barrier, Montaigne’s approach blurred the boundaries between the two, placing individual needs and choices at the center of collective initiatives and giving to what will be later called “liberty of the moderns” its first tentative formulation.

The same methodological instruments employed to question the foundations of the Old Regime were turned by Montaigne against the categories generally used to describe, classify, and predict the functioning of political systems, undermining the contemporary ambitions of the Machiavellian school to provide an art or science of government. The abandonment of a vision of history based on predetermined cycles of growth and decadence opened the path for a more open, flexible view of political action: individual experience alone—as the writer argued in the last chapter of Book III, “Of experience”—could provide guidance, offering indications that must be constantly adjusted and reassessed through time:

There is no desire more natural than the desire for knowledge. We try all the ways that can lead us to it. When reason fails us, we use experience … which is a weaker and less dignified means. But truth is so great a thing that we must not disdain any medium that will lead us to it. Reason has so many shapes that we know not which to lay hold of; experience has no fewer. The inference that we try to draw from the resemblance of events is uncertain, because they are always dissimilar: there is no quality so universal in this aspect of things that diversity and variety.44

As in the case of his universalism, Montaigne’s rejection of historical teleology makes the reflection of the Essays more instructive to confront the uncertain developments of the twenty-first century than the doctrines of progress characteristic of the mainstream liberal tradition.

It is impossible to measure the full impact that Montaigne’s work exercised on the more focused political contributions of Enlightenment writers. This influence is clearly recognizable in single aspects of their writings, in the choice of themes as well as of the style of presentation. David Hume’s development of the skeptical critique of authority, Rousseau’s subversive use of autobiographical narrative, Montesquieu’s comparative analysis of the law, Adam Smith’s dissection of sociability, Denis Diderot’s reflection on the relation between old and new world—to mention only a few examples—all owe something to the experiment undertaken in the Essays. What is less apparent, in retrospect, is the hidden power they drew from the original model, the sheer audacity represented by the suspension of judgment on the values of a whole civilization, that Montaigne’s work made possible.
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CHAPTER 13

MONTAIGNE’S TURN TO MODERN PHILOSOPHY

ANN HARTLE

MICHEL DE MONTAIGNE stands at the most decisive moment in the history of philosophy, the moment between premodern and modern philosophy. Montaigne himself is that moment. He turns away from the contemplation of the Whole to the study of himself. This turn, referred to as the turn of modern philosophy to the “Subject,” is most often described in terms of Descartes’s cogito, the “epistemological Subject,” which is the condition for modern science, and as Machiavelli’s prince, the “political Subject,” which is the foundation of modern political philosophy. I will argue that Montaigne’s turn to himself is the act in which the philosopher becomes the “social Subject” who brings society into existence.1


ARISTOTLE AND MODERN PHILOSOPHY

Scholarly approaches to the philosophical meaning and importance of the Essays have focused on three basic themes: Montaigne as a Renaissance thinker, as a humanist, and as a skeptic. While each of these approaches sheds light on aspects of the work, none is sufficiently attentive to its radical novelty. What is new and original in Montaigne can be discovered primarily through his relationship to Aristotle: modern philosophy originates in the rejection of Aristotle’s first principles. The philosophy of Aristotle, as appropriated by scholastic theologians such as Thomas Aquinas, was the teaching that dominated the universities. “The god of scholastic knowledge is Aristotle; … his authority is the end beyond which it is not permitted to inquire.” Aristotle’s first principles had become our presuppositions, and “whoever is believed in his presuppositions, he is our master and our God; he will plant his foundations so broad and easy that by them he will be able to raise us, if he wants, up to the clouds.”2

Premodern philosophy has its origin in the realization of the fundamental distinction between the theoretical and the practical. Aristotle distinguishes philosophy from the sciences of production. Men first began to engage in philosophy because they wondered about why things are the way they are. At first, they wondered about “the most familiar and obvious things” and then advanced to “the greatest matters,” that is, the phenomena of the moon, the stars, and the origins of the universe. When the philosopher confronts the world, he removes himself from the realm of practice in which most human beings are immersed and takes the theoretical stance toward the Whole. That is, he wants to know what is “in itself” and “for its own sake,” not in its usefulness for man. “Evidently then we do not seek it for the sake of any other advantage; but as the man is free, we say, who exists for his own sake and not for another’s, so we pursue this as the only free science, for it alone exists for its own sake.”3

Philosophy is best and free because it is useless, that is, it serves no end outside itself for its end is the activity itself. It is good “in itself.” This is expressed also in the very first words of Aristotle’s Ethics:

the good is that at which all things aim. But there appears to be a certain difference among the ends: some ends are activities, others are certain works apart from the activities themselves, and in those cases in which there are certain ends apart from the actions, the works are naturally better than the activities.4

Activities that are ends in themselves (for their own sake) are higher than those in which the end is something apart from the activity, that is, production or work.

Final cause, or “end,” is the good, the completion or perfection of a being in accordance with its nature or form. The activity of philosophy is the perfection of the human form because it is the actualization of what is highest in man, his intellect. The realization of this end begins in experience, in the practice of everyday life, and ascends through the servile arts to philosophical contemplation, the perfection of the theoretical attitude toward the world. What is highest in man is his participation in the divine activity of “thought thinking thought.” The philosopher is, in this sense, divine. Aristotle does indeed lift us up to the clouds.

The distinction between the theoretical and the practical orders the human world. Leisure is the condition for the theoretical stance toward the world that becomes possible only when men are freed from the necessities of production to pursue knowledge “for its own sake.” Leisure is also the condition for moral virtue, that is, the development of a noble rather than a servile character. The city exists for the sake of noble actions, not merely for the sake of life but for “the good life.” This requires the presence of philosophy within the city: its presence is essential to the presence of “the higher things” that constitute the good life. The place of philosophy in the city, however, is not to rule. On the contrary, it is precisely to be the presence of something higher than rule and thus to limit the power of rule.

The way in which philosophy is a limitation on political power can be seen in Josef Pieper’s discussion of leisure: leisure and philosophy are essential to human freedom for they show that human beings are themselves free, that they exist for themselves and are not simply instruments. If the completion and perfection of human nature is freedom from the merely useful, then human nature as such possesses that inherent dignity.5 The theoretical-practical distinction, then, should protect all men from servility, from instrumentalization.

However, “the good life” actually requires the institution of slavery. The leisure that allows the emergence of the noble character and of the philosopher is possible only on the condition that others are slaves and exist for the sake of the masters. One might argue that the practice of slavery in Greek civilization stands as the great contradiction to Pieper’s account and proves that philosophy is ineffective in protecting human freedom and dignity.

In Book 1 of the Politics Aristotle does provide a defense of the practice of slavery. However, it is a very restrained and limited defense. Slavery is just only when it is natural and it is natural only when the slave is not capable of existing for himself: the natural inequality between master and slave is so great that the slave also benefits from the relationship. Aristotle goes so far as to say that, in those cases, there can even be a kind of friendship between masters and slaves. But, in fact, slaves in Greek cities were captives taken by force in war, and few, if any, were slaves “by nature.” Indeed, philosophy judges as unjust precisely that practice, slavery, which makes possible the leisure that is its own condition. Aristotle does not justify conventional slavery, but he accepts it. He does not see the role of philosophy as eliminating the injustice of unnatural slavery. Thus, the philosopher’s teaching about justice is ineffective and he does not intend that it should be effective. The ineffectiveness of philosophy is simply the result of the natural distinction between the theoretical and the practical, the very distinction that is supposed to protect the weak.6

Montaigne’s new philosophy transcends the theoretical-practical distinction for, of itself, it produces an effect, an effect that is not different from the thought. This is his turn to modern philosophy. He turns from the contemplation of the Whole to the study of himself and becomes “an unpremeditated and accidental philosopher.”

UNPREMEDITATED AND ACCIDENTAL PHILOSOPHY

The Essays of Michel de Montaigne do not look like any philosophical work of the tradition. Indeed, they do not look like philosophy at all: there are no first principles, no arguments, no conclusions, no evident philosophical teaching. True, there are hundreds of quotations from the ancients, but Montaigne’s “own” philosophy, his own philosophical teaching (if, indeed, there is one) is nowhere to be seen. On the other hand, Michel de Montaigne himself is always visible: the Essays, as he often tells us, are all about him and only about him.

The invisibility of his own philosophy in the Essays has led many to suppose that Montaigne is not a philosopher at all, but simply the inventor of the new literary form of the essay. Yet, Montaigne does describe himself as a philosopher, although only once, in the Essays. In fact, he is “a new figure: an unpremeditated and accidental philosopher.” He is an unpremeditated philosopher because he says the first words that come to his mouth. His thoughts, his “caprices” are born out of himself and have no model, yet they resemble and are mistaken for the “humors” of ancient philosophy. His mores are weak and natural for he has not followed any philosophical discipline to strengthen them. But when the desire to tell them seizes him, he calls upon the help of ancient philosophy to express them so that he might go out a bit more decently in public. Then he marvels at just how much his weak mores conform, by accident, to so many of the teachings and examples of ancient philosophy.7

Unpremeditated and accidental philosophy both reveals and conceals him. His accidental similarity to ancient philosophy makes him visible: he expresses his caprices and his weak natural mores in the fragments of ancient philosophy. But it also hides him because it covers over what is new, what is his own, his “originality.” That is, it conceals him as the philosopher, indeed as the “new figure” of the philosopher. So while we see the fragments of ancient philosophy and the imperfect particular man who is brought into the light, we do not see the philosophical act, the action of Montaigne’s own thought in knowing himself. What is left unsaid and therefore hidden is what we might call the “stance,” the attitude that he takes toward himself in knowing himself. That is what is new and cannot be expressed in the terms of ancient philosophy because it is actually a new stance—neither theoretical nor practical—that defines and constitutes the philosophy that is new or modern.

The term that Montaigne uses to capture his stance toward himself is “spying”: “I who spy on myself more closely, who have my eyes unceasingly intent on myself, as one who has not much business elsewhere… . I would hardly dare tell of the vanity and weakness that I find in myself.”8 The attitude of spying on himself is an attitude of detachment from himself: “I do not love myself so indiscriminately, nor am I so attached and wedded to myself, that I cannot distinguish and consider myself apart, as I do a neighbor or a tree.”9 The meaning of the accidental philosopher’s detachment from himself can be brought out by comparing this stance to that of the Aristotelian philosopher. The Aristotelian philosopher is an “essential” philosopher. He understands himself in relation to the whole of all that is and he sees himself within the natural hierarchy. What he is is entirely determined by his place within nature. Philosophy is natural to man and the philosopher is a philosopher by virtue of his actualization of the natural end of the intellect. The essential philosopher is not detached from the man: the man is essentially a philosopher.

Montaigne’s separation of himself as the philosopher from himself as the man means that there is nothing of the man in the philosopher. The philosopher, then, is without the particularities and the imperfections of the man. That is why he can see himself as he is in his imperfect particularity. This stance of the philosopher is made possible by Montaigne’s separation of self-esteem from self-love. Montaigne’s detachment from himself is his lack of self-esteem. This absence of self-esteem distinguishes his attitude from the theoretical attitude of ancient philosophy. When he spies on himself, he finds himself to be nothing more than an ordinary, common, weak, imperfect man. Explaining how he has overcome presumption, Montaigne says: “I think my opinions are good and sound; but who does not think as much of his? One of the best proofs I have of mine is the little esteem I have for myself; for if these opinions had not been very firm, they would easily have let themselves be fooled by the singular affection I have for myself.”10 His lack of self-esteem is the best proof of the truth of his opinions. He has freed himself of the bias of the self-esteem of the essential philosopher.

Ancient philosophy, then, never sees itself for what it is. It never purifies itself of the self of the philosopher because the essential philosopher does not separate his self-love from his self-esteem: he is the perfection of the human form and the highest in the hierarchy of men since he participates in the divine. Because the essential philosopher remains a participant in the hierarchy (metaphysically, epistemologically, and politically), he cannot escape the hierarchy and overcome the hierarchy. That is why Montaigne takes his new stance: it is not the stance of a participant in the hierarchy. The philosophical act overcomes the natural hierarchy and removes philosophy from nature.

The Aristotelian essential philosopher remains within nature because philosophy as contemplation is a natural activity. The thought of the mind that is within nature is receptive, bringing the Whole within itself. Montaigne sees that the mind is not within the confines of nature: it is not merely receptive but generative and productive, producing possibilities out of itself. In every aspect of his thought, then, Montaigne replaces the elements of Aristotle’s epistemology. He replaces leisure with production, memory with invention, the reception of forms with the production of representations, and contemplation with judgment.

For Aristotle, leisure is the condition for philosophy because leisure is the receptive attitude of the mind within nature. Montaigne takes up the question of leisure in an essay that he entitles “Of idleness.” By identifying leisure with mere idleness, Montaigne calls into question the very basis of classical culture and the condition for philosophy itself. Idleness, in the tradition, is the opposite of leisure. Whereas leisure is devoted to the eternal and divine things, idleness is simply wasting one’s time on vain and frivolous things. Whereas leisure is useless in the best sense, idleness is useless in the worst sense. Montaigne tells us that when he retired to solitude from public life he wanted to let his mind entertain itself in leisure. Leisure, then, is not the mind’s attitude when contemplating nature, but the mind alone with itself entertaining itself. However, he found that the mind alone with itself produced only chimeras and fantastic monsters, unnatural productions not brought into being by nature but by the imagination of the philosopher. So he writes the essays in order to put these fantastic monsters into writing so that he might contemplate them at his leisure and, in time, make his mind ashamed of itself.11 By saying that he wants to make his mind ashamed of itself, Montaigne introduces a new and strange notion of shame, the shame of the mind, the shame of the theoretical. The theoretical is shameful because it is ineffective. Montaigne, however, brings the monstrous, unnatural productions of his mind out into the public and thereby overcomes this ineffectiveness by the power of invention.

Montaigne’s memory is “monstreuse en defaillance” (monstrously deficient) but, in compensation for the imperfection of his memory, Montaigne has been given a strong imagination and the power of invention.12 Memory can give us only what has happened in the past. The power of invention is the only way in which the new can emerge in his thought because invention is the discovery of possibilities. In “Of the power of imagination” he says that his end is to tell what can happen, not what has happened.13 Invention is the power of discovery. To say that invention is discovery is not to say that it finds what is already there in things, but rather that it discovers the possible and the new in thought itself.

Graham Castor rightly points out that the change in thought brought about by the new significance of invention in the sixteenth century must be understood in contrast to Aristotle’s account of thought. Castor sees invention as a weakening of Aristotelian potentiality:

The weakening, or coarsening, of Aristotle’s ideas can be seen in the movement of thought from ‘potentiality’ to ‘possibility,’ where the idea of an existent (unexercised) power, which is expressed in the Latin potential … is watered down to that of mere accidental perhaps-ness.14

“Possibility” is “a falling-away from Aristotelian ‘potentiality.’ ”15

But possibility has this sense of weakening Aristotelian potentiality only if one accepts the principles of Aristotle’s metaphysics and epistemology. Aristotelian potentiality is relative to final cause: potentiality is a mode of being such that, when it is actualized, the completion and perfection of the form comes closer to fulfillment. Form and final cause do not allow for the emergence of the genuinely new. Potentialities are given by nature; they are given with form. In other words, potentialities are discovered in things, whereas possibilities are invented by the mind. Castor sees the turn to possibility as a weakening, a loss of the strong sense of power that is already present in nature, the power of final cause to actualize the potential in things. But Montaigne sees invention as the power of the mind to discover possibilities and to introduce the new by seeing the world in terms of what might happen, of what might be brought into being by the mind itself.

For Aristotle, the mind is like a blank tablet ready to receive the forms of things without the matter. Knowledge is the conformity of the mind to “what is” such that the form in the mind is the same as the form in the thing. For Montaigne, however, the mind does not receive the forms of things, it generates representations. It is because the mind is not within nature that it represents. The generative power of representation is one of the very few things that is said to be unique to man in the long comparison of man with the other animals in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond.” The mere ability to have the images of things in the mind without the matter is not peculiar to man but is shared by the beasts.16 Representation, however, means that man is not constrained within the natural hierarchy. “If it is true that man alone, of all the animals, has this freedom of imagination and this unruliness of thought, that represents to him that which is, that which is not, and that which he wants, the false and the true, this is an advantage that is sold him very dear and in which he has very little to glorify himself, for from it springs the principal source of the evils that press him.”17 If the capacity to receive the intelligible forms of things were distinctively human, then man would remain within the order and limits of nature. His capacity for thought would be located in a continuous ascent from sensation, which he shares with all animals, to contemplation, which he shares with the divine. The capacity for representation, however, means the freedom of the mind from nature.

Representation is the source of evils because it gives us both the true and the false, what is and what is not, and because it is affected by “what we want.” Representation is not the mind’s reception of the intelligible forms of things. A form can only be what is and what is true because the form in the mind is the same as the form in the thing, whereas a representation is produced by the mind itself. Representation is a dangerous power, especially because it allows “what we want” to determine the way we see things.

Because thinking is not the reception of forms but the generation of representations, the philosophical act is not contemplation but judgment. Forms are simply true, but representations can be true or false. Therefore, judgment must choose among representations. Truth is no longer the conformity of the intellect to the object of knowledge, such that the form in the object is the same as the form in the intellect. Truth is effected by judgment.

Montaigne says that the Essays are the essais, the tests, of his judgment.18 In his essay on the education of children, he sets out the distinction between mere learning and true education in terms of the difference between simply borrowing from the ancients, which is only an exercise of memory, and forming one’s own judgment. The student should be taught what to do with the pieces borrowed from others: “he will transform and blend them to make a work that is all his own, that is, his judgment. His education, work, and study aim only at forming this.”19 That is what Montaigne himself does with the fragments of ancient philosophy: he makes a work that is “all his own.”

Whereas contemplation makes the thing itself one’s own by receiving the form into oneself, thus subjecting the mind to the thing, judgment makes the thing itself one’s own by subjecting it to the mind. Georges Poulet explains what judgment is for Montaigne:

Judgment is the act by which the mind makes something its own. It is an act of the mind … the motion of the mind by which it envelops and unites the self and the object… . Far from being an adhesion of the mind to things, judgment is an integration of things within the mind by the mind… . This freedom of judgment is of value only when it is transformed into a choice and into an act.20

The replacement of contemplation by judgment makes philosophy effective. Contemplation is the actualization of the natural end of the mind. Judgment is the act of the mind freed from naturally given ends. Montaigne replaces “ends” with “effects” in the very first essay. Effects are not given to him by nature but are chosen as his purposes. The difference between ends and purposes is that

ends exist independently of our willing them to be; they do not originate in our willing them to be. Purposes take their origin from our willing them; purposes would not be if agents did not give them being… . Nature must be construed as end-less for modern freedom… . Ends are [now] constituted by our choice. They are our ‘projects.’21

The essential difference between contemplation and judgment, then, is that judgment is a choice. Judgment, that is, includes the will. The introduction of the will into judgment is a change of the greatest importance. Judgment becomes a “second” act of the mind, following upon its production of representations. For ancient philosophy, the theoretical is understood as having no place for the will: it is supposed to be the pure intellect simply contemplating what is, with no admixture of what the philosopher wants. Ancient philosophy cannot take this second step, the step back from its representations, for it presumes that its representations are the forms of things. Therefore, it cannot take the step back that would separate it from nature. Its own thought remains within nature. Ancient philosophy, then, cannot be transparent to itself: it cannot really overcome the presumption that philosophy must overcome because it does not recognize its natural stance within the hierarchy as presumptuous.

Presumption is “an unreasoning affection, by which we cherish ourselves, which represents us to ourselves as other than we are.”22 Montaigne represents himself as he is because he has overcome presumption at the deepest level. The absence of self-esteem makes Montaigne’s judgment pure. Because he is without self-esteem, because he separates self-esteem from his affection for himself, he is able to see himself as he is, not as he would like to be.

Montaigne writes: “Others form man; I tell of him, and represent a particular one, very ill-formed.”23 A form is an essence, a universal. Montaigne represents a particular. Whereas forms must be articulated only in their perfection, representation allows for the expression of imperfection: this particular is “very ill-formed.” Since form is perfect, it is what the thing ought to be. Montaigne’s representation of himself is true because it is not in terms of what ought to be but of what is: “what is” is particular and imperfect.

By speaking about himself as an imperfect particular, he goes against one of the most deeply ingrained customs, the custom that forbids us to speak about ourselves on account of the fear of boasting:

The supreme remedy to cure [pride] is to do just the opposite of what those people prescribe who, by prohibiting talking about oneself, even more strongly prohibit thinking about oneself. The pride lies in the thought; the tongue can have only a very slight share in it.24

Montaigne takes the pride out of thought itself by displaying himself as a common weak man and concealing and effacing himself as the philosopher. He describes his self-effacement as the “voluntary dissolution” of himself. In his discussion of the motives for suicide, he mentions first the desire to escape the evils of this world. But, as usual, he offers another possible cause: “men also sometimes desire death in the hope of a greater good.” Then, as he frequently does, he points to a Christian and a pagan example: “I desire,” says Saint Paul, “to be dissolved, to be with Jesus Christ.” And Cleombrotus of Ambracia threw himself into the sea because his reading of Plato’s Phaedo had given him such a strong desire for the life to come. Montaigne, however, is a third type: “Whence it appears how improperly we call ‘despair’ that voluntary dissolution to which we are often borne by the ardor of hope, and often by a tranquil and deliberate inclination of our judgment.”25

Only the particular philosopher can efface himself, and it must be himself that he brings into the public, as an imperfect particular man, to make his self-effacement complete and effective. That is why the Essays are about himself and only about himself. They reveal him and yet, at the same time, they are his self-effacement. That is the act in which we catch a glimpse of the philosopher as the social Subject. The social Subject is the unpremeditated and accidental philosopher.26 In revealing himself as a man and effacing himself as a philosopher, Montaigne produces his effect out of his own thought, out of his pure judgment. Unpremeditated and accidental philosophy, then, is the act of the Subject that overcomes the theoretical-practical distinction.

EFFECTING THE GOOD

The unpremeditated and accidental philosopher overcomes the theoretical-practical distinction by bringing the good into existence. The good is not a naturally given end that is actualized in him but an effect that he produces.27 The good that Montaigne produces is the overcoming of the natural hierarchy, the mastery of strong over weak, masters over slaves. He produces the remarkable effect of overcoming natural mastery through his internalization of the strength of the philosopher, the strength that is his superiority within the natural hierarchy.

We can understand Montaigne’s internalization of strength in terms of the act that Michael Oakeshott’s calls “the moralization of pride,” the act that is at the origin of political society as it is presented in Hobbes’s Leviathan. Hobbes relies on the fact that the greatest fear that most men experience is the fear of death. This fear drives them out of the state of nature and into the contract that is the commonwealth. But Hobbes recognizes that not all men can be ruled by the fear of death. The proud man would rather die than submit, would rather die than be forced to accept equality with the common men who do submit out of fear.

Since Hobbes constructs his commonwealth on the foundation of the fear of death that is characteristic of the weak, the proud or spirited, who play such an important role in the state of nature, must have no place in his commonwealth:

If Nature therefore have made men equall, that equalitie is to be acknowledged: or if Nature have made men unequall; yet because men that think themselves equall, will not enter into conditions of Peace, but upon Equall termes, such equalitie must be admitted. And therefore for the ninth law of Nature, I put this, That every man acknowledge [every] other for his Equall by Nature. The breach of this Precept is Pride.28

But, in fact, according to Oakeshott, Hobbes actually needs such proud men at the founding because they are more likely to make the first gesture toward peace. They are the ones who must be counted on to risk their lives by laying down their arms while the others retain theirs. This gesture comes not from fear but from a certain kind of generosity that can belong only to the proud. The proud achieve through courage what others achieve through rational calculation inspired by fear.

Oakeshott’s depiction of the generous man describes precisely Montaigne’s character. The man whose pride has been moralized is “a man whose disposition is to overcome fear not by reason (that is, by seeking a secure condition of external human circumstances) but by his own courage; a man not at all without imperfections and not deceived about himself, but who is proud enough to be spared the sorrow of his imperfections and the illusions of his achievements; not exactly a hero, too negligent for that, but perhaps with a touch of careless heroism about him; a man, in short, who (in Montaigne’s phrase) “knows how to belong to himself,” and who, if fortune turned out so, would feel no shame in the epitaph: “Par delicatesse / J’ai perdu ma vie.”29

The strong show themselves in despising death, thus despising “mere” life, for the sake of something higher. Montaigne hides his strength. The strength of the great has to be turned into an internal, hidden act of strength for it manifests itself naturally in the desire for the recognition that comes from the visible display of the despising of life itself in violent deeds that risk one’s life. Montaigne is the first to lay down his arms. Laying down his “arms” is laying down his strength as a philosopher. This is his voluntary submission, which looks servile and weak. One and only one man must act, and his act must look like mere submission on account of fear of death. He risks his life, but only he knows it. He must be alone, for the action takes place entirely within himself. His strength must be invisible because it must be impossible to know from the outside that it is not just weakness that moves him to be the first to lay down his arms. The strength must not be visible because that would reintroduce the hierarchy of strong and weak. Therefore, he reveals himself as merely a weak, imperfect, common man.

Montaigne’s submission is a free act, not because it is the attainment of a naturally given end-in-itself, but because it originates in his own will. At the same time, it is free because he gets nothing out of it. He gets for himself no higher place in the visible hierarchy: he has mastered the natural desire for recognition and glory. He gets nothing from it because he disappears. That is what makes the act entirely good and entirely his own.

In “Of presumption” Montaigne asks: “And then, for whom do you write?” The learned, who pass judgment on books, recognize only erudition and art and value only learning. Common and popular souls, on the other hand, cannot recognize the grace and the weight of lofty and elevated discourse. These two human types almost exhaust the possibilities. Nevertheless, there is a third type: “The third type into whose hands you fall, that of souls ordered and strong in themselves, is so rare that for this very reason it has neither name nor rank among us: it is time half lost to aspire and strive to please them.”30 The self-ordered soul is “strong in itself,” that is, its strength is not the kind of strength that can be measured in terms of the natural hierarchy. This third type has no name because it has no rank: it has no place in the natural hierarchy and is therefore invisible.

Montaigne goes beyond the highest of the natural hierarchy. His internalization of strength is a “second” act, the act in which he judges and subjects the natural desire for recognition as the highest and strongest, the act that removes him from the natural hierarchy of weak and strong. By overcoming and renouncing the pride of despising death, he rises above the highest and subjects death itself for all men, for the effect that he produces is peace, the greatest good, through the resolution of the natural conflict between masters and slaves.

Montaigne’s effect, then, is the overturning of the Aristotelian order. The high is now subjected to the low, the strong to the weak. The practice of everyday life subjects the violent to the peaceful:

When I see both Caesar and Alexander, in the thick of their great tasks, so fully enjoying natural and therefore necessary and just pleasures, I do not say that that is relaxing their souls, I say that it is toughening them, subordinating these violent occupations and laborious thoughts, by the vigor of their spirits, to the practice of everyday life: wise men, had they believed that this [the violent] was their ordinary occupation, the other [the everyday] the extraordinary.31

Only unpremeditated and accidental philosophy can reorder human association in this way because only this philosophy can subvert the hierarchy and change the meaning of strength. The new strength is the power of philosophy to change the world through thought. The philosophical Subject is the agent who acts by thought alone. Montaigne’s voluntary dissolution is what makes possible the institution of the new order without force or violence. The origin of the old order is mastery, superior strength, and therefore force and violence. The new order requires this renounced superiority of the philosopher. Only unpremeditated and accidental philosophy can make possible a peaceful origin. The effect of the philosophical act is to bring this new order into being through the invention of society.32 Society, then, has a philosophical, not a natural, origin. Montaigne’s “originality” is to be this origin.

THE INVENTION OF SOCIETY

Due to the hierarchical distinction between leisure and work, the premodern world knew only two realms, the public and the private. The world of work belongs to the private sphere because it is merely the necessary condition for the “higher things,” which constitute “the good life.” Society is a third realm that comes into existence only with the destruction of the traditional hierarchy of leisure and work, and the emergence of the hidden world of the domestic and private into the public sphere. Montaigne’s transformation of philosophy shows what must happen to philosophy to make this possible.

Hannah Arendt’s account of the distinction and the relation between the realms of the public and the private is Aristotelian in its major outlines. For Aristotle, the city is the public space for the practice and display of virtue. The private sphere remains hidden, unworthy to appear in public for it is the realm of the household where biological needs are met through a kind of activity called “labor.” Labor is tied to the life-processes of the body and is the work of slaves. Thus, the household is the domain in which the human bondage to necessity can be most clearly seen. Because the private realm of the household deals with the biological and the necessary, it remains hidden from public view. From the perspective of the distinctly human, higher activities, the private is identified with the shameful. The ordinary daily functions of the body are hidden on account of what seems like an instinctual natural sense of shame.

The public realm, on the other hand, is the place of self-disclosure and, thus, of honor and glory. Therefore, the public sphere is the place where men compete and distinguish themselves, where they display their uniqueness and superiority. It is also the realm of freedom, which means, first of all, freedom from necessity and labor. It is only within the public sphere that action, as distinguished from labor and work, can take place. It is here that men rise above the merely biological to the specifically human practice of moral and theoretical virtue.

Arendt explains that “society” is the new, modern form of human association that comes about when the private realm rises into the public sphere:

The emergence of society … from the shadowy interior of the household into the light of the public sphere, has not only blurred the old borderline between private and political, it has also changed almost beyond recognition the meaning of the two terms and their significance for the life of the individual and the citizen.33

For Aristotle the best political order requires leisure and therefore depends for its existence on slaves who provide the means of mere life. Montaigne sees that the only way to free the servile is to cure the pride of the philosopher. The merely useful is then freed from the shame of servility. The new order is the freedom of the domestic and private—the most lowly, familiar, common, ordinary human actions—from subjection to the hiddenness of shame. Montaigne invents society by bringing the private out into the public. He reveals himself as an imperfect particular, which can only happen by concealing himself as the philosopher.

Montaigne invents society as a new form of human association and he invents the essay as a new form of philosophy. It might be said that he invents society by inventing the essay. David Hume, in his essay “Of Essay-Writing,” argues that the essay form brings together what he calls the learned and the conversible worlds. “The separation of the learned from the conversible world,” he says, “seems to have been the great defect of the last age, and must have had a very bad influence both on books and company.” The social world suffers because, without the influence of philosophy, conversation is reduced to stories and gossip. But philosophy itself also suffers from this separation. Cut off from the world, philosophy becomes barbarous because it lacks “that liberty and facility of thought and expression which can only be acquired by conversation.” Philosophy, Hume says, “went to wrack by this moaping recluse method of study, and became as chimerical in her conclusions as she was unintelligible in her stile and manner of delivery.” Most important, philosophy suffers because experience, upon which philosophy rests, is to be found only “in common life and conversation.”34

Montaigne says that the mind is an erratic, dangerous tool and that it is difficult to impose order and moderation upon it. The excellent minds of his own day are inclined to be solitary, immoderate, and unsociable in their opinions and mores. It is a “miracle” [miracle] if you find an excellent mind that is “sociable”.35 Unpremeditated and accidental philosophy is the miracle of the philosophical mind made sociable.

Montaigne leaves himself to take the detached stance of the philosopher and returns to himself to become one again with the man, among other men. In this act of leaving himself and returning to himself, he has overcome the traditional hierarchical distinction between the theoretical and the practical, between leisure and work, that is, he has produced a remarkable effect that is not different from the action—the thought—itself. Aristotle’s “thought thinking thought” has been transformed into Montaigne’s “sagesse sociale” (sociable wisdom).36

SOCIABLE WISDOM

Montaigne’s internalization of the strength of the philosopher, renouncing the pride of despising death, looks the same as the weakness of those who, clinging to mere life on account of the fear of death, submit to slavery. Montaigne descends to that condition of “mere life” but on very different terms. The unpremeditated and accidental philosopher returns to “life itself,” to “mere life,” making life itself his own, so that there is no longer any separation of the philosopher and the man. The philosopher and the man are united in a new way.

Montaigne’s participation in the practice of everyday life is radically different from the participation of the essential philosopher, who ascends from experience to contemplation, from ordinary experience of “the most familiar and obvious things” to wonder at “the greatest matters.” Montaigne descends to the most familiar and obvious things and is astonished at the most familiar. His astonishment at the most familiar is, first and foremost, astonishment at himself, the astonishment that he expresses when he realizes that he is a “new figure” of the philosopher. He wonders at what he himself has done, at his own act.

The practice of everyday life—the most familiar and obvious—now appears astonishing to him. Montaigne says that: “In my opinion, from the most ordinary, common, and familiar things, if we could put them in their proper light, can be formed the greatest miracles of nature and the most marvelous examples, especially on the subject of human actions.”37 This sense of Montaigne’s stance toward everyday life is captured in Tzvetan Todorov’s explication of Montaigne’s admonition that “the practice of everyday life should be an aim unto itself.”38 Todorov says that the philosopher tries to achieve “the rejection of instrumentalization, in each of his actions.”39 The actions of mere life have been freed from servility through the generosity of the philosopher, who has transformed these actions into free acts of generosity for they are now social rather than servile. Leisure, then, is neither the condition of the mind alone with itself nor the mind’s escape to the eternal but has become the philosopher’s stance among other men in the practice of everyday life.

Experience itself is transformed: it is no longer simply the first step on the ascent to contemplation but is now “for its own sake.” Experience has become philosophical. The actions of “mere life” become the philosophical experience of life “for its own sake.” The Essays of Michel de Montaigne are the perfect expression of this philosophical experience.
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CHAPTER 14

MONTAIGNE: EARLY MODERN, MODERN, POSTMODERN

ZACHARY SAYRE SCHIFFMAN

TAKEN individually, the terms “early modern,” “modern,” and “postmodern” evince a bewildering range of meanings, but taken together, as a series, they describe a sequence of historical periods. In this essay—and I use the term advisedly, for it merely takes a stab at a complex subject—I will attempt to show how Montaigne, as a literary figure, can illuminate this historical sequence and how the sequence itself casts a revealing light on the Essays. Montaigne’s writings, in particular, illustrate the boundary between early modern and modern sensibilities in a way that helps clarify the nature of postmodern impulses.

Our exploration of this subject must begin with a consideration of the problem of historical periodization. The customary distinction among ancient, medieval, and modern periods in Western history traces back to Petrarch, who despaired of a “dark age” that separated him from the light of classical eloquence.1 This age was not so much barbaric or little known as it was (in Petrarch’s opinion) stylistically inept. He regarded it as the one he had the misfortune to live in, and he wanted to skip over it, to plug directly into the powerhouse of classical Latin, and thereby to resurrect the glory of the ancients. From this Petrarchan impulse there originated the notion of a “middle” age separating antiquity from modernity, and Petrarch’s humanist successors increasingly regarded their contemporary age as marking the rebirth of classical culture, although the actual term “Renaissance” (Rinascita) was coined only relatively late, by Giorgio Vasari in his Lives of the Artists, first published in 1550. Whereas Vasari used the term to describe artistic developments, it ultimately came to signify a more widespread cultural flowering, encompassing Latin, Greek, and vernacular literature as well as the fine arts. By 1860, with the publication of Jacob Burckhardt’s seminal exercise in cultural history, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, the term had become reified as a historical period.

For better or worse, the fate of this term has come to embody the pitfalls of historical periodization. Although Burckhardt’s work was initially well received—and still commands tremendous respect—it eventually garnered a wide range of critics. Among others, historians of northern Europe began to question his Italian emphasis, and historians of sixteenth-century Europe began to question his emphasis on the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. More significantly, Burckhardt was by inclination a connoisseur of art and (high) culture, and he sought the conceptual core of the Renaissance in these areas. The problem with this approach is that some human endeavors do not lie within the scope of cultural history as he conceived of it—economic life, to take but one example. To remedy these deficiencies, the term “early modern” soon began to make its appearance, especially in regard to developments that seemed to fall outside the chronological and topical scope of Burckhardt’s study. The terms “Renaissance” and “early modern” coexisted until around the mid-twentieth century, when the latter began to eclipse the former as a more ecumenical and “value-free” alternative, especially in the wake of attacks by medievalists, who forced a long overdue reassessment of the age that Petrarch had so successfully maligned.2

Try as they might, however, scholars cannot avoid the problem of periodization by adopting supposedly value-free terms, for the cultural products and practices they study generally share a sameness with other, contemporary products and practices. The terms we use to refer to these shared qualities are thus not mere heuristics; but to keep these terms meaningful, we need to specify the areas where the sameness exists rather than to assume that it pervades all the activities of a given time or place indiscriminately. Literature writ large (so to speak) provides us with an ideal field of inquiry for tackling the problem of periodization; and within this area of inquiry, I will endorse the now widely accepted period sequence that runs from late medieval to early modern to modern to postmodern, with the understanding that these terms are not merely chronological devices but rather embrace real, qualitative differences.

At the risk of sounding heretical, I maintain that the term “Renaissance” still occupies a place in this sequence, as a development within the late Middle Ages. The latter was characterized by a reverence for textual authority—the Bible, the early Church Fathers and subsequent theologians, Aristotle and his Hellenistic and Arab offshoots, the code of Roman law—wherein these and other texts embodied truths of universal value. Renaissance humanists shared this reverence for texts embodying universal truths, expanding it somewhat to include a wider range of classical authorities, but they twisted or torqued it in a peculiar way by insisting that the texts needed to be read as they were written to grasp the truths they contained. This seemingly innocuous claim had insidious repercussions, for it transformed “grammarians” into the gatekeepers of such formerly specialized areas as philosophy, theology, and law. In the disciplinary struggles that followed, the humanists torqued their claims all the more, until they unwittingly ruptured the universal truths they had taken for granted, rendering texts specific to the time and place of their composition. This unintended consequence of humanism marks the end of the late Middle Ages.

Early moderns confronted the reality of this rupture, which engendered an intellectual world of potentially bewildering complexity. What makes the period so difficult for us to understand is that early moderns navigated this world without the conceptual compass that modernity would subsequently provide, namely, a sense of historical and cultural context, the very quality expressed by the notion of periodization. Instead—to borrow and transmute one of Burckhardt’s central concepts—early moderns manifest a very highly refined sense of individuality, of the uniqueness of all things human, which spotlights uniqueness without contextualizing it. We are so accustomed to the contextualizing reflex that we have difficulty imagining the perception of individuality without it, yet this individualizing view of the world is precisely what characterizes “early” modernity.3 Montaigne not only epitomizes, but also accentuates this outlook, developing it to the utmost.

MONTAIGNE AND EARLY MODERNITY

Montaigne published the first edition of the Essais in 1580, billing it—somewhat hesitantly and tentatively—as a book for family and friends to remember him by, and he subsequently professed surprise as to the public enthusiasm garnered by this seemingly private work. His contemporaries hailed it as an engaging and accessible commonplace collection, wherein one might find striking examples drawn from a wide range of classical and modern literature, examples of use both for one’s personal edification and for one’s own rhetorical productions.4 Ironically, though, the theme of the first edition concerns the bewildering diversity of all things human and the impossibility of reducing this riot of instances to exemplary commonplaces. The first essay in Book One (“By diverse means we arrive at the same ends”) establishes this theme, the first essay of Book Two (“Of the inconsistency of our actions”) reiterates it, and the last essay of Book Two concludes the first edition with the lines, “And there were never in the world two opinions alike, any more than two hairs or two grains. Their most universal quality is diversity.”5

Of course, Montaigne strategically positioned these three essays—mostly late compositions—to highlight a theme that only came into focus as he wrote, but even his earliest compositions bear witness to it. The essay “Whether the governor of a besieged place should go out to parley” exemplifies the promise of commonplace literature in its title, which holds forth the possibility of practical guidance drawn from histories, only to undermine that promise at every turn. It begins with the established rule that, for fear of treachery, “the governor of a besieged place must never go out himself to parley.”6 It then modifies this rule with the example of a governor who negotiated in person with the enemy at a place close enough to his own encampment to afford protection, and it concludes with the example of a knight, who, trusting wholly in his enemies, negotiated with them in person in their own camp and thereby saved himself and his men from certain destruction.7

The ubiquity of this theme of diversity—apparent even in the earliest, most commonplace-like compositions—raises the question of how Montaigne’s contemporaries could have so thoroughly misread him. Perhaps the best answer is to say that they didn’t “misread” him at all, given their notion of what reading entailed. In the late Middle Ages, one did not “read for pleasure” as we might do today; rather, one read in a discontinuous fashion, with an eye toward glossing, annotating, and (in general) extracting truths and illustrative examples from a wide range of texts.8 Although they surely noted the contradictory nature of his most commonplace-like essays, Montaigne’s contemporaries hardly concerned themselves with it because they read him largely to extract examples from his writings, regardless of literary context. The fact that most of Montaigne’s readers were humanistically educated only accentuated this late medieval tendency, for they were accustomed to the rhetorical practice of arguing on both sides of a question (in utramque partem). This mode of reasoning, rooted in the limited skepticism of the New Academy, arbitrated between contrasting examples in order to establish probability, or verisimilitude, in those areas where truth could not be ascertained. Montaigne’s humanistic readers found the stuff for ready-made arguments in his contradictory examples and were thus disposed to discount the thrust of essays that undermine the very possibility of establishing verisimilitude.9

Standing apart from his audience—on the early modern side of a divide—Montaigne increasingly demanded to be read differently as he forsook commonplace-like compositions for his more mature essay form. The emergence of this new form of writing has garnered greater attention than his insistence on a new form of reading, yet the latter stands as a neglected but decisive mark of his early modernity. The farther he wanders from his announced subject matter in the later essays, the more he demands to be read attentively: “Who is there that would not rather not be read than be read sleepily or in passing… . Since I cannot arrest the attention of the reader by weight, it is all to the good if I chance to arrest it by my embroilment.”10 Of course, he embroils the reader in part by embroidering his work with literary allusions and borrowings, but one can hardly pillage his mature essays without first having to savor the refined ways in which his literary references illuminate the self he portrays. We have here moved far beyond the urbane sophistication of Erasmus’s Adages—where he skillfully unpacks classical quotations so that others might use them—to transcend the commonplace mentality entirely, along with its late medieval way of reading. Montaigne’s practice of importuning his reader to pay attention is characteristically early modern, for the modern habit of reading for pleasure had scarcely begun to emerge, after which Montaigne’s point would lose much of its force, though none of its charm.

Montaigne’s literary embroiderings serve the purpose of his self-portrait. As he essayed his mind on the diversity and variety of the world, he began to discover his self as his point of orientation in existence. Although the use to which he put this discovery would long remain highly idiosyncratic and virtually inimitable—for rare indeed is the person who can be buoyed in a sea of relativity solely by a sense of personal identity—the discovery itself was characteristically early modern. Its characteristics need to be highlighted, lest we confuse Montaigne’s notion of selfhood with the modern ones we take for granted. To avoid this anachronism, I will focus on three particularly early modern aspects of Montaigne’s conception of selfhood: his portrayal of himself as an “everyman,” his construction of a self by means of the process of essaying his judgment, and his distinctive way of defining his individuality.

In the Essays Montaigne portrays himself as a simple, undistinguished, country gentleman, living a life of contemplative retirement in his library tower; yet, he was anything but, for his retirement was cross-cut by periods of formal and informal public service that earned him the gratitude and trust of the greatest figures in the realm.11 One can barely surmise this degree of public engagement from the Essays, however, because Montaigne chose to present himself as an “everyman.” To some extent, we can explain this choice as Montaigne’s attempt to follow Augustine of Hippo’s illustrious precedent in the Confessions, which models a striving toward God open to all the faithful. Montaigne adapted this model to the moral realm: “I set forth a humble and inglorious life; that does not matter. You can tie up all moral philosophy with a common and private life just as well as with a life of richer stuff. Each man bears the entire form of man’s estate [l’humaine condition].”12 Indeed, both authors encourage a form of “radical reflexivity” in the search for truth, an inward turn accessible to all.13

For Augustine, this inward turn led toward God; but for Montaigne, it led toward his discovery of his distinctive self as his unique point of orientation in a complex world. By depicting himself as an everyman, he could more readily demonstrate the universal accessibility of this orientation. What most clearly distinguishes his self-presentation from a modern one is Montaigne’s rigorous exclusion of (what we would consider) salient events—such as his mayorality and his diplomatic role during the Wars of Religion—that connect his special self to the wider world. Of course, he may have excluded these political events in part because they happened late in life, and he regarded himself as an old man, already fully formed. And, of course, he does dwell upon lesser, more personal events, such as his famous riding accident in the essay “Of practice” (II, 6). But, in the manner of Augustine’s rumination on his boyhood theft of pears, the personal events in Montaigne’s life are significant, not because they occurred in the past and thus shaped his life, but rather because he is reflecting upon them in the present and drawing moral insights from them. Montaigne’s stance as an everyman in the Essais is an advertisement of and invitation to an inward turn that anyone can make, a turn that modern “subjectivity” will render more common, obviating the need for Montaigne’s Augustinian conceit.

We have already begun to impinge upon our second, early modern characteristic of selfhood, namely, Montaigne’s process of discovering and affirming his self by essaying his judgment. Despite its origins in commonplace literature, essay writing as Montaigne practiced it was sui generis; but, the concept of selfhood he derived from it reflects an early modern cast of mind. Each essay—or, more particularly, each instance of essaying—captures a singular moment, a distinctive movement of mind. The collection of these movements both portrays and constitutes his self: “Painting myself for others, I have painted my inward self with colors clearer than my original ones. I have no more made my book than my book has made me—a book consubstantial with its author, concerned with my own self, an integral part of my life.”14 The collected essays of his judgment reveal the existence of his forme maistresse, an expression that Donald Frame translates as “ruling pattern”: “There is no one who, if he listens to himself, does not discover in himself a pattern all his own, a ruling pattern [une forme sienne, une forme maistresse], which struggles against education and against the tempest of the passions that oppose it.”15 It is on account of his forme maistresse that Montaigne rarely repents: “My actions are in order and conformity with what I am and with my condition. I can do no better, and repentance does not properly apply to the things that are not in our power; rather does regret.”16 Montaigne’s forme maistresse constitutes what we would today call his “personality.”

Naming the modern analogue to the forme maistresse only serves to heighten the striking nature of Montaigne’s expression for this aspect of selfhood. It obviously traces back to the Latin forma, by which (along with species) Cicero rendered the Greek eidos kai morphē, a philosophical term denoting the essence or form of a thing as distinguished from its matter or content.17 Whether wittingly or unwittingly, Montaigne has clearly broken with this classical notion by announcing that he is consubstantial with his book, whose form and content—whose essence and matter—are one and the same. Taking this declaration seriously, let us imagine that each instance of essaying his judgment constitutes a dot on a piece of paper. The forme maistresse revealed by these collected instances is thus akin to a cluster pattern of dots that so overlap each other as to create a dark splotch at the center that grays as it expands toward a periphery of increasingly dispersed outliers. The expression forme maistresse—encompassing the collection of self-tests—discloses an atomized view of personality that extends to the underlying notion of selfhood. Indeed, the very term “selfhood” posits an entity for us that did not exist for Montaigne. Le moi is a kind of statistical phenomenon.

This self-conception is characteristically early modern because it reflects the breakdown of late medieval norms, whose roots extend back to classical thinking. Recall how the humanists began to twist the late medieval emphasis on key texts and the norms—theological, philosophical, political, legal—that they conveyed, insisting that one could not properly access these norms unless one knew the exact language of their expression. This claim seems to us so logical that we overlook the extent to which it threw a living body of truths—of shared, serviceable meanings—under a grammatical bus, and it did so in the course of an intellectual turf war in which humanists succeeded in seizing the high ground from their scholastic opponents.18 Their success, however, was their undoing, for they ended up relativizing the norms they claimed to superintend, transforming them into what we would today call historical and cultural products.

Thinkers in the sixteenth century reaped the whirlwind of late humanism, struggling to make sense of the historical and cultural relativism we now take for granted. Our sense of the uniqueness of all things human—potentially a bewildering prospect—is buffered by an overarching assumption that everything exists in its own context; and this conceptual reflex is bolstered by the existence of intellectual approaches—embodied by disciplines such as history and anthropology—that reveal context. But for all practical purposes these disciplines, and the intellectual approaches they codify, did not exist in the sixteenth century, although thinkers were groping toward them. For example, when early modern French jurists, such as Jean Bodin and François Hotman, confronted the fact that Roman law could no longer serve as the text of universal law, they attempted to ascend from a normative to a meta-normative level, distilling a new body of universal law from the best laws of all the most noteworthy peoples. Similarly, when confronted with the distinctive nature of French customs, laws, and institutions, a scholar such as Estienne Pasquier and a historian such as Lancelot Voisin de La Popelinière sought to express the uniqueness of the kingdom by classificatory means, as if analyzing a genus (France) into its species (Parlement, the Gallican church, the noble orders, etc.). Today we might regard such strategies as “proto-social scientific,” but they really represent a recourse to Aristotelian, taxonomic modes of thinking that render complexity as hierarchical order.19

What sets Montaigne apart from his contemporaries is the radical nature of his relativism, apparent even in his very earliest compositions, in which he consistently overturns accepted norms. Given this disposition, he could not resort to meta-normative and classificatory ploys—they would not ring true. Instead of turning outward and attempting to order the stuff of the world, he turned inward, using his ever-changing outlook on the diversity of the world to express/establish the order of his self, his only sure point of orientation. This self emerges not as a coherent entity but dot by dot, if you will, as a tendency. Montaigne famously observed: “The world is but a perennial movement.” His self, too, was in motion: “I do not portray being; I portray passing.”20 What we need to realize is that the motion of the self was the motion of its many parts. When we read Montaigne through the modern lens of “selfhood,” we miss the atomistic quality of an identity formed from essayings.

And now we have already begun to impinge on our third characteristic of Montaigne’s early modern sense of self, namely, his tendency to perceive his individuality apart from its context. On the face of it, this claim seems absurd, for (I daresay) never was a man more rooted in habit and custom than Montaigne. His existential ease in a relativistic world reflects his conviction that the universe is fundamentally benign, that “nature is a gentle guide, but no more gentle than wise and just.”21 Habit redoubles the beneficent effects of nature: “let us call the habits and condition [l’usage et condition] of each of us nature… . Habit [l’accoustumance] is a second nature, and no less powerful.”22 On this account, he cherishes not only his personal oddities, but also his Gasconisms and, more broadly, his qualities as a Frenchman; habit and custom serve to buoy him in a sea of relativity.

His appreciation of the power of habit extends beyond the personal realm to inform his understanding of different peoples and places. Of the ancient Romans he wrote, “I like to reflect on their faces, their bearing, and their clothes … I would enjoy seeing them talk, walk, and sup.”23 In Montaigne’s imagination, these men looked and dressed like Romans; they conversed in the Roman mode of civility; and they dined in the Roman manner—lying on couches, watering their wine, and concluding their meals with fruit.24 In a famous assessment of Spanish conquests in the New World, he even manages to extrapolate from European practices and customs (in metallurgy, handicrafts, and animal husbandry) to imagine how the Aztecs (who knew nothing of steel, horses, or firearms) would have conceived of the conquistadors, as “bearded men … mounted on great unknown monsters … equipped with a hard and shiny skin and a sharp and glittering weapon,” men who could unleash the power of “lightning and thunder.”25 Montaigne’s appreciation of himself as a Frenchman, a Gascon, and an individual with his own personal idiosyncrasies enabled him to perceive how habit and custom might shape the perceptions of people with a material culture utterly remote from his own.

Such striking examples serve to highlight the question of how, given his extraordinary sensitivity to culture and its effects, he could understand his individuality apart from his context. We must answer this question in two stages, the first of which entails an assessment of his nascent ideal of honnȇteté—of the intellectual and moral integrity that mark true nobility of spirit in all ages. The Aztecs embody this ideal: “As for boldness and courage, as for firmness, constancy, resoluteness against pains of hunger and death, I would not fear to oppose the examples I could find among them to the most famous ancient examples that we have in the memories of our world on this side of the ocean.”26 The notion of honnȇteté embraces not only an Aztec warrior’s courage in confronting an awesome and implacable adversary, but also a Gascon peasant’s serenity in the face of impending illness and death and a Brazilian cannibal’s commonsense perplexity with the gross inequities of French society. We see hints of this notion throughout the Essais, though Montaigne directly refers to it only once, and briefly: “The men whose society and intimacy I seek are those who are called talented gentlemen [honnestes et habiles hommes]… . It is, if you take it rightly, the rarest type among us, and a type that is chiefly due to nature.” He goes on to describe how he enjoys his exchanges with such men and women: “The object of this association [commerce] is simply intimacy, fellowship, and conversation: exercise of minds, without any other fruit.”27

This notion expresses a more ecumenical view of humanity—encompassing those he had once disdained as “the common herd” (le vulgaire)—that emerged relatively late in Montaigne’s thought, as Donald Frame has shown in his seminal study, Montaigne’s Discovery of Man: The Humanization of a Humanist. In the seventeenth century, the idea of honnestes et habiles hommes would, in combination with other influences, contribute to the formation of a full-blown ideal of honnȇteté, a social norm espoused by French court culture.28 In typical fashion, though, Montaigne didn’t reify this notion; he practiced it without highlighting it. Even though he didn’t elevate it to the level of a social norm, it nonetheless served to leaven his sense of cultural relativism with an inchoate conception of the universal “brotherhood of man,” uniting people of different times and places. He thus perceived a commonality underlying diversity. It would remain for the modern disciplines of history and anthropology to undermine this general perception of humanity, inducing a (seemingly) more radical sense of relativism.

But there’s yet another, more important factor that stands between Montaigne and the modern, contextualizing reflex. He essayed himself on his context without regarding himself as a product of his context. He exercised his judgment on his personal habits, his Gascon oddities, his French qualities; he freely compared his form of being human with those of others. These multitudinous forms confirmed him in his own: “Is there any opinion so bizarre … that habit has not planted and established it by law in the regions where she saw fit to do so?”29 Amid such variety, why bother to change? This very nonchalance indicates that, despite habit’s life-sustaining power, Montaigne chiefly regarded it as a mirror in which he beheld the reflected image of his self. To this extent, it was no different from any other subject on which he could essay his judgment. His individuality emerged from these self-tests, which affirmed his own unique way of being human. Montaigne was so preoccupied with the miracle of this self, and the benefits that derived from living in accord with it, that he did not ask where it came from; he simply took it as a given. Indeed, to ask such a question would have been absurd: diversity was inherent to a world in perennial motion, for motion generated diversity, the most fundamental characteristic of existence. Montaigne’s genius lies in the realization that the flipside of diversity is individuality.

The very structure of the Essays demonstrates that Montaigne did not regard himself as the product of his circumstances. He dramatically expanded the two-book, 1580 edition in 1588, when he not only added the third book, but also made additions to the existing essays in the earlier books; and he continued expanding the existing essays of all three books up until his death in 1592. In making these additions, he almost always left the previous material unchanged, seamlessly interweaving his new essayings with prior ones. Commenting on this practice, he declared, “Myself now and myself awhile ago are indeed two; but when better, I cannot say.”30 He performed this cut-and-paste operation so artfully that readers did not realize until the early twentieth century that his thought had evolved through several stages. Indeed, this realization has opened a rich vein of Montaigne scholarship that continues to yield insights into the text, and many modern editions distinguish between the various strata of composition.31

Despite recognizing changes in his outlook over time, Montaigne composed the Essays in a manner that obscured the evolution of his thought. For us, these changes explain how the text assumed its unique form as Montaigne developed intellectually in relation to his experiences. For Montaigne, however, these changes did not tell a developmental story, at least not one that was meaningful to him; they did not serve to explain how he became his distinctive self. Rather, they served, purely and simply, to illustrate that distinctiveness. From this perspective, it would have made no difference to his understanding of himself if he had been born in 1523 or 1543 rather than 1533.32 Although he would have exercised his judgment on different matters, the dispersion pattern of dots would have remained basically the same.

MODERNITY AND POSTMODERNITY

Montaigne’s beguiling, stream-of-consciousness style of writing, which seems so modern to us, ultimately reflects an early modern sensibility that comes remarkably close to modernity without actually crossing the threshold.33 He articulated what we would today call a “subjective” viewpoint, residing in the mind of the knower/perceiver rather than in the external world; he affirmed the value of ordinary, everyday life and defined himself in relation to it; he placed tremendous emphasis on nature and living naturally; and, in an almost romantic manner, he embraced the world of sentiment and the depths of soul to be found therein:

When I dance, I dance; when I sleep, I sleep; yes, and when I walk alone in a beautiful orchard, if my thoughts have been dwelling on extraneous incidents for some part of the time, for some other part I bring them back to the walk, to the orchard, to the sweetness of this solitude, and to me.34

All this and more seems strikingly modern, rendering him one of the most accessible figures in early modern literature.

What decisively separates him from modernity is the absence of a contextualizing view of the world. The subjective viewpoint, the affirmation of the ordinary, the reliance on nature, and the sounding of personal depths—these take on a different meaning when undertaken by people who regard themselves as the product of their circumstances. From this modern perspective, for example, daily life serves not to reflect but to constitute the self, and the depths of soul derive from an accretion of experience. These contextual phenomena define “subjectivity” as something made, constructed out of time and circumstance. From this modern perspective, it makes all the difference in the world that Montaigne was born in 1533, in the region of Gascony, and that he learned to speak Latin before French. His early childhood, his education at the Collège de Guyenne, his service in the Parlement of Bordeaux, his friendship with Estienne de La Boétie, his knighthoods, his retirement, his travels, his mayoralty, his diplomatic missions—all this and more serve (for us) to constitute his self so thoroughly as to undermine any notion of the “brotherhood of man.” The modern perspective discounts such universal views of humanity, substituting in their place a view of human beings, and of a very particular one, Michel de Montaigne, who occupies a unique point in time and space.

If Montaigne has appealed to modern readers because he seems to speak to them in their own language, his renewed and expanded popularity in the twenty-first century may lie, ironically, in the fact that he is not modern. Again, I am measuring modernity by the presence of a contextualizing viewpoint that “explains” how one came to be one’s own special self. While this form of historical explanation serves to make Montaigne accessible to us, it also establishes a distance between us and him—a critical distance, if you will, that gives us a kind of intellectual mastery over him. I do not mean to deny the value of this perspective—for I am a historian—but we now live in a postmodern age defined, at least in part, by widespread challenges to this perspective and the kind of mastery it confers.

From the mid-twentieth century onward, literary critics have questioned the notion of “authorial intentionality,” the assumption that each text reflects the mind and life of its author. The development of critical theories from structuralism, post-structuralism, and deconstructionism have loosened the once-fixed distance between reader and text, creating a kind of “play” (in the broadest sense of the term) that induces an indeterminacy of meaning. Texts have come to be seen as existing in dialogue with other texts, and even in dialogue with themselves. At the same time, developments in psychology, physiology, and biology have undermined the notion of a unitary “self” formed in relation to its experience. Psychology has revealed the depths of mind that extend, like an iceberg, far beneath the surface of consciousness, depths shaped by primal rather than historical forces; and research into mental disorders (e.g., multiple personalities) and advances in brain mapping have further deconstructed the notion of a unitary self. This process has been reinforced by developments in evolutionary biology that attribute much of our behavior—not only as biological, but also as social, cultural, and moral creatures—to the pressures of natural selection. Indeed, the dissolution of the self is epitomized by a line I recently encountered by chance in a newspaper, where a book reviewer referred in passing to research into “the menagerie of the body’s attendant microbes,” which “is altering assumptions about the multispecies being that we habitually call the self.”35 Nowadays one increasingly encounters such sentiments in a wide range of writings.

The Essays complements these postmodern tendencies. Montaigne conducted his self-tests in a spirit of play: “I take the first subject that chance offers… . Of a hundred members that each thing has, I take one, sometimes only to lick it, sometimes to brush the surface, sometimes to pinch it to the bone… . And most often I like to take them from some unaccustomed point of view.”36 This kind of play served to loosen established structures of thought. Of those who pretend to a knowledge of causes he writes: “They pass over the facts, but they assiduously examine their consequences. They ordinarily begin thus: ‘How does this happen?’ What they should say is: ‘But does it happen?’ ”37 Montaigne’s willingness to regard the world afresh, with an eye unclouded by assumptions, expressly disavows mastery: “Determining and knowing … appertains to rule and mastery [appartient à la regence et à la maistrise]; to inferiority, subjection, and apprenticeship appertains enjoyment and acceptance.”38 Postmoderns seize upon this disavowal of mastery as one of the most redeeming and liberating aspects of his thought. In effect, he has written a book without an argument, with no point to make, no axe to grind; in the words of one recent admirer, “It does not have designs on you: you can do as you please with it.”39

Just as he has no designs on the reader, Montaigne has no designs on himself. He takes himself simply a he finds himself—now this way, now that way: “I cannot keep my subject still. It goes along befuddled and staggering, with a natural drunkenness.”40 He is not the least bit bothered if he contradicts himself from one line to the next: “So, all in all, I may indeed contradict myself now and then; but truth, as Demades said, I do not contradict.”41 He sums up this attitude with a revealing confession: “If my mind could gain a firm footing, I would not make essays, I would make decisions [je ne m’essaierois pas, je me resoudrois].”42 The difficulty he has in “resolving himself” derives from the method of essaying himself, a method that reveals, not different views of the self, but different selves that tend to form a cluster. Despite regarding himself as an old man, set in his ways, his sense of motion—of the intrinsic mutability of the world—precludes the establishment of a fixed identity.

Finally, and perhaps most important for his current appeal, Montaigne’s challenge to late medieval verities occurred in the midst of an information explosion akin to the one shaping postmodern consciousness. The effect of our ongoing technological revolution in media and computers mirrors that of printing in the sixteenth century, when that technology of communication emerged from its age of incunabula, its “swaddling clothes,” to become an epoch-making force in the world. Living in a provincial backwater, Montaigne amassed a library of over a thousand volumes, a collection unimaginable in the previous century. These books—on a wide variety of ancient, medieval, and modern subjects—helped awaken him to the irreducible diversity of the world; they generated so much information that they helped burst the commonplace view of the world from within, as Montaigne’s early essays demonstrate. His contemporaries responded to this intellectual overload by meta-normative and classificatory means, creating structures of thought that so groan under the weight of a surfeit of information that they seem to us almost unreadable.43 By contrast, Montaigne demonstrates how one can remain poised, light-footed, and playful amid an information explosion.

By eschewing mastery, Montaigne embraced a relativism potentially even more radical than that offered by modern historicism. Recall how the latter undermines universal notions of humanity, positing instead that each individual is the product of his or her circumstances, that individuality develops over time. This historical view of things tames radical relativism by enabling us to explain it, and thus to defuse it. In contrast, Montaigne confronts it directly; he did not seek to explain his individuality but simply to describe it. This stance appeals to a postmodern sensibility overwhelmed by conflicting viewpoints and modes of explanation. Indeed, as his current popularity indicates, the worm may have turned, and Montaigne’s simple acceptance of his self as his point of orientation—once so inimitable—may no longer seem an idiosyncratic solution to the problem of living amid complexity.
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18 For this aspect of humanism, see Constantin Fasolt, The Limits of History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), esp. chap. 1.

19 In general, see Schiffman, On the Threshold of Modernity, esp. chaps. 1–2. Also see Schiffman, “An Anatomy of the Historical Revolution in Renaissance France,” Renaissance Quarterly 42 (1989): 507–533; Schiffman, “Estienne Pasquier and the Problem of Historical Relativism,” Sixteenth-Century Journal 18 (1987): 505–517; and Schiffman, “Jean Bodin, Roman Law, and the Renaissance Conception of the Past,” in Cultural Visions: Essays in the History of Culture, ed. Penny Schine Gold and Benjamin C. Sax (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2000), 271–288.

20 III, 2, 610–611 [804–805]: “Le monde n’est qu’une branloire perenne… . Je ne peints pas l’estre. Je peints le passage.”

21 III, 13, 855 [1113]: “Nature est un doux guide, mais non pas plus doux que prudent et juste.”

22 III, 10, 772 [1009–1010]: “appellons encore nature l’usage et condition de chacun de nous… . L’accoustumance est une seconde nature, et non moins puissante.”

23 III, 9, 763 [997]: “Il me plaist de considerer leur visage, leur port et leurs vestements … Je les visse volontiers diviser, promener, et soupper!”

24 In general, see I, 49, 215–219 [296–300].

25 III, 6, 694 [909]: “gens barbus … montez sur des grands monstres incogneuz … garnis d’une peau luysante et dure et d’une arme trenchante et resplendissante, adjoustez y les foudres et tonnerres de nos pieces et harquebouses.”

26 III, 6, 694 [909]: “Quant à la hardiesse et courage, quant à la fermeté, constance, resolution contre les douleurs et la faim et la mort, je ne craindrois pas d’opposer les exemples que je trouverois parmy eux aux plus fameux exemples anciens que nous ayons aus memoires de nostre monde par deçà.”

27 III, 3, 625 [824]: “Les hommes de la societé et familiarité desquels je suis en queste, sont ceux qu’on appelle honnestes et habiles hommes… . C’est, à le bien prendre, de nos formes la plus rare, et forme qui se doit principallement à la nature. La fin de ce commerce, c’est simplement la privauté, frequentation et conference: l’exercice des ames, sans autre fruit.”

28 The foundational work on this subject remains M. Magendie, La politesse mondaine et les théories de l’honnȇteté en France au XVIIe siècle, 2 vols. (Paris: Alcan, 1925).
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30 III, 9, 736 [964]: “Moy à cette heure et moy tantost sommes bien deux; mais quand meilleur, je n’en puis rien dire.”

31 Montaigne made handwritten additions to his copy of the 1588 edition of the text—now known as the “Bordeaux copy”—until his death in 1592. His literary executrix, Marie de Gournay, incorporated these changes into her 1595 edition of the text. This remained the standard edition until the early twentieth century, when scholars interested in the history of the text began to produce new editions based on the Bordeaux copy. Unfortunately, its margins had been trimmed by an overzealous early modern bookbinder, so scholars used the 1595 edition to reconstruct the truncated marginalia, but they otherwise departed from the 1595 edition, most notably in (slightly) reordering the sequence of essays in Book One to reflect Montaigne’s “original” intent as deduced from the Bordeaux copy. In addition to inserting strata marks to identify the various levels of composition—corresponding to the 1580, 1588, and 1595 editions—they also introduced changes in orthography, punctuation, and paragraph structure (mostly for the sake of consistency and for the convenience of the modern reader). Lately, however, some scholars have begun to question the primacy accorded to the Bordeaux copy, arguing that Montaigne also made further revisions to a second copy of the text, now lost, to which Marie de Gournay had access. They also argue that modern editorial changes have distorted the meaning of the text; to take but one example, the essays of the 1595 edition have no paragraph structure. For a brief synopsis of the debates over the text, see Richard Scholar, Montaigne and the Art of Free-Thinking (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2010), 74–83.

32 For this measure of selfhood, see Karl J. Weintraub, “Autobiography and Historical Consciousness,” Critical Inquiry 1 (1975): 821–848; also, see Weintraub, The Value of the Individual: Self and Circumstance in Autobiography (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), esp. chap. 8.

33 The following analysis of modernity and selfhood draws heavily on Taylor, Sources of the Self.
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35 Rob Nixon, “Future Footprints,” review of The Human Age: The World Shaped by Us, by Diane Ackerman, New York Times, September 7, 2014, Sunday Book Review, 10.

36 I, 50, 219 [302]: “Je prends de la fortune le premier argument… . De cent membres et visages qu’a chaque chose, j’en prens un tantost à lecher seulement, tantost à effleurer; et par fois à pincer jusqu’à l’os… . Et aime plus souvent à les saisir par quelque lustre inusité.”

37 III, 11, 785 [1026–1027]: “Ils passent par dessus les effects, mais ils en examinent curieusement les consequences. Ils commencent ordinairement ainsi: Comment est-ce que cela se faict?—Mais se fait il? faudroit il dire.”

38 III, 11, 785 [1026]: “Le determiner et le sçavoir … appartient à la regence et à la maistrise; à l’inferiorité, subjection et apprentissage appartient le jouyr, l’accepter.”

39 Sarah Bakewell, How to Live, or a Life of Montaigne in One Question and Twenty Attempts at an Answer (London: Chatto & Windus, 2010). For a French analogue to Bakewell’s book, see Antoine Compagnon, Un été avec Montaigne (Paris: Éditions des Équateurs, 2013), which is based on a series of weekly radio broadcasts in which Compagnon meditated on various themes raised by Montaigne.

40 III, 2, 610 [805]: “Je ne puis asseurer mon object. Il va trouble et chancelant, d’une yvresse naturelle.”

41 III, 2, 611 [805]: “Tant y a que je me contredits bien à l’adventure, mais la verité, comme disoit Demades, je ne la contredy point.”

42 III, 2, 611 [805]: “Si mon ame pouvoit prendre pied, je ne m’essaierois pas, je me resoudrois.”

43 On the congested nature of early modern thought, see Schiffman, “Anatomy of the Historical Revolution in Renaissance France.”


PART II

RECEPTION OF MONTAIGNE


CHAPTER 15

MONTAIGNE IN THE WORLD

PAUL J. SMITH

ABOUT his own Essays, Montaigne said that they were written “for few men and for few years.”1 History has shown that this assessment has been proved to be wrong. Starting from the first edition of the Essays (1580) and continuing to this day, Montaigne is the most widely read French author of the sixteenth century. This article deals with the worldwide reception of Montaigne through the ages, across national and linguistic borders. To understand this reception history I take the editorial history of the Essays and their readership in France as a starting point, in order to provide subsequently an overview of their translations worldwide, and finally to treat their country-specific imitations and interpretations, as exemplified by some famous Montaigne readers.

MONTAIGNE IN FRANCE: EDITIONS

The reception of an author can be read from the editorial history of his or her work. This also applies to Montaigne. His Essays have been published over the centuries almost without interruption, with the exception of a period of silence between 1669 and 1724 (the edition of Pierre Coste). This silence can be explained by the general austerity at the end of the reign of Louis XIV, and the addition of the Essays to the Index in 1676. From the beginning the Essays have been constantly adapted to the needs of their readers, both in content and in form. An early and extreme example of such adaptation is the Protestant edition of the Essays, which according to its title page was published in 1595 in Lyon, but in reality was printed in Geneva. The editor, presumably Simon Goulart, inspired by the Geneva censorship, shortened the original text by a third.2

However, the Essays are largely not submitted to reduction, but to expansion. In many ways their lecture was made easier, for instance by a steadily growing amount of paratexts. To help the reader in his lecture, a thematic index was added to the 1593 edition (Lyon, Gabriel La Grange). From 1617 on, Montaigne’s Latin quotations are provided with translations and acknowledgment of sources. In 1595 the printer Abel L’Angelier published an “Avis au Lecteur,” written by Marie de Gournay, Montaigne’s fille d’alliance. The 1602 edition (Paris, L’Angelier) was provided with a biographical index (“Vie de Michel de Montaigne tiree de ses Essais …”). This biographical index was meant to answer the question that every Montaigne reader asks: Who was Montaigne? Indeed, this question lives on: in several copies of the early editions anonymous readers have marked in the margins or by underlining, the places where Montaigne says something about his own life. A copy of the 1580 edition contains three marginal notes, two of which are about autobiographical information in the text: one note is on the author’s date of birth, and the other is on Montaigne’s brother.3 In the margins of a copy of the 1609 Leiden edition one reads: “Mr Montaigne was catholic, apostolic, roman. See page 271 and 770.”4 Montaigne’s printers, especially L’Angelier, had a keen sense of what readers of Montaigne wanted and expected. L’Angelier published in his 1608 edition of the Essays a real biographical paratext, entitled “Sommaire discours sur la Vie de Michel, Seigneur de Montaigne, extraict de ses propres escrits.” This “Life of Montaigne” would be republished with minor changes until well into the eighteenth century, notwithstanding the protestations of Pierre Coste, who advocated a more scholarly, historically correct paratextual biography, accompanied by documents and other materials.5

With the successful release of the Coste edition (five reprints between 1724 and 1745) began a period of growing knowledge about the life and work of Montaigne. This edition, published in London, has its origin in the circle of eighteenth-century French publishers who were exiled to the Netherlands. As well as other publishers in exile, such as Jacob Le Duchat (who issued the work of Rabelais in 1711) and Prosper Marchand (publisher of Bonaventure des Périers [1711] and many other authors, including Brantôme [1740] and Villon [1742]), Coste provided the Essays with an extensive commentary. He also adds other works by Montaigne (including a number of letters, and the writings of Étienne de La Boétie, edited by Montaigne), and, as was usual in the early eighteenth-century editions, a collection of “Jugements sur Montaigne,” which is a major source for the current study of the author’s reception.

After Coste, two major discoveries were made on the life and work of Montaigne. In 1770 his Journal du voyage en Italie was found. This discovery had a major and immediate repercussion on an audience that was fond of travel reports: the Journal was published in 1774, and in 1776 it was translated into German. On the other hand, the result of the second “discovery”6—the finding of the “Exemplaire de Bordeaux” (Bordeaux Copy) in 1777—was a long time coming. It was only in 1802 that the Bordeaux Copy was published in an edition by Jacques-André Naigeon, who caused less of a commotion with this edition than with his harsh anticlerical “Preface” (in which Montaigne was presented as a forerunner of the anticlerical Enlightenment). Only much later in the nineteenth century was it found that Naigeon’s transcription of the Bordeaux Copy was unreliable, an “orthographe de fantaisie,” according to Reinhold Dezeiméris, who a century later formulated some proposals for a new edition of the Essays.

These proposals resulted in the monumental “Édition municipale” in five volumes, edited by Fortunat Strowski in 1906–1933. Here, for the first time the three textual layers (“couches”) are distinguished, and are represented by the letters A, B, and C. This notation was authoritative: it was taken over by most twentieth-century editors and translators of Montaigne—it is only in some twenty-first-century editions that this way of editing has been criticized and abandoned. And the ABC notation continued to be commonly used in the twentieth-century translations of Montaigne.

It is not surprising that the philological concerns of the Montaigne editions risk alienating the common reader from Montaigne’s text and limiting the readership to specialists. In response, “translations” of Montaigne in modern French appeared—five between 1907 and 2009.7 Starting in the nineteenth century, Montaigne was often issued in the form of an anthology. Selections of chapters or passages appear, grouped around themes such as education or friendship, whether or not they were for use in education. One of the most famous anthologies is that of André Gide (Les Pages immortelles de Montaigne, 1939), who found that Montaigne was not to be read from cover to cover, but by leafing through. A related trend in the editorial history of the Essays is the selection of Montaigne’s quotes and sayings. This goes back to 1676, the year in which the Essays were put on the Index. This had an immediate effect on the way of publishing—in the form of a moralizing anthology, coinciding with the literary preference for short forms in the classicism popular in France at the time: one thinks of Pascal’s Pensées, La Rochefoucauld’s Maximes, and La Bruyère’s Caractères. In 1677 L’Esprit des Essais de Montaigne was published, and a collection of Pensées de Montaigne, propres à former l’esprit et les mœurs appeared in 1700. Apparently, such a way of editing filled and continues to fill a need for general readers: to this day, anthologies of Montaigne’s “Sayings” are regularly published, often as a bibliophile edition or a gift edition.8 The most recent example is the Petit recueil de pensées de Montaigne, compiled by Nicole Masson and Yann Caudal (2015).

MONTAIGNE IN FRANCE: READERS

By whom and how Montaigne was read over the centuries in France is broadly known. In addition to the seminal but understandably outdated overview of Pierre Villey (1935), there are some more detailed studies: Olivier Millet (1995) collected reader responses to the work of Montaigne for the period 1580–1640. Alan Boase (1935) studied the reception of the Essays from 1580 to 1669. M. Dréano (1952) did the same for the period 1677–1802. Donald Frame (1940) wrote his Montaigne in France, 1812–1852. Warren Boutcher (2016) studies in detail what he calls the “School of Montaigne,” including early modern French and English readers.9 This section is limited to the main characters and main trends in the French reception history of Montaigne.

This reception history began during Montaigne’s lifetime. His Essays aroused critical comments, including from his friends and supporters. These reactions were collected, discussed, and systematically refuted by Marie de Gournay in her Prefaces from 1595 to 1635. Such comments address Montaigne’s vocabulary, sexual licentiousness, associative thinking, and narcissistic self-description, the last of which was judged to expand too much on trivialities, such as his personal tastes in eating and drinking. Very personal is the reaction of Étienne Pasquier, who was befriended by Montaigne and who was present at his death. He reported on this in a letter to Claude de Pellejay (published in 1619, probably written in 1605). Pasquier presented Montaigne as a staunch Christian, who died dramatically during the Mass that was read in his bedroom, at the very moment of the sursum corda. However, in the same letter he sums up his objections to Montaigne’s writing, although he smoothes them over, with Marie de Gournay’s list of refuted comments in his mind.10 Both Pasquier’s representation of Montaigne as a faithful Christian and his criticism on Montaigne’s form and style were to be repeated until the age of romanticism. Another personal reaction came from the authoritative politician and man of letters Jacques Auguste De Thou, who in his Histoire de son temps and his Mémoires emphasized the resemblance between him and Montaigne, whom he had known personally. Dominique Baudier (Baudius), who was a poet and professor of rhetoric at Leiden, wrote in 1607: “About no other writer as Montaigne judgements are so diverse, or rather so opposed. … Some praise his genius, judgment and style into the skies, others run him down.”11 Although Baudius is also critical on some points, his final judgment is laudatory: he quotes with approval his master Justus Lipsius, another admirer of Montaigne, and one of his correspondents: “Justus Lipsius, our Dutch Thales, is right to call him the French Thales.”12

One of the first and most curious imitators of Montaigne is Pierre Charron, whose book De la Sagesse (1601) was often, until the eighteenth century, bracketed together with the Essays. De la Sagesse can be considered as a lengthy, moralizing compilation of Montaigne’s passages and ideas, which are assembled and presented in well-organized chapters. The consequence of this is that the main characteristic of the Montaignian essay—its freedom in argumentation and style—got lost, so that Charron’s work is at once a tribute to and betrayal of Montaigne’s Essays.

Charron was not the only one who drew on the Essays to enrich his own work. This is especially true for the polygraphs and authors of mélanges, such as Guillaume Bouchet (Les Serrées, 1584), Tabourot des Accords (Les Bigarrures, 1585), Simon Goulart, and Loys Guyon (Diverses Leçons, 1604). Montaigne is also used and misused in all sorts of controversies. Thus, Pasquier’s mild criticism of Montaigne’s free style and argumentation was seized upon by the hot-tempered Jesuit François Garasse, supposedly to defend Montaigne but in reality to attack Pasquier, who was engaged in a polemic with the Jesuits. Another example of manipulation can be found in the discussion around the authoritative author Guez de Balzac, who was accused of plagiarism. Balzac was defended by François Ogier, who claimed that this kind of imitation was common: after all, Ogier argues, Charron’s De la Sagesse is composed from the Essays, and the Essays themselves are a hodgepodge of Plutarch and Seneca, as Montaigne himself frankly admits. And even the great Lipsius “has in his Politica nothing of himself, except for a few adverbs and conjunctions.”13

One of the reasons for Montaigne’s success in seventeenth-century France was that, because of the civic, conversational tone of the Essays, he was seen as a precursor of the socio-intellectual ideal of the honnête homme, who rejected the bookish erudition of sixteenth-century humanism. The twentieth-century Montaigne specialist Albert Thibaudet wrote: “Montaigne, more than anyone else, created that public of honnêtes gens capable of judging and tasting, constituted outside the learned, and against them.”14 This is also clear from the physical place the Essays occupied in the libraries of the seventeenth-century intellectuals: the seventeenth-century auction catalogues often mention Montaigne not in the section of philosophy, but in the direct vicinity of works on civic behavior and conversation, such as Castiglione’s Courtier and Guazzo’s Civil Conversation.15

Many writers of the seventeenth century feel compelled to determine explicitly their position vis-à-vis Montaigne—Montaigne becoming more or less a touchstone of their own thinking and writing. Remarkably, this explicitness is absent in the work of the philosopher and scientist René Descartes. In his printed work Descartes never mentions Montaigne by name, although many passages in his work suggest that he had the Essays in mind. The most telling example is the famous opening sentence of his Discourse on Method (1637):

Good sense is, of all things among men, the most equally distributed; for every one thinks himself so abundantly provided with it, that those even who are the most difficult to satisfy in everything else, do not usually desire a larger measure of this quality than they already possess.16

This wit, which is also in Hobbes, is taken from Montaigne: “It is commonly said that the fairest division of her favors Nature has given us is that of sense; for there is no one who is not content with the share of it that she has allotted him.”17 Also in his argumentation, Descartes seems sometimes to enter into dialogue with Montaigne. In his Discourse he relies systematically upon the arguments and examples that Montaigne in his “Apology for Raymond Sebond” puts forward to defend the intelligence of animals. Descartes does this, however, for a reason that is the opposite of Montaigne’s. Whereas Montaigne, from his standpoint of relativism, tries to prove that man is not so different from the animals (and certainly not superior to them), Descartes wants to emphasize man’s superiority. Only man is endowed with reason; animals are not, as Montaigne opined, intelligent creatures, but ingeniously manufactured machines (“animaux-machines”)—a view that another reader of Montaigne, Jean de La Fontaine, vividly contested in his “Discours à Mme de La Sablière” (Fables IX, in fine). This debate on animals, with Montaigne and Descartes as protagonists and much quoted authorities, has its echoes through the centuries, up to today’s discussions on animal rights.

Another great seventeenth-century Montaigne reader, the Jansenist thinker Blaise Pascal, is also ambivalent in his judgment on Montaigne, as can be seen from the following pensée: “[the] divisions of Charron which make sad and are boring. [The] confusion of Montaigne, [who] felt well the failure of a straight method. Which he avoided by jumping from one subject to the other. … His foolish project of portraying himself.”18 This last damning indictment corresponds to his famous one-liner: “The I is hateful.”19 Nevertheless, this pensée shows that Pascal considers Montaigne to be a valuable discussion partner.

Pascal’s judgment on Montaigne is considerably milder than that of his fellow supporters of Jansenism, resident in their center of Port-Royal. In their La Logique de Port-Royal, Antoine Arnauld and Pierre Nicole rant against Montaigne’s “lack of judgment,” his “excessive self love,” his “pyrrhonism,” and his “libertin epicurism”; his words are “horrible, denoting an entire disappearance of all religious feeling.” Moreover, the Essays contain a “hidden venom.” This image is frequently used by both the Catholic opponents of Jansenism and its supporters in France and abroad. It can be found, for instance, in the authoritative Bibliothèque universelle of Jean Le Clerc, who was active as a Protestant theologian in the Netherlands. Le Clerc warns of the influence of the Essays on unwary readers, which is more dangerous, he says, than Machiavelli’s ideas: Machiavelli addresses himself to the great and the powerful, “but the venom that lies in Montaigne is a poison that can corrupt both the great and the people, affecting all religious principles and the entire conduct of life.”20

It comes as no surprise that Pierre Bayle, another important French intellectual who also was active in the Netherlands, has an opinion diametrically opposite to Le Clerc’s. As a freethinker, Bayle was throughout his life full of admiration for Montaigne; he presents himself as his disciple, defending his maître à penser against all accusations of pyrrhonism and “filth” (“saletés”), but he does so not without self-interest, as is noted by Dréano: “In pleading for Montaigne, he pleaded for himself.”21

How much the actors of the Republic of Letters were aware of each others’ responses to Montaigne is evidenced by the much quoted judgment on Montaigne by the moralist Jean de La Bruyère, the author of Les Caractères (1688). La Bruyère opposes two Montaigne readers: “Two writers in their works have blamed Montaigne. … One of them did not think enough to taste an author who thinks a lot; the other thinks too subtly to go along with thoughts that are natural.”22 Who are these two writers who are so viciously attacked? La Bruyère himself mentions no names. However, at that time, “keys” circulated which indicated exactly who La Bruyère had in view. According to these keys, the aforementioned “two writers” were, respectively, Malebranche and Nicole.23

The young Voltaire was well aware of the different readers’ comments on Montaigne. This is evidenced by his Lettres philosophiques (1734). In the 25th letter of this work he attacks venomously Pascal, his bête noire, and also the latter’s judgment of Montaigne. He quotes Pascal’s sentence “His foolish project of portraying himself,” and then pastiches it: “The lovely project that Montaigne had in painting himself naively as he did! For he painted human nature. And the foolish project of Nicole, Malebranche and Pascal in decrying Montaigne.”24 From the last sentence it is clear that Voltaire not only alludes to Pascal’s Pensées, but also to La Bruyère’s Caractères and its keys.

Whereas Voltaire had read Montaigne well, citing him as a reference against his dragons—intolerance and fanaticism—he seems not to have been substantially influenced by him. That is not the case with some other Enlightenment thinkers. Denis Diderot, the initiator of the Encyclopédie, cites Montaigne abundantly. Despite some minor reservations about his style and argumentation, Montaigne is for him a precursor of the critical spirit of the Encyclopedists.25 In his article “Pyrrhonisme” of the Encyclopédie he says: “The book of Montaigne is the touchstone of a bon esprit. Of someone who dislikes reading him you can tell that he has some defect in the heart or mind.”26 Except for Jaucourt, who in his article “Perigord” wrote negatively about Montaigne, all of the Encyclopedists and cognate minds are generally well-disposed toward Montaigne. In his Avertissement for the Encyclopédie D’Alembert gives good advice to all Encyclopédie collaborators, writing on the subject of philosophy: “The motto of Montaigne (Que sais-je?) at the head of almost all articles of this kind would be usually very well placed.”27

The most influential Montaigne reader of the eighteenth century is Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Rousseau read Montaigne carefully and critically throughout his life, from Rousseau’s first work, Discourse on the Origin of Inequality (1775), until his last, Reveries of the Solitary Walker. In his Discourse, which announces his cultural pessimism, he makes ample use of the Essays. Rousseau concludes his Discourse by borrowing from the final part of Montaigne’s chapter “On cannibals,” albeit without mentioning its author: “since it is plainly contrary to the law of nature, however defined, that children should command old men, fools wise men, and that the privileged few should gorge themselves with superfluities, while the starving multitude are in want of the bare necessities of life.”28

Many of Rousseau’s ideas on education in his pedagogical novel Emile, or on Education seem so inspired by Montaigne’s chapter “Of the education of children,” that one has accused him of plagiarism. At the end of his life, in his final work, Reveries of the Solitary Walker, Rousseau tries to write a sincere self-portrait. He does so by alluding explicitly to Montaigne’s self-portrayal: “I do the same thing as Montaigne, but with a purpose contrary to his one: because he wrote his essays for others, and I do write my reveries for myself”29—thus distorting both his own reason for writing and Montaigne’s reason as well, which was exclusively “domestique et privée.”30 In the reception history of Montaigne, Rousseau was to function as a transmitter, and transformer, of some of the essayist’s main themes, such as education, the Good Savage, and introspection, passing them to later times and other countries.

It is not unlikely that Rousseau was also attracted to Montaigne by a certain sensibility that is present in the Essays. Sensibility was and is often seen as a “female” feature. It is indeed remarkable that during his lifetime Montaigne had, besides Marie de Gournay, many female readers, whom he considered as “lecteurs suffisants” of his Essays. He has dedicated chapters to Mme d’Estissac, Mme de Gramont, and Mme de Duras. He offers a copy of his Essays to Mme Le Paulmier. It is striking how positively intellectual women of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries spoke about Montaigne. Mme de Sévigné finds consolation in Montaigne’s Essays when her daughter, Mme de Grignan, departs: “I have good books, especially Montaigne. What do I need else, when [I] don’t have you?”31 Mme de Deffand fervently defends Montaigne in her correspondence with Horace Walpole. Mme Necker compares Rousseau with Montaigne and shows how much Rousseau’s greatness is based on the greatness of Montaigne: “If Rousseau had not read Montaigne, if he had not imitated him, he would never have had any originality in style, nor perhaps any celebrity.”32 And driven by her educational ideals, Mme de Charrière heartily recommends the Essays to her young correspondents.

With the emerging romanticism, of which Rousseau can be regarded as a forerunner, the appeal of Montaigne’s sensibility primarily concerns Montaigne’s chapter “On friendship.” Telling examples of female readers of this chapter are Mme de Genlis, Mme Desbordes-Valmore, Louise Colet, and George Sand, who included in her Histoire de ma vie a chapter entitled “My chapter on friendship, not as beautiful but as passionate as Montaigne’s.”33 Not only women but also male readers showed themselves to be sensitive to Montaigne’s sensibility. Donald Frame quotes many male readers, including Senancour and Viollet-le-Duc (“There is no one who does not know the book of the Essays and the chapter ‘On Friendship’ ”).34 The same can be said of the ten men who submitted their eulogies on Montaigne for a concours d’éloquence (a competition of eloquence) that was issued by the Académie Française in 1810. These eulogies, published in 1812, all glorify Montaigne’s chapter “Of friendship”—with the exception of one, by Jean-Baptiste Biot, who praises Montaigne as a stylist and a thinker but criticizes his insensibility.35 Also, the Romantic poet Lamartine did not find in Montaigne the sensibility he was looking for. One of the passages that according to his critics would prove Montaigne’s insensibility was the short report he made of his visit to the mad poet Tasso, who was put in a madhouse at Ferrara.36

The critic and writer Sainte-Beuve was the most important and influential reader of Montaigne in the nineteenth century; he put sixteenth-century French literature on the literary agenda of his contemporaries. Sainte-Beuve became fascinated by Montaigne during his studies of Pascal and Port-Royal, who considered Montaigne to be a thorn in their side. From his annotated copy of the Essays it is clear how he felt quite related to Montaigne. This fascination would persist throughout his life—in the words with which Donald Frame summarizes his beautiful chapter on Sainte-Beuve: “Resembling Montaigne as he did, calling him his master and the wisest Frenchmen that ever lived, writing on him often at length, constantly quoting him or referring to him, discovering himself in the Essais… .”37 Sainte-Beuve’s authority was largely responsible for the permanent place Montaigne obtained in the French literary canon.

Another great nineteenth-century admirer of Montaigne is Flaubert. The author of Madame Bovary was full of admiration for the styles of Rabelais and Montaigne, which were as different from each other as they were from his own. Flaubert used these authors as a whetstone to hone his own style. And, just as Sainte-Beuve did, he sees in Montaigne a mirror image of himself: “I am rereading Montaigne; it is singular how full I am of that fellow! We have the same tastes, the same opinions, the same way of life, the same manias. There are people I admire more than him, but there are none I would call back more gladly and have a better chat with.”38 Amusing is Flaubert’s letter to a female correspondent, in which he recommends reading Montaigne as a tranquilizer, with a brief allusion to the contemporary discussion on Montaigne’s insensibility: “Read Montaigne, read him slowly, carefully! He will calm you. And do not listen to people who talk about his selfishness. You’ll love him, you will see. … Read him from one end to the other and, when you have finished, try again.”39

Due to the Eulogies and to Sainte-Beuve, Montaigne was getting better known, even among the general public. In the first half of the nineteenth century some recognizable scenes from his life went into paintings and prints: the visit of Montaigne to Tasso, and his death as a faithful Christian, as recounted by Pasquier.40

It is difficult, if not impossible, to map out the reception of Montaigne after Sainte-Beuve, Flaubert, and other well-known Montaigne readers, such as Stendhal and Chateaubriand. Authors and thinkers like Marcel Proust, Henri Bergson, André Gide, Louis-Ferdinand Céline, Roger Martin du Gard, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Roland Barthes, Michel Butor, Philippe Sollers, Julia Kristéva, Tzvetan Todorov, and Michel Chaillou are all associated with Montaigne41 because of their borrowings from Montaigne and their references and allusions to him. Among these authors, Gide (Essai sur Montaigne, 1939), Merleau-Ponty (“Lecture de Montaigne,” in Signes, 1960), and Butor (Essais sur les Essais, 1968) were also of importance for the more academic Montaigne studies. Chaillou wrote a novel about the life of Montaigne (Domestique chez Montaigne, 1982). Recent years have witnesed some developments in the Montaigne reception in France. On the one hand, the French no longer consider him as a purely literary writer: he also gets, thanks to the French reception of Friedrich Nietzsche and Stefan Zweig (to whom I will return), an increasingly important place within philosophy. This is evidenced by the fact that since the 1990s Montaigne’s Essays have been regularly included on the list of books prescribed for the agrégation of philosophy. On the other hand, Montaigne has recently been made accessible to a wide audience, which finds in him an art de vivre—witness two recent bestsellers in France: the French translation of Sarah Bakewell’s How to Live, or a Life of Montaigne in One Question and Twenty Attempts at an Answer (2011), and Antoine Compagnon’s Un été avec Montaigne (2014).

MONTAIGNE OUTSIDE OF FRANCE: TRANSLATIONS

To get an impression of the reception of Montaigne outside of France, translation is a good starting point. Since its hesitant beginnings in the sixteenth century through modern times, the long history of the translations of Montaigne’s works is winding and full of surprises. As we limit ourselves to both ends of this history, the first and the last translation of Montaigne are both “essays” (in the sense of “experiments”) in writing. The first translation—of the chapter “Of moderation,” made by the Dutch magistrate and poet Jan van Hout—is indeed only a draft, written in 1585 on the margins and on the back of a printed sheet of paper, at a time when paper was expensive. The experimental nature of this translation is undeniable: Jan van Hout leaves untranslated those words that he did not succeed in translating immediately—the white spaces left were filled in during a second test of translation.42 At the other end of this history, there is the curious experimentation by Pascal Hervieux, who retranslated from a Japanese translation into modern French two of Montaigne’s “hedonist” chapters, namely “On some verses of Virgil” and “Of experience.”43 “Translated from a translation, the Essays might deliver us their message, probably more and better, at least certainly more clearly than a fossil edition”44—this is the basic idea of this recent experiment, which did not fail to shock several Montaigne readers.

In 2011, for the collective volume Translating Montaigne,45 I made a list of all translations that have appeared from the sixteenth century to 2009. I based myself, among other sources, on the available bibliographies, both paper and electronic, especially the Karlsruher Virtueller Katalog,46 and the inescapable Index translationum.47 I found 224 translations, in thirty-five languages—see Table 15.1.48 




Table 15.1 Translations of Montaigne




	
Italian 26

German 25

Spanish 25

English 21

Japanese 17

Korean 14

Dutch 11

Hungarian 9

Catalan 6

Danish 6

Swedish 6

Norwegian 5

Portuguese 5

Finnish 4

Greek 4

Romanian 4

Russian 4

Yugoslavian 4

	
Chinese 3

Turkish 3

Croatian 2

Czech 2

Estonian 2

Hebrew 2

Polish 2

Serbian 2

Tamil 2

Basque 1

Bulgarian 1

Farsi 1

Irish 1

Latvian 1

Lithuanian 1

Malayalam 1

Slovenian 1











In this table I have not counted the translations that have appeared in magazines or on the Internet, nor reprints of translations (for example, the English translation by Florio and the German one by Bode, both reprinted many times during the ages), nor the above mentioned “translations” in modern French. The large number of Japanese and Korean translations is striking, and there is a remarkable absence: there is no existing Arabic translation of Montaigne.

If we do include reissues we come out with much higher numbers. Here are some figures: for the period 1979–2007 alone the website of the Index translationum provides, for “Montaigne,” 238 records (including the reissues and the “translations” in French).49 This is a lot, but to judge these figures at their fair value, one should compare them to those of other translated authors: Rabelais has 165 records, Ronsard 26, La Fontaine 487, Molière 689, Voltaire 475, and Proust 679.50

Let us discuss the most notable translations in chronological order. For the starting period there are several translations in manuscript form. Apart from the above mentioned Dutch translation by Jan van Hout, the Dutch poet Hendrik Laurenz. Spieghel translated a number of chapters of the Essays in the 1580s—translations now lost. The first Spanish translation that is known, a partial translation of Diego de Cisneros (1634), is also in manuscript. In his Preface to the reader, Florio mentions several attempts made prior to his own translation: “Seven or eight of great wit and worth have assayed, but found these Essayes no attempt for French apprentices or Littletonians.”51 But maybe it is a translator’s topos: that is, in 1653 Sir Thomas Urquhart, in the Preface to his translation of Rabelais, would say the same: Rabelais’s work, one reads, is “so difficult … to be turned into any other speech, that many prime spirits in most of the Nations of Europe since the year 1573 (which was fourescore yeares ago) after having attempted it, were constrained (with no small regret) to give it over, as a thing impossible to be done.”52

Florio delivers the first integral printed translation. Other integral translations would soon follow: the Italian translation by Girolamo Canini (1629 or 1633),53 the Dutch translation by Jan Hendrik Glazemaker in 1674,54 and the second integral English translation by Charles Cotton (1685). Only much later were translations in other languages published: in 1753–1754 the first German integral translation by Johann Daniel Dietz appeared, and in 1793-1799 came the second German translation, by Johann Bode. In 1777–1779 appeared the first translation of Montaigne’s recently discovered Journal de voyage in German. In 1762 came a partial translation into Russian by Sergeï Voltchkov. Translations into other languages had to wait even longer: Spanish (1898), Danish (partial, 1898), Polish (partial, 1909), and so on.

Translations often have a tacit political or commercial motivation. The simultaneous appearance of the American translation by Donald M. Frame (1958) and the British one by John M. Cohen (1958) is certainly no coincidence. For some languages, this competition could be large in a relatively small market—for instance, in the case of the six partial translations into Korean between 1987 and 1990. The complete translation in Japanese by Shotaro Araki (2002–2003) was no doubt outcompeted by the translations by Siron Miyasita in 2005 (Book 1) and 2007 (Book 2). In the Netherlands there are three translations—all published in (or since) 1993, including two integral ones—that continue to be reprinted today. In the case of the first integral Catalan translation by Vicent Alonso (2003–2008) and the Spanish translation by María Dolores Picazo and Álvaro Muñoz Robledano (2003), there are undoubtedly some political concurrencies.

The partial translations of Montaigne into Latvian (Peter Zvagulis, 1981–1984) and Lithuanian (Danguole Droblyte, 1983) are also heavily politically charged. These translations are the result of a reaction to the Russian translation by A. S. Bobovich and others (1954–1960), the only one allowed in the Soviet period. The same is true for the Russian anthologies that have appeared after the fall of the Soviet regime. In their presentations the translators emphasize that the choice of their chapters corresponds to the “new mentality” of the post-Soviet era. Another example: the literary and more generally cultural importance of the Polish translator Tadeusz Boy-Żeleński lies in the defense and illustration of his language. In 1917 Boy-Żeleński chose to translate Montaigne in order to start his ambitious editorial project Biblioteka Boya (the Library of Boy)—which, by its many reprints and anthologies, has long dominated the literary landscape in Poland. For both Turkish and Hebrew there are figures comparable to those for Boy-Żeleński; the (partial) translations of Montaigne into these two languages had a monopolizing effect that lasted for several decades: Sabahattin Eyüboğlu for the Turkish (1940) and Yeshouroun Keshet for the Hebrew (1947). It is only in 2006 that the monopoly of Eyüboğlu was broken by the first complete translation of the Essays in Turkish, made by Husen Portakal. And for the Hebrew language, the same was done by the translation by Aviva Barak (2007–2010). Also, the many Korean translations since the 1960s can be explained as a reaction to the authoritative Japanese translation by Hideo Sekine.55

One also notes the importance of the famous anthology by André Gide: Les Pages immortelles de Montaigne choisies et expliquées par André Gide (Paris, 1939). This anthology had an immediate impact: there are twelve translations of the work into other languages, the first two already dating from 1939. Of these translations there are two in English (1939, 1946),56 two in German (1949, 1993), and two in Italian (1949, 1992), while the six other translations are in Dutch (1939), Swedish (1948), Norwegian (1952), Japanese (1953), Danish (1966), and Spanish (1993).

Just like editions and anthologies, translations were (and are) often bowdlerized. Recent studies have shown this for some translations in the English-language area. Already the first Montaigne translators, Florio and Cotton, practiced sexual censorship. A well-known example is the translation made by George B. Ives at the instigation and with the collaboration of Grace Norton (1925)—this is an excellent translation, with the only flaw being that most scabrous passages were left untranslated, which earned it the nickname of the “Fig-Leaf edition.”57

MONTAIGNE OUTSIDE OF FRANCE: READERS

Outside of France, the first Montaigne readers are to be found in the Netherlands. This Dutch readership is well documented,58 especially for Leiden and its university, where such Montaigne readers as Van Hout, Lipsius, Baudier, Vulcanius, and Scaliger were active. The numerous seventeenth-century auction catalogues mention Montaigne regularly. To be precise: Montaigne is present (in one or more copies) in 38 percent of the catalogues, Rabelais in 40 percent, Marot in 25 percent, Ronsard in 22 percent, and Du Bartas in 38 percent. Whereas Marot, Ronsard, and Du Bartas suffered a steep decline in the second half of the century, Montaigne’s presence in the catalogues remained constantly high throughout the century and in the following century as well.

Among the most interesting instances of the reception of Montaigne in the Netherlands is the unique case of the lawyer and highly talented painter Pieter van Veen, brother of the better-known Otto Vaenius, who abundantly annotated and illustrated his personal copy of Montaigne’s Essays, much in the same way Holbein did with his personal copy of Erasmus’ The Praise of Folly. Another interesting reception is that of the Dutch physician Johan van Beverwijck, who in 1633 published a Latin pamphlet to defend his discipline against Montaigne’s medical skepticism. This pamphlet was translated into Dutch in 1641 under the title Bergh-val (the fall of the mountain), with a pun on Montaigne’s name, and in 1730 into French: Défense de la médecine contre les calomnies de Montaigne. Montaigne seems deeply rooted in early modern Dutch culture. Analogies between Spinoza and Montaigne are a subject of speculation among modern historians of philosophy. According to some modern art historians, echoes of Montaigne’s empathy with animals can be found in Dutch animal painting, especially in the works of the Antwerp painter Frans Snyders and his disciple Jan Fyt. Art historians have also noted some remarkable points of coincidence between Montaigne’s self-description, especially his merciless description of his own aging process, and Rembrandt’s self-portraits. And Rembrandt’s only known meta-pictorial statement, made in a letter to his protector, the poet-diplomat Constantijn Huygens, another reader of Montaigne—“[the purpose of my art] is the greatest and most natural movement”—is strongly reminiscent of Montaigne’s statements on movement, one of his major themes. Although from the eighteenth century onward Montaigne was not much alluded to, the author returned to fashion at the end of the twentieth century with the Dutch translations by Frank de Graaff and Hans van Pinxteren. A curious example of this revival is the special issue of the cultural journal De Gids, entitled De Titels van Montaigne (Montaigne’s Titles). The editorial board of the journal gave the 107 titles of the chapters of the Essays to 107 Dutch authors, so that each of them could write a brief essay with the given title. The result produced a triple issue (July–August–September 2007, vol. 170), counting more than 960 pages.

In English-speaking countries, Montaigne’s influence is enormous. Introduced by Francis Bacon with his Essays (1594), Montaigne’s Essays stand at the origins of a literary genre that would take great flight in Britain—even though the current well-structured academic essays are far from Montaigne’s loosely structured chapters. Among his Anglo-Saxon readers we find the great names of Shakespeare, John Locke, Lawrence Sterne, Alexander Pope, Lord Byron, Edward Gibbon, R. L. Stevenson, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Virginia Woolf, Walter Pater, T. S. Eliot, and Aldous Huxley as well as Salvador Dalí, who in 1949 illustrated an American selection of the Essays.59 In order to avoid name-dropping, I refer to the seminal study by Charles Dédéyan,60 to the above mentioned books by Dudley Marchi and Warren Boutcher, and to Boutcher’s article in the present volume.

In Germany the influence of Montaigne is also far-reaching, but rather late compared with Great Britain and the Netherlands. In his La Renommée de Montaigne en Allemagne (1921), Victor Bouillier only mentions some seventeenth-century humanist readers of Montaigne.61 The great breakthrough of Montaigne in Germany takes place in the eighteenth century after the appearance of the translation by Bode, and the translation of Montaigne’s Journal de voyage. A well-known eighteenth-century reader of Montaigne is Johann Georg Hamann, who considered Montaigne’s skepticism as an ally in his fight against the enlightened ideas of his time.62 But such an enlightened philosopher as Immanuel Kant was also a reader of Montaigne. Goethe is an admirer of Montaigne, not only of the Essays but also of Montaigne’s Journal de voyage. In his standard work Montaigne (first German edition 1949, French translation 1968), Hugo Friedrich constantly evokes the analogies between Montaigne and Goethe in order to sharpen his image of Montaigne. Bouillier mentions the Swiss poet Conrad Ferdinand Meyer, who in his novella Das Amulet (1873) introduces Montaigne as a character, in a scene that takes place just before the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre. Germany’s most discussed Montaigne reader is Nietzsche, who in 1870 at the age of twenty-five was given a copy of the Essays by Cosima Wagner, and from that point on never abandoned Montaigne. In his last published work, Ecce Homo, he writes: “Among the French, Montaigne has been always my relief.”63 The book that Stefan Zweig, fleeing from Nazism, wrote about Montaigne and freedom, just before he and his wife committed suicide in 1942, is well known. This book is translated into many languages.

A curious and much cited instance of Montaigne reception in Germany concerns Montaigne’s translation of an Indian love song, known as the “Chanson de la couleuvre” (the Snake Song), with the refrain “adder, stay; stay, adder” (“Couleuvre arrête-toi, arrête-toi couleuvre.”64 This translation received much response from his early modern readers. Many poets even entered into poetic emulation with Montaigne’s prose text. In 1644, a poetic adaptation of this poem was made in Dutch by Jan de Brune (Wetsteen der Vernuften, 1644). This adaptation was literally translated into German by Hoffmann von Hoffmannswaldau in his Deutsche Übersetzungen und Getichte (1696); Hoffmannswaldau quotes the poem in the midst of other forms of “primitive” poetry (by, among others, druids, bards, and Laplanders).65 In the eighteenth century many other translations into German were made, not only by the Montaigne translator Johann Daniel Tiets (1753-54), but also by Christian Ewald von Kleist (“Lied der Kannibalen”) and Johann Gottfried Herder. The poem garnered wider fame in the version by Goethe, entitled “Liebeslied eines amerikanischen Wilden” (1783), of which I quote the opening and ending lines: “Schlange, warte, warte Schlange” and “Wird von allen andern Schlangen / Herrlich dann gepriesen warden.” Although Goethe clearly based himself on Montaigne’s text, the words he chose suggest that the other German versions were not unknown to him, especially the ones by Tietz (opening line: “Schlange, warte, warte, Schlange”) and Kleist (final lines: “Vor allen andern Schlangen / Der Welt gepriesen werden”). This could be the reason why much later in his career Goethe reworked the first version of his poem into a new one, entitled “Brasilianisch,” of which these are the opening and closing lines: “Schlange, halte stille! / Halte stille, Schlange!” and “Trägt sie die, so wirst du / Immerfort vor allen Schlangen / Herrlich schön gepriesen.”66

The lines of imitation continued into modern times. The text of Montaigne is apparently so strongly etched in the memory of Chateaubriand that he believed he had heard the Snake Song from the mouth of Mila, a fourteen-year-old Iroquois (!) girl: “Was this not the couplet quoted by Montaigne?” (Mémoires d’outre-tombe, 1822). Today, Brazilian historians consider Montaigne’s text to be the first known example of Brazilian lyricism. The Brazilian poet Waly Salomão has made a modern version, titled “Cobra Coral” (2000), which was set to music and sung by Caetano Veloso.

As Karin Westerwelle suggests, Victor Bouillier’s study on the German reception of Montaigne needs to be updated.67 This applies also mutatis mutandis for Italy and Spain, whose Montaigne reception was also studied by Bouillier68 in a study that can be complemented by some more recent articles.69 For the Scandinavian countries, no overview article exists; nor is there one for Russia, which nevertheless has some famous Montaigne readers in the persons of Pushkin70 and Tolstoy. As for the Far East, there are some overview articles about China, Japan, and Korea.71 Further studies on these and other language areas form a desideratum.72 Another desideratum is further research on manuscript annotations by readers of Montaigne within and outside of France. Such annotations enable us to see most directly how Montaigne was read. A stimulus to such an inquiry was given by Jean Balsamo for the period from 1580 to 1598 in France and by William Hamlin for the seventeenth century in Britain.73

MONTAIGNE’S POPULARITY TODAY

That Montaigne, at least in France, is known to a wide audience can be deduced from the occurrence of his effigy in statues, busts, medals, prints and cartoons, stamps, cigar bands, and badges.74 The fame of Montaigne is also visible in the naming of institutions such as the Université Bordeaux Montaigne; the Institut Montaigne, a French liberal think tank created in 2000; and several collèges and lycées in France. And Montaigne’s work gets staged: in 2014 Parce que c’était lui …, a play by Jean-Claude Idée on Montaigne’s friendship with La Boétie and Marie de Gournay, was performed in Paris. In 2016 the stage monologue Montaigne will go on a tour of some main theatres in Belgium and the Netherlands—this monologue is written by Alexander Roose and performed by Koen de Sutter. The collection After Montaigne: Contemporary Essayists Cover the Essays (2015), edited by David Lazar and Patrick Madden, is a recent attempt to make Montaigne better known to an American audience: twenty-four authors were each asked to choose one of Montaigne’s essays and to write their own essay on the same subject and with the same title—a project strongly reminiscent of the above mentioned Dutch project of De Gids (2007).

The example of the Indian Snake Song, as well as the examples of Nietzsche and Zweig, shows that the reception history of Montaigne is an increasingly transnational phenomenon. This is also reflected in some recent publications. Sarah Bakewell’s How to Live, or a Life of Montaigne in One Question and Twenty Attempts at an Answer (2011), which is geared toward a wide audience, has been translated into Dutch (2011) and German (2012), and the French translation (2014) has received considerable publicity in France. Conversely, Antoine Compagnon’s bestseller Un été avec Montaigne (2013) has already been translated into German, Spanish, Portuguese, Norwegian, and Dutch. Both books show that today the Essays are no dead letter. Montaigne is alive, in France and abroad.
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CHAPTER 16

MONTAIGNE IN ENGLAND AND AMERICA

WARREN BOUTCHER

THE definition of the premises, questions, and kinds of evidence that should inform study of the reception of Montaigne in England and America is more open to debate now than at any time in the past one hundred years. This is, in part, due to the quiet revolution in Montaigne studies in the last thirty years but mainly due to broader developments in literary reception research. There are problems to resolve regarding the actions, actors, contexts, and media that we should take to constitute reception; the quality and nature of the “Englishness” or “Anglo-Saxonness” of the process and outcome; and the relationship of reception in the past to reception now.

Is Montaigne’s reception to be studied as “influence” on the part of the author or as “appropriation” on the part of readers? Is it still a matter of the afterlife, “fortunes,” or posterity of the original text, which is more or less faithfully and richly interpreted by English readers and writers? Or is it an active process whose meanings and outcomes are shaped primarily by the agents and circumstances of reception?

Should we set any limit on the attention we pay to the range of agents and media by means of which his works and reputation were transmitted? Is it always possible or desirable sharply to distinguish the reception of Montaigne’s Essays as a translated text from their reception as a French-language text? Interest tends to focus on contexts in which the Essays are—or are assumed to be—the central or sole focus of attention. But are there not very interesting contexts in which Montaigne’s work is received in relation to other texts (e.g. by Charron or Seneca)—texts that may be more central or authoritative than the Essays themselves?

Does our contemporary understanding of the significance and value of the Essays and other texts inevitably determine how we study and evaluate their earlier reception? Many scholars privilege the most personal responses, those considered to be closest to our own understanding of the literary and philosophical texture and significance of the Essays, and they implicitly denigrate early readers who fail to read and appreciate the work as textual experts do now. But historically informed study of early modern interpretations and appropriations different from our own might also be used to challenge and change modern understanding of the text and its contexts.

In what follows I shall survey the origins and development of the field and its questions in relation to brief discussions of examples. The conclusions I reach about the directions for future research are twofold. On the one hand, despite 250 years of interest in Montaigne’s influence on English literature, proper study of his reception in England and America—not to mention other anglophone or partially anglophone countries such as Scotland, Ireland, and Canada—is still in its infancy. We now have new tools and resources that enable us to expand the range and evidence base of our inquiries. We should use these instruments to gather a greater and more comprehensive range of documentation and to ask more ambitious questions about long-term continuity and change in the anglophone reception of Montaigne.

On the other hand, we need to study in greater depth the contexts of individual instances of reception so as to understand with greater specificity how, why, in what forms, in what circumstances, and for what purposes Montaigne’s texts were used at particular moments in the literary past of anglophone countries. This can help us to historicize our own understanding of the texts and their contexts in the present.1

FOUNDATIONS: PIERRE VILLEY

The foundations for the modern study of Montaigne’s reception in England and America were put down by a Frenchman before and during the First World War. The prior decades had seen the institutionalization of the national literatures of the various western European countries in their respective schools, universities, and public spheres. The relations between them were being redefined in terms of the classical and foreign sources used by each canonical author in each national literature, and in terms of the influence he (very occasionally she) had on each distinct foreign literature, as evidenced by verbal borrowings from his works and by their critical fortunes with eminent foreign writers and critics.

Pierre Villey carried out the most authoritative redefinition in the case of Montaigne and his influence on English literature. His principal contribution was to insist that claims made about the “influence” of the Essays should rest on concrete evidence of their “reception” at the verbal or textual level. On the one hand, he produced a comprehensive reevaluation of all the sources—mostly classical and foreign—used by Montaigne in the Essays. On the other hand, he reassessed the influence and fortunes of the Essays as a textual source not only in France, but also in England.

Villey was not, however, the first to undertake such research, and he did so in a particular international context. Montaigne was studied by English, German, and American scholars because he was thought to have influenced authors such as Shakespeare, Bacon, and Emerson; he was being read back through the Anglo-Saxon literary tradition. One of the most interesting episodes in the modern American reception of Montaigne is the work of the amateur scholar and lecturer Grace Norton (1834–1926), best known as a correspondent of Henry James. Norton was the sister of the art historian Charles Eliot Norton and the cousin of Harvard president Charles Eliot. Although she lived in Cambridge, Massachusetts, most of her life, and although she became a scholar of French literature who gave morning lectures in the town, she never taught the Harvard or Radcliffe curricula ex-officio. After working on Montaigne’s sources she went on to publish two books in 1908, on the “influence” and the “spirit” of Montaigne, including in England and America. Villey corresponded with Norton for twenty years and drew on her work in his own research.2

The outcomes of the work of Villey—and Norton—are most readily accessible in the present volume’s reference edition of the French text: Villey-Saulnier. Two appendixes aim to grasp the reaction of “readers of choice” (lecteurs de choix) to the text of the Essays. The first appendix is organized as notes on passages in the French text that influenced or were borrowed by the greatest writers, those whose response was most personal. The notes aim to reveal the ideas that were incorporated in posterity’s image of Montaigne. We can see Webster, Marston, or even Shakespeare pick a particular observation from the Essays to enrich the psychology of their characters or to turn an apophthegm into dramatic dialogue; we can witness the English Deist Charles Blount sharpen particular ideas as arrows against the positive religions. The second appendix is organized by date and gives the critical judgments that were most repeated, discussed, nuanced, and contradicted. This goes up to the early eighteenth century and includes only two English writers: William Cornwallis (1600) and John Locke (1685, from a private manuscript journal).

Villey also wrote individual articles on the Anglo-Saxon reception of Montaigne, two of which shall be emphasized here. His 1917 piece on the English dramatic poets of the time of Shakespeare remains one of very few attempts at an overview of the use of Florio’s Montaigne on the Jacobean stage.3 He bases his study on close verbal resemblances, on what he refers to as conscious borrowings or undeniable plagiarisms. He gives excellent examples of the ways in which the “sayings,” anecdotes, and classical quotations in Montaigne’s text, which already have a certain dramatic power, lend themselves to the composition of energetic and sententious theatrical dialogue.

But Villey uses his own evaluation (derived from study of Montaigne’s use of sources) of the philosophical value and significance of the Essays as a norm against which to judge how the playwrights use the Frenchman as a source. For Villey, the evolution of the Essays amounts to the enrichment of their author’s moral-philosophical imagination. Are the English playwrights and their characters in turn enriched? For the most part, Marston’s style of appropriation is a matter of cut-and-pasted phrases used superficially to create the libertine and cynical tone he gives his characters—somewhat like the tone of Montaigne’s late dilettantism and epicureanism (of which Villey disapproved). En route from French text to English play, the philosophical significance of these phrases is removed. The one exception that proves the rule is a scene in Sophonisba, which does take a philosophical idea from Montaigne’s text and shows it animating the conduct of characters. On this one occasion, Montaigne’s moi, his self-portrait, designed to be a model for real people, becomes the prototype for the actions and reasonings of fictional characters.

Webster’s two great plays (The White Devil, The Duchess of Malfi), by contrast, betray for Villey not only the influence of Montaigne’s style at the level of phrases and metaphors, but also a consistent engagement with Montaigne’s philosophical ideas and personality.4 The dramas have a substratum of thought and moral observation—laid down by use of Florio’s Montaigne and other sources—that Marston’s lack. Through the Englished Essays, Bosola and Flamineo can talk like true philosophers in the ancient mold. Villey ends with a forensic assessment of the claims made over the previous forty years by English, German, and American scholars that Shakespeare had been widely influenced by Montaigne’s work. Against the background of the close verbal borrowings evident in Marston’s and Webster’s plays, he is able to isolate the single passage in Shakespeare’s The Tempest 2.1 as the only proven “influence.”

Villey’s most important contribution to the field, however, was his little-cited 1913 article on Montaigne in Anglo-Saxon literature.5 Why, he begins by asking, has the reception of Montaigne in England, and in America via the voice of Emerson, been so strong—almost as strong as in France and much stronger over the long term than in comparable western European countries such as Germany, Italy, and Spain? Whereas a full English translation of the Essays appeared immediately in 1603, after seven or eight other attempts (according to Florio), a German version would not appear until the mid-eighteenth century. Not only this, but a further translation (that of Charles Cotton) soon replaced Florio’s and was to be continuously reissued, updated, and adapted as the standard translation right up to Villey’s time. No other French author, Villey claims—not Rabelais, not Ronsard, not Boileau—had exercised so powerful an influence on English literature. He had the honor of becoming an English classic. Was this, he asks, because Montaigne was in some sense Anglo-Saxon himself, if not by birth then by character?

Villey attempts a general survey of the history of Montaigne’s influence in England, asking what each epoch praised in him, why he was read, why he was admired, what was retained of his leçons, what was imitated in him. In the early period, he states, it is a matter of a taste for moral wisdom and for Montaigne’s style. After Florio and the dramatists he mentions Burton, Drummond of Hawthornden, and Browne. He then gives great emphasis to the crucial role played in England by the Frenchman’s invention—taken up in different ways and at different times by Bacon, Cornwallis, Cowley, Sheffield, Glanville, Blount, and Addison—of the “essay” as a literary genre. He explains the low pick-up in France of the title and the genre as an “anxiety of influence” that did not pertain in England. At the same time, he claims, Montaigne’s skepticism prepared the ground for Bacon’s new method.

After a hiatus—according to Villey—during the English Civil War, renewed taste for French culture at the Restoration reinvigorated his presence in English literary culture, in both English and French. At the same moment, Montaigne was under attack in France as he had been espoused by the libertins. While Cotton’s translation was constantly in print in England, no edition was published in France between 1669 and 1724. Chased out of France, Montaigne’s reputation had taken refuge in England—as George Savile, the Marquess of Halifax pointed out in an epistolary preface to Cotton. The first critical French edition of Montaigne’s oeuvre appeared at London (1724), supported by the subscriptions of many English aristocrats and produced by a Huguenot refugee in England, Pierre Coste. In Villey’s estimation, Montaigne was valued for his esprit critique and principes de libre examen in a country that prided itself as the home of liberty—again, compared to France. He influenced Locke’s pedagogical ideas and the English construction of a philosophy of morality independent of religion, especially among the Deists. Charles Blount “montaignizes” at every turn, digging in behind his example, covering himself with his authority. He was one of many hommes du monde who found in Montaigne language and resources for participating in philosophy as an amateur rather than as a pedant. Bolingbroke was another.

Through the Augustan age and beyond, Villey continues, Montaigne’s work established itself as a livre classique in England. He was familiar to all writers, named and cited by Pope, Swift, and Sterne without the need for commentary. For the first time, in the nineteenth century, a body of English critical opinion on the Essays begins to build up, starting with Dugald Stewart and Hazlitt. Other eminent writers, including Byron and Thackeray, declare the Frenchman’s work to be a vade mecum. From the perspective of 1913, Villey’s conclusion was that Montaigne had not been as widely studied or appreciated in America as in England, with the important exception of Emerson. But he is very aware that in the previous sixty years English and American critics—especially at Harvard—had been treating him as one of their own national writers: montaignologie was not far behind shakespearologie. This was another manifestation of the premise with which Villey starts: the uniquely recurrent love of the Anglo-Saxon nations for the French writer.

The particular preoccupations and inclinations of each epoch of Anglo-Saxon reception—from classical wisdom to libre examen to the essay genre—of course changed. But the continuity lay for Villey in Emerson’s style of admiration for Montaigne’s franchise and for his sense of concrete realities. The Anglo-Saxons appreciated him for a spontaneous, natural realism, and a practical sense of life and the principles of conduct, principles that have nothing to do with literary or philosophical doctrines. This gentler image of the author prevailed in England over the sense—predominant in France for a certain period—that he was a dangerous skeptic. Where he was received as a skeptic in England, it was a conservative and empiricist form of skepticism that could be absorbed into the English philosophical tradition from Bacon to Locke and Bentham.

The English, then, found in the Essays—to paraphrase Villey—an unostentatious realism, a unique mix of an extreme liberty of thought joined to a very prudent respect for tradition. He is only too aware that in the era of international modernism this characterization of the génie of the English and its importance in comparative literary history is controversial. The national traditions of thought and literature, separated since the late eighteenth century, were being recombined in one vast European current. But he holds fast to the view that the history of English literature and philosophy manifests characteristics particular to the “race” of the English, and that these can be found in the Essays—at the very least they are the characteristics the English had found in the Essays.

RESEARCH SINCE VILLEY

In the hundred years since Villey’s work his basic premise—that Montaigne enjoys a recurrent presence in anglophone literature unmatched by that of any other premodern French author—has continued to hold. Indeed, it is difficult to think of any foreign or classical author from the pre-1700 period with a demonstrably greater presence. In contemporary English and American culture, a simple Google search shows that Montaigne continues to be widely published, read, discussed, name-checked, cited, and invoked everywhere from the biography, classics, and essay sections of bookstores through YouTube and the “essay-film” to the literary features sections of broadsheet newspapers. Almost no one now would accept an explanation for his continual presence focused on the match between English “racial” characteristics and those found in the Essays. But as eminent an authority as Philip Ford recently reiterated the softer version of Villey’s claims. The reasons succeeding generations of English men and women have found more in Montaigne to which they can relate than in any other French thinker, Ford wrote, are his suspicion of philosophical systems, his empirical approach to life, and his common sense. These qualities have endeared him to a nation that values such approaches more than the abstract philosophical systems that normally emerge from France.6 Sarah Bakewell incorporates material about his afterlife in England and concurs with Ford: something in the English mentality put the English on the same wavelength as Montaigne from the start and has continued to do so.7

Montaigne is correspondingly ubiquitous in academic studies of English literature from the Jacobean to the contemporary era. He is constantly invoked as an intertext or an influence, ready to enter any literary or philosophical conversation with almost any English or American author or to remold any genre in his image, as in the case of Laurence Sterne’s novel Tristram Shandy. One very important dimension of his influence, added since Villey’s time by the work of Croll, is his role in the creation of an anti-Ciceronian periodic prose style (consisting of the “curt” and the “loose” period), associated above all in England with Thomas Browne.8 But if we focus on a more strictly defined field, consisting of studies of the documents of his reception, then we must reach the following conclusion. Montaigne’s ubiquity is not matched by a concerted research effort—of the kind made by Villey in collaboration with Norton—to document and explain it in full, in context, over long periods. The result is that we are still left with the unexamined premise that the English character—more or less explicitly gendered male—sympathized with Montaigne from the start.

There have been many excellent and important studies of individual instances of reception or translation, and of readings of his texts by individual English and American authors.9 Some of this work is to be found in unpublished university dissertations.10 Florio’s translation, and its use by Shakespeare, has attracted a disproportionate quantity of interpretative effort—though few widely accepted new textual parallels have emerged.11 Other scholars have addressed some very significant landmarks in the English reception of Montaigne in ways that do suggest changes to the general picture. Villey showed no interest in the question of whether English and American women read the Essays and, if so, how. Juliet Dusinberre has shown in detail how Virginia Woolf used Montaigne to read against the grain of traditional male education and culture in the era of modernism.12

Villey did mention in passing the importance of the first full biography in English—perhaps in any language, depending on how one defines “full”—by Bayle St. John (1858). Tim Chesters has now placed this illustrated two-volume work, composed by an Englishman in Paris, in its mid-nineteenth century contexts, including that of its own reception in England and France. It emerges that St. John is an important example of an English critic who did not warm to Montaigne’s commonsense moderation—even if the English reception of St. John’s work reconfirms the norm. He tried to plot a course between the English romantics’ vision of Montaigne as a solitary creator in a tower library (by then a site of cultural pilgrimage), and Grün’s insistence on his public political career. St. John followed Coste in using La Boétie and the Volontary Servitude as a major context for Montaigne’s life and work; he followed Michelet, to some extent, in finding Montaigne’s lack of political radicalism (compared to La Boétie) disappointing. But this anglicized version of a post-revolutionary critique of Montaigne met with resistance in England: English reviewers of St. John’s work tended to revert to the default English image of Montaigne as a “mild-mannered champion of private gentlemanly freedoms.”13 Gournay, meanwhile, was not given the same stirring importance as La Boétie in Montaigne’s life and works—she was afforded very little space in St. John’s text and was depicted by his associate Henry Wallis, in a painting displayed at the Royal Academy, sitting adoringly at the feet of the great male writer.14

Christopher Tilmouth, in the same important volume edited by Ford, has explored the presence of Montaigne in Hanoverian Britain. He concludes that “honest Montaigne” was seen to be a harbinger of the eighteenth-century Englishman’s liberty of character—as defined, again, against a picture of the contrastingly enslaved Frenchman.15 But monograph-length studies of Montaigne’s reception that collect and analyze significant bodies of data from an extended period have been very rare. Perhaps only four deserve mention. Just after the Second World War Charles Dédéyan produced an important study, with a significant documentary appendix, of the reception of Montaigne in Britain in the early nineteenth century and during the Victorian era.16 Much more obscure, but as rich in evidence, is Rebecca Hein’s doctoral study of Montaigne’s reception in America, which resulted in only one published article. Hein reaches some important conclusions. She finds that traces of his reputation and ideas, and copies of his book, were relatively scarce in America in the late-eighteenth-century colonial period. His nationality in this early period was not relevant, as knowledge of him came through England and, in particular, through Cotton’s translation. The predominance of the English essay tradition in American literary culture may also explain the relatively minor presence he achieved.17 Dudley Marchi has considered a number of modern anglophone writers—Emerson, Pater, Woolf—as part of a general study of Montaigne’s modern reception. But what he offers is mainly a study in textual interpretation; he does not consider book-historical or archival evidence.18

The only significant recent study of Montaigne’s reception in England is William Hamlin’s book on readings of Florio’s Montaigne in the seventeenth century. It is based on an examination of three-quarters of the copies of the 1603, 1613, and 1632 editions that survive in public-access libraries (263 of 353 copies), and a study of the more than 7,000 annotations they contain. Hamlin also draws on letters and diaries and on three manuscripts transcribed in appendixes. One of these is an extremely important find: a previously unknown English translation of selections from eleven chapters in Book 2 of the Essays. Hamlin shows how English annotators of Florio collaborate in the opening up and extension of the text; each new reader-writer, by richly elaborating and interacting with Florio’s own reading and rewriting of Montaigne’s French text, produced a distinct print-and-manuscript Essays, and became a distinct “English Montaigne.”19

NEW SOURCES

Hamlin’s work shows that we still have a long way to go to gather the documentary base for proper study of Montaigne’s reception in England and America. Even if we were to limit ourselves to Villey’s methods and priorities, there would be new borrowings and sources to find and interpret. The early years after the publication of Florio have continued to yield new material. James Cleland’s 1607 treatise on the education of a young nobleman has been found to depend to a significant degree on Montaigne’s Englished text.20 It was only in 1968 that the poet Samuel Daniel’s play of 1605, The Queenes Arcadia, was found to have drawn extensively on Florio. The present author has recently argued that this changes our understanding of the context of Shakespeare’s famous borrowing from Florio’s Montaigne, “Of the caniballes,” in The Tempest, 2.1, in 1610–1611. Daniel had already drawn on the same chapter, in several scenes in his pastoral play, in a context related to that of Gonzalo’s speech: the delineation of an Arcadian utopia that excels the golden age.21

Villey’s collection of critical judgments by English and American authors was very sparse. There are many important examples that would reward study in their contemporary contexts. In the Observer of July 20, 1958, the conservative English intellectual C. S. Lewis wrote an excoriating attack on the “planned society” that had emerged after the Second World War—the welfare state that he saw as a socialist affront to individual liberty. He was replying to a piece by C. P. Snow in arguing that the new conjunction in Britain of government and science had transformed subjects into willing slaves:

I believe a man is happier, and happy in a rich way, if he has “the freeborn mind”. But I doubt whether he can have this without economic independence, which the new society is abolishing. For economic independence allows an education not controlled by Government; and in adult life it is the man who needs, and asks, nothing of Government who can criticise its acts and snap his fingers at its ideology. Read Montaigne; that’s the voice of a man with his legs under his own table, eating the mutton and turnips raised on his own land. Who will talk like that when the State is everyone’s schoolmaster and employer? Admittedly, when man was untamed, such liberty belonged only to the few. I know. Hence the horrible suspicion that our only choice is between societies with few freemen and societies with none.22

Here we can begin to see the relationship between recurrent themes in Montaigne’s anglophone reception and the particularity of their manifestation in specific contexts. In general terms, Lewis is making of Montaigne a “character” of a certain kind. This has continuities with the earliest English essay tradition, which crossed the Montaignean essay with the Theophrastan character tradition.

And charactering Montaigne is a very important aspect both of the authorial composition of the text and of its reception in England and America, as in France. One of Montaigne’s expressed intentions is to portray his natural qualities in such living, dynamic detail that he could not after his death be falsely or reductively charactered by others, as an obedient member of some or other faction or philosophical school—a Leaguer, a Huguenot, a politique, a Stoic, a teacher, or a sage. In the event, many people charactered him in many different ways.23 Did the Anglo-Saxons, as Villey suggests, more consistently give him a character in tune with that he had actually portrayed in his text than the French? Florio and Daniel saw him as a landed nobleman, a seigneur, a knight who went on intellectual rather than chivalric adventures. Emerson presented him as the representative “skeptic.” Lewis characterizes him as a free man whose liberty is enacted in the way he talks—a notion embedded both in the original French text and in the French and English reception over several centuries.

But at the same time the sketch is particular to a specific moment and to the cultural tradition of English conservatism. Montaigne’s is the voice of a man who is free in the sense that he is born with land and economic independence: a Tory country gentleman who could and should never be state educated or state employed. In the same year (1958), in America, Montaigne spoke in English with the voice not of a freeborn gentleman but of a freely or liberally educated modern American man. Donald Frame’s translation of the Complete Works had come out the previous year, and a separate edition of the Essays followed. In Frame’s work Montaigne became a living prototype for what general education Columbia style ideally should give rise to: John Dewey’s intelligent man in general, defined by his capacity to author the pre- or nonprofessional literary essay.24

To the verbal borrowings and critical judgments of “readers of choice,” however, must now be added data from the whole circuit of communications. This circuit includes not only writers, translators, and critics, but printers and booksellers, patrons and obscure readers, collectors and librarians—all to be considered in the broader social and cultural context of the whole circuit at any one time. Above all, we need more comprehensive treatments of the bibliography of translations and French-language editions published in England and America, their publishers and material formats (including paratexts); studies of the readership of those editions, to complement Hamlin’s work on Florio (Cotton’s translation, including the Hazlitts’ editions, and Coste’s French-text edition were more significant in the long term); research into the importation, collection, and use of foreign-printed copies of the French-language Essays in anglophone territories; more comprehensive investigation of the manuscript and archival record of reception—including, but not limited to, annotations in particular copies.

Some work in these areas is under way. Tilde Sankovitch has produced an important analysis of the first annotated, critical edition of the French Essays: Coste’s edition of 1724, published in London. Coste intended this edition not only for the French-reading English public, but also for the international francophone elite; one quarter of the subscribers were foreign. As a whole they included members of the nobility alongside non-noble readers, academic personalities, scholarly book people, diplomats, highly placed officials, members of the military, professionals, and simple gentlemen and gentlewomen.25 A search on JISC Historic Texts reveals how often copies of editions of Coste featured in the catalogues of English booksellers in the later eighteenth century.26 Philippe Desan’s catalogue of his collection of Montaigne-related rare books includes some important English-language editions. It describes, for example, the edition of Cotton selected and illustrated by Salvador Dali for publication by Doubleday in New York in the late 1940s. This was Dali’s homage both to French culture and to international humanist thought, in the context of the Second World War and its aftermath.27

The reception of Montaigne in England is often implicitly identified with the publication and use of translations into English, especially Florio and Cotton. But the contents of historic English libraries show that large quantities of foreign-printed copies of the French-language Essays were imported and read there. They often took their place alongside copies of translations, which indicates a linguistically dual culture of reception.28 A proportion of these French-language copies—through their bindings, annotations, or other features—will contain precious information about the reception of Montaigne. A starting-point for such research is the information about copies of the French editions of the Essays (1580–1700) in libraries in the United Kingdom that is given in Sayce and Maskell.29 But this information does not list copy-specific features and is not comprehensive. In previous eras, finding such copies and conducting provenance research has been an arduous task. However, libraries are now publishing more information—including copy-specific information—online, and the task is getting easier.

The union catalogue COPAC,30 for example, now includes the contents of many university and National Trust libraries. The entries often contain information about the owners, bindings, and annotations of copies of the French Essays, and they refer the researcher to other catalogues. Sayce and Maskell listed the Sheffield University copy of Paris 1600, but COPAC now tells us is it from the library of Sir Charles Harding Firth, with a signature on the fly-leaf (“Hugh Poole”). We can learn that Chetham’s library in Manchester—the first public library founded in Britain (1655)—contained both a copy of Rouen 1619 (in a seventeenth-century limp vellum binding) and an imperfect, one-volume copy of the third edition of Cotton (1700).31 The Dunblane library, founded on the personal collection of Archbishop Robert Leighton (1611–1684), contains a copy of Paris 1636, which has manuscript mottos on the preliminary leaves in Spanish, Italian, Latin, and Greek.32 A copy of Paris 1657 in seventeenth-century vellum that ended up in the library of Benjamin Disraeli at Hughenden Manor was bought in Utrecht on March 5, 1699, possibly by “J Berard.”33

Many of these copies will have fascinating stories to tell when researched in detail. COPAC lists the contents of the Kingston Lacy library of the Bankes family, which contained copies of Florio 1632 and Paris 1657, and reveals that the latter copy contains an account of the work in Sir Ralph Bankes’s hand, signed off with a sentence that is half in French, half in English (“Acheve de lire ce livre att Shipton the 12th of August 1659”)—another example of reception informed by a dual language culture. John O’Brien has studied the folio French copy (which has a plain, seventeenth-century calf binding) and its context in detail.34 Bankes most probably acquired it in London during the Interregnum and finished it during the difficult period of the restored Rump Parliament, the year before the Restoration. In terms of annotations, all that can be safely ascribed to him is the short “account” of the book and the author that he writes in the endleaves. The character he gives of the book and the author in private, in manuscript, represents a very significant critical judgment to add to the record.

Bankes describes the key qualities of Montaigne’s naturel, including his profound judgment, in relation to his free style of expression, his use of quotations, and his invention of new “Rarities”; he understands the book to be a kind of register or memoir of the author’s mind and body, his particular and private actions; he understands it to show the living of a philosophical life of constancy and evenness (with a Stoic tinge perhaps derived from Bankes’s contemporary readings in Senecan and other texts), and of happiness and pleasantness. Adapted as much of this may be from contemporary French commentary, it is an important example of a mid-seventeenth century English gentleman’s sympathetic reading of the frank French text—independently both of Florio’s influence and of contemporary French criticism of Montaigne’s libertinism, skepticism, or lack of reason.

Annotations and inscriptions in printed books represent only one kind of manuscript reception. Hamlin’s studies of manuscript extracts from, and partial translations of, the Essays in seventeenth-century England demonstrate the importance of the process of “maximization” of the text, related as it is to the Florio editions’ italicization of extractable sententiae and sayings.35 There may also be more private English manuscript journals to discover that make use of Florio or the French text in ways that affect the general picture of reception. Villey assumed that because no English translation was published between Florio’s in 1632 and Cotton’s in 1685–1686, there was a hiatus in the English reception of the Essays, due to the Civil War. The counter-example of Leveller William Walwyn’s use of Montaigne during that supposed hiatus is now well known, and we saw above that Bankes obtained and read a French copy during the Interregnum. We also know from the Newcastle bookseller William London’s printed catalogues of 1657–1660 that Florio’s Montaigne was still in booksellers’ stock and considered “vendible” at that moment. Indeed, London’s preface cites Florio’s Montaigne as the example of someone who knew how to read or use books and learning in a gentlemanly way, in informal, mostly vernacular studies of the kind his catalogue is meant to promote among his clientele of gentlemen, clergy, and professionals.36 Thanks to a nineteenth-century printed edition, it has long been known that the Yorkshire gentleman Sir Henry Slingsby, who kept a manuscript “Diary” from 1638 through the Civil War, names Montaigne in relation to forms of education and record-keeping. But it has recently emerged that during 1638–1639, in writing up his experiences as the wars of the three kingdoms threatened to engulf his region in the north of England, he drew verbatim, without acknowledgment, upon Florio’s Montaigne. He did so to shape his ethical commentary upon wars that he initially wished to contemplate from a free “retirement.”37

Matthew Prior’s manuscript English dialogue between Locke and Montaigne (c. 1721) has, again, been known for some time and widely discussed thanks to Waller’s edition of the early twentieth century (1907).38 “Dialogue” in general is an important thread in Montaigne’s reception in England and America. He has a voice—a number of voices—that people want to use in English. As a writer he lends himself to conversation, or conférence, with others; he invites interjections and responses from his readers, whether mental, written (in the margins), or oral. Villey was the first to show how apophthegms and other forms of discourse in his Englished text could readily be turned into dialogue by Jacobean dramatists. But he also features in fictional dialogues: in 1946 Theodore Spencer dragged him before a curriculum committee in America.39 What is interesting about the case of Prior’s dialogue is its relationship to the increasing intensification and predominance (on the European scene) of Anglo-French literary, cultural, and diplomatic relations at the turn of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Prior was imitating a genre revived by French authors, especially by Fontenelle, whom he knew, and whose text had been extensively translated into English. Pierre Coste linked the transmission of Locke in France with that of Montaigne in England. In Prior’s dialogue, Locke is made to sound like a foreign Cartesian rationalist, while Montaigne sounds like what we now think of as a pragmatic English empiricist.

This was not Prior’s first intervention in the Englishing of Montaigne’s text and voice. We can now add another extant document, thanks to the acquisition by the Cambridge University Library in 2008 of the Montaigne Library assembled by Gilbert de Botton, an international financier who was born in Egypt and became a citizen of Switzerland. Prior was a diplomat who catalyzed the circulation of books and textual knowledge around Europe while on missions in Paris, The Hague, and the German courts.40 Between 1711 and 1715 he was actively involved in diplomatic negotiations with France; he was held to be particularly instrumental in the signing of the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713, which ended the European War of the Spanish Succession. He went to Paris in 1712 as Viscount Bolingbroke’s secretary, and he stayed on to serve in the same capacity with Charles Talbot, Duke of Shrewsbury, who would handsomely acknowledge the role Prior played. It is in this context that we must place the copy of Paris 1595 inscribed to Shrewsbury with a manuscript poem by Prior, extant in the Botton collection in Cambridge.41 It is a testimony of a patron-client relationship, a prestigious book-gift that offers Shrewsbury the earliest authoritative French text of the Essays, in a handsome folio.

But it also testifies to the complete integration of Anglo-French diplomatic activity and cultural rivalry and transnational literary and book exchange. The gift is made not long after the treaty has been signed with Prior’s secretarial help. The poem offers continued secretarial help—a request for further patronage—in taking down in writing not further diplomatic letters and treaties, but Shrewsbury’s dictation as a “mighty Judge” of “what Thou hast seen / Of Cities, and of Courts, of Books, and Men.” This would give Prior greater fame still than the fame Shrewsbury has assisted him in gaining for his toil on “Treaties,” or that he might earn with his own poetry. For were Shrewsbury to dictate such a book, no longer would the “Gallic Stile” of Montaigne be preferred in England and copies of his French text be so avidly sought. Wisdom in English idiom should be heard, “[w]hile Shrewsbury told the World where Montaign’Err’d.” So Prior characters Montaigne in his Essays as a mighty and wise noble judge of cities, courts, books, and men. At the same time, he solicits from Shrewsbury similar memoranda that would displace the Frenchman, and the preference for Gallic style, from English letters by creating an English Montaigne whose judgment was still greater.

NEW APPROACHES AND QUESTIONS

New sources, and new approaches to known sources, can generate new questions concerning both specific moments and long-term continuity and change in the reception of Montaigne. Prior’s gift copy, for example, raises questions about the role of Anglo-French diplomatic and cultural relations and about social status.

Hallam wrote in his Introduction to the Literature of Europe that the school of Montaigne embraces a large proportion of French and English literature.42 From the era of Coste, Saint-Évremond, and Prior to the era of Isaac D’Israeli and Bayle St. John one can talk of a dual, “Anglo-French” reception of Montaigne. This is a period in which figures itinerant between and versed in both cultures and languages engaged with and mediated his works.43 But if the intensification and predominance (on the European scene) of Anglo-French relations across the long eighteenth century was an important shaping factor in Montaigne’s reception in that period, how were the periods before and after different in that specific respect, and how did those differences affect the Englishing of Montaigne?

Prior’s identification of his noble patron—to whom he was secretary—with Montaigne is continuous with gentleman servant Florio’s introduction of the Frenchman into English noble households as a facilitator of aristocratic education and conversation, with the role of the Marquis of Halifax’s letter in Cotton’s translation, and with tutor Coste’s emphasis on the Duke of Buckingham and his other elite subscribers. This does not of course mean that only nobility read the Essays in England, but it does mean that the school of informal, gentlemanly learning and conversation was a very significant thread in Montaigne’s early modern English reception. Did this thread unravel, as one might expect, in the modern period? Donald Frame, for one, certainly followed Villey in dressing down the Essays—a “noble book” in their early modern contexts, according to Jean Balsamo—as a book suitable for modern republics and democracies.44

Without being a translator or a critic, Prior, as both a poet and a diplomat, was an important agent in Montaigne’s reception. Florio and Coste were tutors in private households. What other kinds of agents, institutions, spaces, and professional offices have been important at different times in the dissemination, publication, translation, use, reading, and interpretation of the Essays in England and America? Did lawyers and members of the inns of court in England read the Essays differently from clerics and divines? Was reading the Essays for private meditation a very different practice from reading them for material for a play? How were copies of the French Essays obtained in England, and through which mediators? Why did a publisher such as Edward Blount choose to invest in a folio translation of a relatively unknown author? How were the Essays classified in the catalogues of English booksellers and in English libraries?

Asking these kinds of questions of early contexts of reception raises more general questions about the relationship between the modern and the early modern Montaigne in England and America. To what extent does the former distort our understanding of the latter and hide discontinuity and change in the history of reception? The early modern Montaigne was received as a kind of precedent for a freestyle mode of reading, writing, speaking, and thinking that was justified by its integration with a noble authorial persona: nobility gave the Essays privileges. The modern Montaigne is held by Emerson and later academic critics, such as Popkin, to be at the origins of a distinctively modern philosophical skepticism. But what specific evidence is there for this in the early documents of English reception? Many ancient and Renaissance sources for skeptical ideas and language can be cited; we cannot just assume, on the basis of modern work in the history of philosophy, that Montaigne was the principal conduit for academic and/or Pyrrhonian skeptical ideas in seventeenth-century England, without paying close attention to the attitudes and dispositions he specifically can be held to have transmitted.45 Reading a modern version of skepticism back into the Essays is just one of the many ways in which anglophone versions of continental idealist philosophy have created a modern Montaigne very distinct from the early modern Montaigne.46

Montaigne is also held to have invented the literary genre of the essay, or one “personal” variant of it, even though he expressed no such intention and even though almost no one since has written anything equivalent in form and style to his book or its individual chapters. A few “essays,” such as William Hay’s essay on deformity, do invoke his work in specific and important ways as a precedent, even if they do not or are not able to imitate him closely.47 The English periodical essayists, and Hazlitt after them, may have invoked him in this way, but the genre of “loose papers” they created was very different in practice. It drew more on the Theophrastan “character” than on the Montaignean essai.48

Most of the myriad seventeenth-century users of the title do not invoke his name at all. To call your work an “essay” was to free yourself of the obligation to assume an authoritative or professional persona, of the requirement to follow regular and scholastic methods of exposition. In the late eighteenth century Isaac D’Israeli characterized Montaigne as the archetypal “Miscellanist”—opposed to the “Pedant”—and not as the “Essayist.”49 Montaigne’s work was received in English contexts that pointed to recognition of its affiliations with various types of manuscript and printed discourse, from the private manuscript “register” or journal through the letter and table-talk to commentary. Before 1800 an essayistic freedom could, in practice, be exercised across the whole spectrum of the more miscellaneous forms of literature, as amateur reader-writers, and professionals wanting to write as amateurs chose to record their opinions and selves in writing and print. Was the generic “essay” in fact an invention of the nineteenth century, projected backward in time and attributed to Montaigne to give it authority?

Despite everything said above about the importance of new sources, including French copies used in England, editions of the translations published in England remain major documents of reception worthy of further study. New approaches to such editions can help make distinctions between the particular ways and contexts in which Montaigne was “Englished” at different moments in history. They can begin to sketch a different picture of continuity and change than one resting on the notion of a fundamental but variously inflected sympathy between the essayist and the English mentality or character.50

Let us conclude with a comparison between the contexts of the 1603 Florio edition of the Essayes and of the 1842 Hazlitt edition of the Works.51 The paratexts to Florio 1603 introduce Montaigne into England as a noble Roman Catholic stranger who is setting up house there with the assistance of the translator and others. Many such strangers on diplomatic or commercial missions were so received in Florio’s milieu of aristocratic patrons. Montaigne is “Englished,” yes, but he is still very much a stranger in England, mixing with other foreign visitors speaking and studying various languages. For the paratexts further reveal that Florio was translating the French text in the context of a plurilingual Renaissance literary culture that was present in England in two overlapping, elite environments. Montaigne’s French text full of Latin citations and critiques of formal learning bridged both environments. Copies of the French Essays were found at the time in England in personal and institutional libraries of humanistic and professional learning.52 These collections put them in the company of learned texts in Latin and the major transnational vernaculars (French, Italian, Spanish) and very rarely in the company of English vernacular texts. Florio’s friend Matthew Gwinne, a neo-Latin scholar and writer who sourced and translated all Montaigne’s quotations in these languages, was an inhabitant of this learned plurilingual environment in England.

At the same time, translators and booksellers and vernacular writers collaborated to create an “Englished” version of this plurilingual culture, more suitable for a less learned market. Sidney’s Arcadia was the dominant native text in this environment, accompanied in Florio’s and Daniel’s milieu mainly by Italian authors, such as Tasso, and secondarily by French authors. As we heard earlier, Daniel read Montaigne through Italian pastoral literature and tragicomedy. He presented him in a preliminary poem to the 1603 edition not as the cause of a crisis but as the solution: an intellectual knight adventurer using the weapons of skepticism to fight against the tyrant custom, who threatened to corrupt our natural wisdom with new arts and fashions. In the same year (1603), with the same printer and publisher, Daniel published English works that already drew on Florio’s text; his “Defence of Ryme” reads like an extra chapter to the Essayes.53 Florio put him in dialogue with Tasso in his dedications and in the chapter he presented in manuscript to the Countess of Bedford.54 Montaigne himself was also understood to be in dialogue with Roman satirists Horace (healthily) and Juvenal (less healthily).

Florio states that the “Essayes,” despite the strange title, are exercises in rhetorical composition: “mens school-themes pieced together … several texts”; all is in the “choise & handling,” inventio and dispositio.55 Similarly, in a private journal entry of 1684, paraphrasing Malebranche, John Locke describes Montaigne’s essays as “a texture of storys sayings sentences & ends of verses” put together so that they have “an extraordinary force upon mens minds”—he neither reasons nor instructs, but diverts himself and pleases others.56 Montaigne was read and translated in seventeenth-century England as a very witty handler and interpreter of a shared European storehouse of sayings, anecdotes, apophthegms, and examples, and a fashioner of new “sentences”—many of which were picked out in italics in the 1603 text. He was valued as a facilitator for witty, edgy, risqué, diverting conversations involving various authors and participants, on various fashionable topics. English writers drew in their compositions on Italian, French, and Latin texts, all handling the same commonplaces and developing related rhetorical topics. Montaigne was in the thick of this conversation but he was not necessarily the center of attention, and he had not yet achieved the fixity that came with canonical status. His identity as a distinctively French author was not necessarily relevant. His “texture,” especially because it was neither methodical nor decorous, was much more open than a canonical or classical text to unpicking and redoing for use in new diversions. When Shakespeare borrows from Florio he is not alluding to Montaigne, but developing a comically self-undercutting declamation on the Platonic and Ovidian theme of the golden age and its restoration. He is doing so in a particular dramatic context that is itself in conversation with a prior dramatic scenario developed via Montaigne’s handling of the same theme by another playwright (Daniel) who was drawing mainly on Italian sources.

The culture of “Englishing” that is the context of the 1842 edition is very different. It is much more narrowly Anglo-French: a world in which there are two major national literatures that have been rivalling and mutually defining one another for a century and a half, even as their governments and armies pursued war and peace with one another across the globe. Montaigne is now a great of French literature, and the origin of a whole style of modern writing. In his 1818 lectures delivered at the Surrey Institution, the first William Hazlitt had influentially claimed Montaigne as the father among the moderns of a kind of personal authorship. This had first been imitated by the early English essayists and then perfected by the early-eighteenth-century English periodical essayists—a virtual visit to whose London (by reading their essays) is much more worthwhile, says Hazlitt, than an actual visit to contemporary Paris. Paris and French literature—and particular French authors such as Montaigne—were never far from his mind when he was defining the English literary character. He started his 1826 essay on “On Old English Writers and Speakers” in front of a Paris bookstall, where he could see a whole row of standard French authors piled up like a wall to keep out the intrusion of foreign letters—no English authors in sight, and no need for them, so crammed were the French with their own literature. In England, by contrast, acquaintance with and admiration of extraneous models adulterates and spoils “our native literature” and takes away its “original simplicity, character and force.”

In that 1826 essay Hazlitt then sets out to restore a sense of the history of that old English literary character, starting at the Reformation. But it turns out to have an Anglo-French dimension. He finds that the “old” English character sympathizes with what the old French character inclined to before it was corrupted by courts and academies of criticism. And this character was expressed by the farces of Molière, the humor of Rabelais, and “the accomplished humanity, the easy style, and gentlemanly and scholar-like sense of Montaigne.” All of these authors “we consider as in great measure English.”

His son William Hazlitt’s edition, then, canonizes Montaigne as an English classic and as an author not just of the Essays but of “Works.” It contains the first English translations of the “Letters” and, more significantly, “The Journey into Germany and Italy,” which also featured heavily in Bayle St. John’s 1858 biography and found, as a result, a wider readership in England than in France. It offers Hazlitt’s own corrected text of the version of Cotton’s translation that had already been improved with readings from the French text of Coste’s edition. The editor’s purpose in making the corrections was to produce a text that came up to Lord Woodhouselee’s definition of a good translation: one in which the merit of the original work is so completely transfused into another language as to be “distinctly apprehended, and as strongly felt” by a native of that language, as the original language version was by natives of that language. Hazlitt suggests that in the case of the corrected Cotton, as in the case of Ozell’s Rabelais, this might be more strongly put—by which he must mean that the English version is more strongly felt than the original.

The text appears in double columns, carefully paragraphed, with no italics. It is punctuated very much for syntactical and grammatical sense rather than for rhetorical pause and effect. Montaigne speaks in good English sentences. Notes picking out particularly noteworthy passages appear not in the margin but are indented into the columns of the main text. Most noteworthy of all, however, are the ninety or so pages of preliminary material that preface the text. Besides Hazlitt’s preface tracing the history of the two previous translations, and his justification for his corrections, there is a “Life,” and a collection of “Critical Opinions” that is more comprehensive than Villey’s.

The first fourteen pages are entirely in French and Latin: Gournay’s 1635 preface, Pasquier from the early seventeenth century, Lipsius’s letters in Latin to Montaigne and Gournay, De Thou’s elogium, Balzac, Pascal, Expilly, Malebranche, La Bruyère, Nicole, Voltaire, Diderot, Delille, De La Harpe (Cours de littérature), M. Gence (Biographie universelle). The English tradition begins in the early eighteenth century with the “Vindication of Montaigne’s Essays,” attributed (erroneously) to George Savile, Marquis of Halifax—a text that was, in fact, translated and adapted from the French of Charles Sorel. This is appropriate because much of the text answers—apparently in the voice of an important English nobleman—the charges of some of the figures quoted in the preceding French section: particularly Balzac and Malebranche.

There is then a long hiatus until the early nineteenth century, when English critical and review culture begins really to pronounce on and take possession of Montaigne. There follow extensive passages from Dugald Stewart in the Encyclopedia Britannica of 1824, with a footnote quoting the Edinburgh Review on his entry; Hazlitt senior from Comic Writers; the Retrospective Review (1820); the Westminster Review (1838, John Stirling, including his description of his visit to Montaigne’s château); Hallam from the Introduction to the Literature of Europe (1839 edition).57 In the bookseller Templeman’s advertisement for the Complete Works, on sale in his shop alongside the works of the late William Hazlitt, extracts from Hallam, Hazlitt, and the reviews are reprinted, along with further remarks from Larnder’s Cyclopædia (about the “Journal”), Bell’s Messenger and Bell’s Life, the Spectator, the Sun, the Conservative Journal, Chamber’s Journal, and Enfield’s History of Philosophy. Never before had there been such a body of English comment upon the Essays.

The fascinating point about this collection of critical opinions is that it separates and implicitly parallels the stories of French (with one international humanist included) and of English critical reception of Montaigne. There is an English and a French Montaigne and the former is if anything stronger. The contrast between these two editions (Florio’s and Hazlitt’s) begins, then, to suggest that the idea of a Montaigne to whom the English—since Florio and Shakespeare—had always been sympathetic, who had always been, in a sense, English, was originally the result of a projection into the past of a nineteenth-century moment. This was the moment when the Hazlitts, and booksellers such as Templeman, re-created Montaigne as a classic of a newly assertive English literature—if alongside and parallel to the French Montaigne, who, together with French-language literature as a whole, was still a powerful presence in mid-nineteenth-century England.

If we ask what has changed between this and the contemporary moment in Montaigne’s Anglo-Saxon reception, one answer would be that no English-text Montaigne would now contain extensive untranslated passages of French criticism. The Essays are studied in Anglo-Saxon universities by university researchers and by undergraduates (in English)—as they have been since the late nineteenth century—as a major influence on English literature. Anglophone writers and intellectuals continue to invoke and imitate them.58 But the French-language Montaigne, and early modern French literary language in general, is a significant presence neither in English nor in American—nor even in Canadian—cultural life. It survives mainly in a handful of French departments in elite British and North American universities, beyond which it is hardly possible to recruit and train undergraduates capable of reading the text in its alien, sixteenth-century idiom. Outside this confined circle of elite university modern-language departments, the English Montaigne, the “great books” Montaigne sitting on the shelves of bookstores only in English translations, the Montaigne who supposedly invented the English literary essay, the Montaigne who influenced and continues to influence English and American literature, just is Montaigne.59 This makes it all the more important that literary historians in English studies who work on Montaigne’s Anglo-Saxon reception in any period should have at least one foot firmly in early modern French and European studies. Otherwise they cannot understand the “Englishing” of Montaigne as a historical series of events in the receiving culture that relates in different ways at different times to the making and transmission of the French and European Montaigne.
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CHAPTER 17

MONTAIGNE AND SHAKESPEARE

WILLIAM M. HAMLIN

ONE could be forgiven for asking why the question of Shakespeare’s relation to Montaigne has ever been seriously entertained. This question never arose during the first century and a half after Shakespeare’s death, even though the Essays were widely read in England and available in two impressive translations.1 Montaigne was a French aristocrat, a judicial magistrate, an adviser to kings, and twice the mayor of Bordeaux; Shakespeare was a commoner from the English Midlands who made his way to London, became an actor, and achieved fame as a playwright for the public stage. Montaigne’s wealth and social status freed him from obligatory labor and gave him ready access to solitude and thus to the possibility of sustained introspection. Shakespeare, too, found access to solitude, but because his profession as a dramatist was by nature collaborative, his day-to-day life was in all likelihood more urgently shaped by temporal restraints and interpersonal obligations than was the life of Montaigne. Indeed, the Frenchman was hugely independent in pursuing his project of essaying himself—of examining his active consciousness and shaping a new prose genre as he sought verbal means to represent the movements of his thought. The Englishman’s livelihood, meanwhile, depended upon appreciative theatrical audiences, and he therefore traded in the narratives, conflicts, and exaggerations characteristic of dramatic fiction. He was, moreover, deeply committed to the logic of prevailing generic conventions, despite his remarkable probing of the boundaries of dramatic genre.

In short, the lives of these two men were extraordinarily different, and the forms their writings take are in certain respects almost opposites: meandering prose versus taut, muscular poetry; extended scrutiny of the self versus self-subordination in the interest of creating fictional characters; detached and meditative consideration of ethical questions versus the staging of such questions within the constraints of a popular art form. Despite all this, however, the “great question” of Shakespeare’s relation to Montaigne has been repeatedly raised since the late eighteenth century, and it shows no signs of diminished exigency.2 Perhaps we suspect that Shakespeare read Montaigne because we see both writers as “harbingers of modernity”; perhaps we hope to find clues to Shakespeare’s genius by tracing ideas, attitudes, or habits of contemplation to the work of an earlier writer of astonishing originality.3 It goes without saying, of course, that we want Shakespeare to have good taste in his reading—just as we do. But it follows from none of this that Shakespeare is any more indebted to Montaigne than Montaigne is to Shakespeare.

Let me turn first to the evidence—and to the more basic question of what counts as evidence in a matter such as this. The scholar Edward Capell observed in 1780 that Gonzalo’s commonwealth speech in The Tempest relies heavily on the diction of “old Montaigne,” specifically upon Montaigne’s account of native Brazilian customs in “Des Cannibales.”4 Capell believed that Shakespeare had read Montaigne in French, but his fellow scholar Edmond Malone soon set him straight, remarking in 1790 that Capell “knew so little of his author as to suppose that Shakespeare had the original French before him, though he has almost literally followed [John] Florio’s translation.”5 Malone was right, and no one since his time has doubted that the multiple verbal parallels between Gonzalo’s speech and Florio’s rendition of Montaigne constitute indisputable evidence that Shakespeare appropriated this passage from the Essayes.6 Some critics have drawn the more extreme conclusion that because Shakespeare lifted phrases from “Of the Caniballes,” he must have studied the entire chapter—or indeed the complete text of Florio’s translation. But while this supposition may be true, no evidence exists to support it. That Shakespeare borrowed language from “Of the Caniballes” is certain; that the words he borrowed affected his conception of The Tempest’s thematic structure is a matter of debate; but that verbal borrowing is, ipso facto, evidence of “influence” is clearly false. One of the principal ironies of source study is that the lexical fragments most easily isolated for discussion are often the least indicative of any significant form of conceptual indebtedness. As Paul Yachnin notes, the fact that we find so little of Montaigne in Shakespeare could potentially serve as an index of “the depth of Shakespeare’s engagement with Montaigne”: the more thoroughly the playwright examines the essayist, the less conspicuously he reveals the traces of that examination.7 This is an appealing thought—but it depends, of course, upon an unfalsifiable premise. Richard Hillman, meanwhile, has proposed an alternative approach to Montaignian dependence, suggesting by way of intertextual theory that deviations from the normative “grammar” of a given work can indicate the presence of disruptive intertexts with which that work is engaged in tacit, unacknowledged dialogue. Thus Hamlet’s enigmatic decision to accept Claudius’s wager may constitute an oblique gesture toward Montaigne’s use of Pyrrhonian argumentation to disarm the Lutheran critique of Catholicism: both strategies are desperate insofar as successful aggression may entail the annihilation of the aggressor.8 Hillman’s approach, however, still relies upon scrupulous attention to the lexical contours of specific works as well as to the broader expectations of contemporary readers and auditors.

Close verbal parallels, then, have always been central to the question of Shakespeare’s relation to Montaigne. In 1897 John Robertson volunteered many such parallels in support of his view that the Essays shaped the mature Shakespeare’s mind and that there is thus no doubt regarding Montaigne’s “influence” upon the playwright.9 Five years later, Elizabeth Hooker argued that while Shakespeare is “no disciple of Montaigne’s,” he nonetheless treats Florio’s translation as a “store-house of material”; she went on to adduce thirty-four parallel passages that suggest the likelihood of “a vital connection” between Montaignian source and Shakespearean play.10 The most comprehensive study of this sort, however, is George Coffin Taylor’s 1925 monograph, Shakspere’s Debt to Montaigne. Amassing over one hundred “close phrasal correspondences” as well as a list of 750 words attested in Florio’s Montaigne and used by Shakespeare during and after 1603 (but never before), Taylor attempts to demonstrate that Shakespeare was “profoundly and extensively influenced by Montaigne: definitely influenced in regard to vocabulary, phrases, short and long passages, and, after a fashion, influenced also in thought.”11 An article by Frederick Page in 1943 claimed that most of Taylor’s 750 words had already appeared in English printed books prior to the 1603 publication of the Essayes, but Taylor’s study has nonetheless been received with considerable admiration. Kenneth Muir goes so far as to call it “the best treatment” of the question at hand, adding that “it would be unreasonable to deny that Montaigne had a substantial influence on the thought of King Lear.”12 Muir then offers his own list of 96 words—some but not all derived from Taylor—which do not appear in Shakespeare before Lear, but which do appear (often for the first time) in Florio’s Montaigne; this list includes such memorable terms as “auricular,” “derogate,” “disnatured,” “goatish,” “marble-hearted,” “sectary,” “sophisticated,” and “sterility.”13 Muir’s assumption of substantial Montaignian influence on the “thought” of Lear may be overconfident, but there seems little doubt that Shakespeare had an extraordinary memory for unusual words and that he recalled these words with ease whenever doing so suited his purposes. Florio’s Montaigne, however, is only one of many books from which he could have developed his immense vocabulary.14

It is precisely this too-quick leap from evidence of rare-word borrowing to claims of intellectual obligation that has generated skepticism from some of the most astute contributors to the Montaigne/Shakespeare debate. Responding to Robertson and Hooker as well as to other champions of Montaignian influence such as G. F. Stedefeld and Jacob Feis, the great Montaigniste Pierre Villey noted dryly in 1917 that “One would desire less enthusiasm for the glory of Montaigne and a bit more proof.”15 For Villey, such proof required evidence beyond the mere compilation of similitudes and borrowings—though he was willing to admit the persuasive potential of the latter.16 He accepted Capell’s claim as modified by Malone, but he rejected the notion of cumulative persuasion as conveyed by multiple instances of possible indebtedness: “One hundred additional zeros still add up to zero.”17 And like Alice Harmon a quarter century later, he rightly stressed that countless commonplaces could be cited on which both Montaigne and Shakespeare might have drawn as they composed their works.18 Harmon published the decisive formulation of this claim in 1942, arguing that “to build an elaborate theory of literary ‘influence’ upon the evidence of parallel passages alone is unsound, unless coincidences in idea and wording are unmistakable, and unless such agreements in thought and phraseology are not to be found in other accessible sources than the supposed ‘influencing’ author.”19 Citing dozens of printed commonplace books and anthologies of classical aphorisms that were available in sixteenth-century Europe, Harmon excoriated the practice of “influence-grafting” and sharply raised the standard of proof for all future assertions of Shakespearean indebtedness to Montaigne.20 In testament to the force of her argument, Margaret Hodgen published an article ten years later which explored the possibility that Shakespeare might have found the substance of Gonzalo’s commonwealth speech in sources other than “Of the Caniballes.” Noting the formulaic quality of the rhetoric, the repeated use of negation (e.g., “no kind of traffic,” “no name of magistrate”), and the ubiquity of such descriptions of utopian “barbarism” in writers ranging from Hesiod and Strabo to André Thevet and Samuel Purchas, Hodgen concluded that “had the French essayist’s work never fallen into the hands of the English dramatist, Gonzalo’s speech might well have been written in the same vein.”21 It is a vein, I might add, whose relentless mining in earlier centuries has rendered suspect any allegation of originality or meaningful indebtedness with respect to textual fragments exhibiting its key features.

The skeptics held sway for several decades during the mid-twentieth century, and it was not until a trio of exceptional essays appeared between 1965 and 1983 that the Montaigne/Shakespeare debate gathered new momentum. The first of these, a brief note by Elizabeth Prosser, argued that The Tempest draws not only on “Of the Caniballes,” but also on a passage from “Of Crueltie,” specifically the section in which Montaigne contrasts two hypothetical men: one who forgoes revenge because he is gentle by nature and another who struggles with a passion for vengeance but manages, ultimately, to subdue it. The former would “no doubt performe a rare action,” but the latter, after “being toucht & stung to the quicke,” would act with genuine virtue should he “arme himselfe with reason against this furiously-blinde desire of revenge.”22 Prospero echoes these lines when he tells Ariel that while he has been “struck to th’ quick” by the crimes of Alonso and his accomplices, “Yet with my nobler reason ’gainst my fury / Do I take part. The rarer action is / In virtue than in vengeance.” As Prosser notes, even “conservative” critics will agree that this parallel is “incontestable.”23 It also satisfies Harmon’s stipulation that “coincidences in idea and wording” should be “unmistakable,” and in so doing it ultimately constitutes a more significant Montaignian borrowing than that identified by Capell, since it relies upon an original and intriguing thought rather than on hackneyed formulae of description.24 Prosser never says as much, but her discovery provides crucial insight into the way that Shakespeare reads, extracts words and concepts, and redistributes them as he composes.

A decade later, Robert Ellrodt published an essay that marks a permanent turning point in the nature of the conversation. While not as skeptical as Villey or Harmon, Ellrodt is cautious in his analysis, finding only half a dozen likely parallels between the Essayes and Hamlet, and, in general, he concerns himself more with the potential effects of a careful reading of Montaigne than with narrower forms of influence. For Ellrodt, the defining mark of self-consciousness is “a simultaneous awareness of experience and the experiencing self”; it is this amalgam that he finds so prominently displayed not only in the Essays, but also in the introspective speeches of Hamlet, Troilus, Angelo, and Macbeth—and indeed in the works of “many late Renaissance writers.”25 Ellrodt thus relies upon a model of historical synchronicity—of the simultaneous cross-cultural emergence of particular modes of awareness—and in this regard he implicitly diminishes the originality of both the essayist and the playwright. But such an anticipation of New Historicism is not merely prescient but salutary inasmuch as it offers an antidote to views that unfairly exaggerate the gaps in talent and sensibility between writers of the greatest prominence and their less highly regarded contemporaries.26

The final essay in the trio to which I have alluded is Leo Salingar’s study of verbal and thematic correspondences between King Lear and several of Montaigne’s most important essays.27 Impressed by Muir’s list of ninety-six words, Salingar claims that rare-word borrowings “amount to very strong evidence for Shakespeare’s interest in Montaigne,” and he proceeds to focus on the Montaignian chapter entitled “Of the affection of fathers to their Children,” arguing that Shakespeare could have found in this piece “a study of the relations between age and youth, parents and children, immeasurably more searching, realistic, and challenging than anything in the versions of the Lear legend.”28 This chapter had in fact been linked with Shakespeare prior to the time of Salingar, but no one had previously discussed it in such convincing detail.29 Salingar’s particular contribution is that despite his certainty that Shakespeare’s reading of Montaigne exerted enormous influence on the characterizations and thematic complexities of Lear, he simultaneously believes that Shakespeare assumes a stance of partial opposition to the Frenchman’s optimism. The “humanist idealism” of Montaigne is subjected to skeptical scrutiny; Shakespeare explores the dark interiors of the human psyche while the essayist remains too civilized and rational to “submit to the imaginative pull of evil.”30 Such an observation, at least at one level, merely underscores a difference in obligation between a contemplative intellectual and a writer of stage plays for public performance. But it also sets the tone for a number of subsequent contributions to the Montaigne/Shakespeare conversation, several of them among the finest in the centuries-long forum.

In claiming that it would have been surprising had Shakespeare not displayed an interest in “the most richly suggestive explorer of men and manners from the previous generation,” Salingar exaggerates the degree to which Montaigne’s reputation had taken hold in England during the earliest years of the Jacobean period.31 Nonetheless, evidence exists that Montaigne had achieved a certain English vogue by the turn of the seventeenth century, and this fact has aided those who would argue for significant Montaignian influence in Hamlet, a play conventionally dated to 1600 or 1601 (two or three years prior to the publication of the Essayes). Stedefeld and Feis are only two of the early scholars who have championed the idea of Montaigne’s centrality to this play; others include John Sterling, who suggested in 1838 that Hamlet is “very nearly a Montaigne” (although “somewhat more passionate”), and Philarète Chasles, who in 1851 volunteered the extravagant claim that “Once we begin to trace the studies and preferences of Shakespeare, we find Montaigne at every corner: in Hamlet, in Othello, in Coriolanus.”32

One problem with claims such as these—and a problem quite distinct from their enthusiasm—is that they depend upon one of two assumptions: either that Shakespeare read French extremely well or that an English translation of Montaigne was circulating before the 1603 publication of the Essayes. Because it seems improbable that Shakespeare would have read extensively in the French text of Montaigne, the prevailing view has always been that he had access to a copy of Florio’s manuscript prior to its appearance in print.33 Scholars ranging from Hooker, Villey, Ellrodt, and Hillman to Peter Mack and Stephen Greenblatt have adopted this assumption, and evidence in its favor may be supplied by Sir William Cornwallis, who notes in one of his essays that while he has never read Montaigne in French, “yet divers of his peeces I have seen translated—they that understand both languages say very wel done—& I am able to say (if you wil take the word of Ignorance) translated into a stile admitting as few Idle words as our language will endure.”34 This description, however, is scarcely an indisputable reference to the verbally expansive Florio. Indeed, several passages in Cornwallis’s book that purport to be quotations or near-quotations from Montaigne suggest to me, rather, that Cornwallis drew upon a separate English translation of the Essays that has now been lost. In “The Instruments of a States-man,” for example, we read that “What ever hee is, yet being a Prince, he is to be reverenced and not be practised against, as a wise authour saith, ‘Good Princes are to bee desired, but howsoever they are, to be obeyed.’ ”35 This corresponds to a passage in Montaigne’s chapter “Of Vanitie” in the 1603 Essayes, but Florio’s wording is quite distinct: “One may bewaile the better times, but not avoide the present: one may desire other magistrates, but notwithstanding he must obey those he hath.”36 I therefore suspect that Cornwallis had access to one of the other efforts at English translation of the Essays to which Florio alludes in his preface.37 Similarly, if the longstanding hypothesis is true that various ideas and locutions in Hamlet are derived from Montaigne, then perhaps Shakespeare also drew upon the translation used by Cornwallis—or upon one of the others, if others existed. Such a theory would help to explain the comparative obliquity of the verbal parallels normally advanced in this case, for none of the supposed borrowings in Hamlet approaches the persuasiveness of the Montaignian parallels in The Tempest identified by Capell and Prosser.38 Articles proposing the indebtedness of Hamlet to Montaigne have indeed diminished since the 1960s, and the most recent Arden edition of the play gives significantly less attention to Montaigne than does Harold Jenkins’s earlier version, which proffers the following assessment: “I incline therefore to think that of the ideas which Shakespeare so lavishly bestowed on Hamlet, a few at least were prompted by his recent reading in Florio’s Montaigne.”39 Valuable commentaries on Montaigne and Hamlet continue to appear—those, for example, of Hillman, Hugh Grady, John Lee, Géralde Nakam, James Shapiro, and Patrick Gray—but we nonetheless see a growing consensus that the plays dating from 1603 to the end of Shakespeare’s career are those in which assumptions of Montaignian influence are most likely to be operative.40

In the wake of the seminal articles by Prosser, Ellrodt, and Salingar, most of the contributions to the Montaigne/Shakespeare debate follow one of two basic trajectories: either they discover significant affinities of thought, attitude, or approach between the Essays and Shakespeare’s plays, or else they isolate important and sometimes profound differences between the outlooks of these writers. In both cases, the ethical views held by various characters or implied by various scenarios are occasionally attributed to Shakespeare himself, and in both cases the degree of Montaignian influence is construed in multiple ways, most frequently along a spectrum ranging from complete agnosticism on the matter to an overt assumption of deep and pervasive intellectual impact. In the following paragraphs I speak of “strong” claims when specific arguments are linked to the idea that Shakespeare relies directly and substantially upon Montaignian thought; I speak of “weak” claims when no such argument is advanced or assumed. The terms “weak” and “strong,” however, are not tied to any evaluation of the overall merit of the arguments under consideration.

Perhaps the most eloquent proponent of the view that several post-Hamlet Shakespearean plays are deeply influenced by Montaigne is Arthur Kirsch, who has focused in particular upon All’s Well That Ends Well and The Tempest. As early as 1981 Kirsch offered preliminary arguments concerning the former play, noting that “the same combination of attitudes” exhibited by Shakespeare with respect to erotic desire versus marital sexuality can be found in Montaigne’s celebrated essay “Upon some verses of Virgill.” Indeed, Shakespeare’s primary concern in All’s Well is “the paradoxical nature of erotic energy,” and Montaigne offers a profound illumination of “the texture of experience in Shakespeare’s dramatization.”41 Janet Adelman agreed with Kirsch, writing in 1992 that she was “indebted to his account” and characterizing Montaigne’s essay as a “source” in which Shakespeare discovered a brilliant exploration of the “deep incompatibility that separates sexuality from marriage.”42 Kirsch went on to develop his claims in a 1997 article, suggesting that All’s Well may “constitute the most detailed and comprehensive appropriation of Montaigne in Shakespeare’s canon”; he argued, in particular, that “the perception of the mutual dependence of virtue and vice, and of wisdom and folly, governs the way Montaigne thinks about sexuality and human nature throughout the essay and throughout his works, and the identical perception informs not just isolated homiletic speeches, but the entire action of Shakespeare’s play.”43 In the same year Kirsch published a separate study of The Tempest, exploring the implications of Prosser’s 1965 argument and finding that Shakespeare’s orchestration of events seems “unusually informed by the kind of working out of ideas” characteristic of Montaigne’s thinking: “inclusive; interrogative rather than programmatic; anti-sentimental but humane; tragicomic rather than only tragic or comic.”44 Kirsch concentrates here not only on “Of Crueltie,” but also on such chapters as “Of the force of imagination” and “Of diverting or diversion,” and he presents one of the earliest instances of the argument that Shakespeare is indebted to Montaigne not merely for concepts but for habits of reflection. Thus, while the focus of The Tempest upon imagination, compassion, and the topos of life as a dream “suggests the particular matrix of ideas found in Montaigne’s essays,” it is Montaigne’s unique way of thinking about the collocation of vice and virtue that “informs the moral consubstantiality” of the play’s action.45

Similarly strong claims regarding The Tempest have been offered by such other scholars as Gail Kern Paster, Philip Hendrick, Paul Yachnin, Kenji Go, and Warren Boutcher. Paster, writing in 1984 and thus anticipating Kirsch’s interest in “Of diverting or diversion,” argues that Shakespeare had read this essay closely and that Montaigne’s “juxtaposition of consolation and revenge, of Dido and hardness of heart, convinces me of his influence upon this moment of The Tempest (2.1.75-84) and of his usefulness when we seek to understand it.”46 Hendrick suggests that when Shakespeare turned to “Of the Caniballes” for Gonzalo’s speech, he was exposed not merely to the views of Montaigne, but also to the less subtle attitudes of Florio, who interpreted the Montaignian text with “unspoken colonialist assumptions.”47 Yachnin, whose article I have earlier mentioned, sees Shakespeare as a “literary cannibal”: a reader preoccupied with the “humanist incorporation of Montaigne” and a writer whose engagement with the Essayes “deepened his ability to create verisimilitude in characters like Prospero.”48 Go has recently argued that Shakespeare took more material from “Of the Caniballes” than has conventionally been accepted; even the setting of Shakespeare’s play may be inspired by the island discussed at the outset of Montaigne’s chapter. It thus appears, in Go’s opinion, that “Of the Caniballes” should be judged “a far more important literary source” of The Tempest than has heretofore been assumed.49 Boutcher, relying upon Go but pursuing an original and far-reaching argument on which he has worked for several decades, suggests that the scenario in which Gonzalo deploys language from Florio’s Montaigne “dramatizes the elite household process that mediated the arrival of the Essais in late Renaissance English culture.” Shakespeare’s play, in other words, reflects one of the principal ways in which Montaigne was read and received in early modern England, and what is at stake in The Tempest is precisely the value of the nobility’s “institution”: the “kinds of free-ranging, idle discourses and exercises, based on classical and continental sources, with which, as they seek to plot their dynasties’ futures, they are advised and entertained.”50

Boutcher is likewise concerned with King Lear, as are several other recent critics. Agreeing with Salingar that Montaigne “furnished Lear with the ‘matter’ for his exposure of contradictions at the basis of social life,” Boutcher elaborates the ways in which the play’s preoccupation with inheritance, parental tyranny, and moral counsel resonates with Montaignian concerns in “Of the affection of fathers to their Children” and other chapters.51 Douglas Trevor discusses similar issues, claiming that “the degree to which ‘Of the affection’ influences not simply Shakespeare’s ideas about the particular challenges posed by the relations between fathers and children in Lear, but indeed the concepts of love and anger themselves, has not been adequately addressed.” He concludes that what is finally confirmed both in Lear and the Essays “are the mysterious origins of love and the hideous consequences that spawn from the cruel treatment of one’s children.”52 Jonathan Bate, in 2000, argued that the “influence” of Montaigne’s “Apologie of Raymond Sebond” is the key to Shakespeare’s “critique of Stoicism” in Lear, and the following year Philip Collington suggested that Lear tests and corroborates Montaigne’s “unconventional wisdom” in the chapter “Of Solitarinesse”: Shakespeare’s tragedy becomes a “negative exemplum” of Montaigne’s hypothesis, for Lear “never achieves the kind of liberated serenity and integrity of the self that periodic sessions of ‘gregarious solitude’ would facilitate.”53 Finally, Lars Engle has made a powerful case for the claim that “cruelty, sovereign power, and commitment to abstract principles are linked in King Lear”—and that this link is proposed in the Essays. Avoiding assertions of direct influence but believing nonetheless that Shakespeare knew “Of Crueltie” and other chapters, Engle finds that Montaigne never integrates cruelty into his generally sanguine outlook upon human behavior. Rather, he exclaims against it, and there is thus “a substantial affinity between Montaigne’s analysis of cruelty and Shakespeare’s treatment of cruelty in Lear.” The blinding of Gloucester emerges as a particularly crucial moment in which Shakespeare’s dramatic exposition becomes aligned with Montaigne’s meditation: “an abstract principle unleashes cruelty in those predisposed to it, and an outrageous act of physical cruelty becomes the text against which abstract principles are to be judged.”54

Strong claims of a broader sort have been current in literary studies since the mid-1980s. Jonathan Dollimore, whose Radical Tragedy appeared in 1984, argues that Montaigne was “one of the most important single influences on Jacobean drama” and that he served as an intellectual precursor of Louis Althusser insofar as he understood custom as a form of ideology that is “so powerfully internalized in consciousness that it results in misrecognition.” Dollimore views Lear as a play that “disallows” transcendence, and while he does not find Montaigne directly responsible for Shakespeare’s perspective, he nonetheless discerns in the Frenchman’s writings a model for habits of ideological demystification and conscious detachment from providential readings of human affairs.55 Hugh Grady has offered arguments in the same general vein, invoking Michel Foucault on the circulation of social discourses in an effort to demonstrate that Montaigne and Shakespeare are linked through an “indirect connection.” Montaigne, in Grady’s view, is a “Renaissance theorist of resistance” who poses questions, raises doubts, and promotes critical rationality; he and Shakespeare “share a common mental framework which we could call Renaissance scepticism” and which “puts in question all the received ideas and traditions which underlie their eras’ arrangements of wealth and power.”56 Agreeing with Grady that Montaigne can be mobilized against the style of cultural critique that “insists upon the subjection of individual agents to imperiously determining social forces,” Peter Holbrook suggests that Montaigne and Shakespeare are “soulmates” who exhibit many common tendencies in their writings. Both, for example, are “pioneers in the formation of a liberal culture of self-creation,” and Shakespeare’s Sonnets are “Montaignesque” inasmuch as they are “committed to individual authenticity.” Indeed, there is a “healthy root of self-love” that sustains the Sonnets: they are “the product of a man who, like Montaigne, ‘hunger[s] to make [him]self known.’ ”57

Shakespeare’s late Roman tragedies have likewise been linked to Montaignian thought, though not always with the same strength of argument concerning influence. Geoffrey Miles, for instance, anticipates Jonathan Bate’s concern with Montaigne’s skeptical critique of Stoic ideals, suggesting that in Antony and Cleopatra Shakespeare reads “Plutarch through Montaigne’s eyes, with a sense of the ‘volubilitie and supplenesse’ of human emotions.” Miles finds it plausible that Montaigne “focused and shaped [Shakespeare’s] interest in the theme of constancy,” and he believes that the two writers “responded in similar ways to their reading.”58 Rob Carson, meanwhile, has concentrated on Coriolanus, arguing that Shakespeare privileges “an irreconcilable multiplicity of perspectives” in the play. We therefore recognize that his dramaturgical method bears a strong resemblance to the “dialogic style” not only of Montaigne, but also of Ludwig Wittgenstein, whose Philosophical Investigations remind Carson of the Pyrrhonian dimensions of Montaigne’s “Apology,” above all in their “flexible scepticism,” which “encourages us to inhabit the rich irresolution of a debate, amplifying our beliefs so diversely that no dogmatism will seem adequate to contain them.”59

Carson, Miles, and most of the other critics whose views I have summarized tend largely to agree that Shakespeare, like Montaigne, is a thinker in his own right, and not merely a dramatist of remarkable talent who rehearses the views of others. But the image of Shakespeare as a thinker has acquired new vigor in recent years, partly through the writings of A. D. Nuttall and certainly in the opinion of Terence Cave, whose essay from 2007 has helped fashion a fresh perspective upon the Montaigne/Shakespeare debate. Ignoring questions of “influence” and thus operating within the sphere of “weak” claims as I have defined them above, Cave emphasizes that Shakespeare stages dramatic moments in which his characters—and his audience members—are prompted to think through specific questions; these moments resemble Montaignian essais, or trials of thought. Cave goes on to concoct a fictional meeting between Montaigne and Shakespeare in late Elizabethan London. After attending a stage play with the Bard, Montaigne begins to see that “the theatre provides its own way of ‘essaying’ things, presenting complex and problematic instances of human behaviour as material for reflection, and in such a way that the required narrative resolution is not accompanied by a facile resolution at that second-order reflective level.”60 Richard Scholar has followed Cave’s lead, agreeing that Shakespearean dramatic scenarios often mirror the “process of trial-thinking known as the essai” and adding that Montaigne and Shakespeare are “near-contemporary literary masterminds, connected by a common European cultural tradition and by certain shared preoccupations.” When we read their works side by side, we therefore practice a “comparative approach” that opens the possibility that these works will “illuminate one another.”61 Peter Mack has offered much the same argument in a separate context, claiming that we should treat the questions of when Shakespeare read Montaigne and how much he borrowed from him as essentially “undecideable.” Rather, we should “make comparisons between the two authors” with the intention of learning about “the methods and views of both.” Engaging in such comparisons allows us to discern more about what is distinctive in each author—and in each passage—than does scouring texts for potential source-trajectories that may deceive us into thinking we have found instances of indebtedness when in fact we have compromised our attention to both writers.62 I myself proposed a similar outlook in 2006, suggesting that however tempting it may be to posit diachronic vectors of intellectual impact, the weaker thesis of “synchronic affinity” strikes me as more plausible in any Montaigne/Shakespeare juxtaposition.63 But Mack’s view has the merit of outlining a productive means of moving forward from the impasse we have reached in arguments about Shakespeare’s debt to Montaigne, and in so doing it remains simultaneously receptive to the claims regarding “trial-thinking” advanced by Cave and Scholar.64

Several critics who have eschewed source-study tactics have found relatively little in common between Montaigne and Shakespeare, implying thereby that others may have exaggerated the supposed affinities between these writers. John Lee, for instance, has argued that while the soliloquies of Hamlet at times mirror the formal techniques of the Montaignian essay, on the whole Montaigne is hostile to the human imagination, and as a consequence Shakespeare’s plays are “inhospitable to Montaigne’s thought and habits of thinking.”65 Lee particularly insists that Montaigne “distrusts imagination as a way of reaching out to the world, for [it] is part of the subjective nature of his experience, one more distorting medium between himself and the world of God’s creation.” Shakespeare, on the other hand, is “perhaps the greatest example in English literature” of how well one can fail in an attempt to escape subjectivity through imaginative verbal creation.66 Pursuing a separate line of argument, Anita Gilman Sherman has focused on relations between skepticism and memory, finding that Shakespeare, unlike Montaigne, tends to ascribe “ulterior motives to faulty remembering even as he occludes the nature of those motives.” Sherman relies significantly upon Stanley Cavell’s interpretation of skepticism in her work, and this leads her to propose that in the case of Montaigne, skepticism “is not a tragic affair in part because the exemplarity of his friendship with La Boétie and the pleasures of pastoral rob [it] of its sting.”67 With Shakespeare, however, the vivid depiction of characters beset by uncertainty is more obviously susceptible to Cavellian analysis, and Sherman offers insightful discussions of passages from Lear and Antony and Cleopatra.

Questioning Miles’s view that Montaigne and Shakespeare reacted in largely similar ways to what they read, more than a few scholars have concentrated upon divergent habits of response in these two writers. Gisèle Mathieu-Castellani, for example, has examined Plutarch as appropriated by the essayist and the playwright, and while she ultimately suggests that the latter’s understanding of Plutarch may have been shaped by the former’s portrayal, she also points to distinct differences between these writers’ uses of the Greek historian and moralist.68 John Cox shifts the realm of investigation to the Bible, arguing in detail that “whereas Shakespeare uses biblical references to suggest the interaction of Christian destiny and moral expectation, [Montaigne] consistently uses them as rhetorical copia, in just the same way he uses classical citations and often in tandem with them to emphasize the same point.” The result of this contrast, in Cox’s view, is that while “self-recognition, hope for positive change, and charitable acknowledgment of others” are themes important to both writers, they derive in Shakespeare “from the narrative of Christian destiny,” while in Montaigne they typically emerge from “rational judgment or even from the need to suspend judgment” in the Pyrrhonian fashion so often displayed in the Essays.69 Peter Mack, following his own advice regarding the value of comparative evaluation, notes that Montaigne and Shakespeare “teach their audiences how to think ethically by exploring the implications of opposed positions on issues more than by expounding a particular moral teaching.” Montaigne tends to suggest that we should “rein back” our emotions, especially those which “extend our concerns beyond ourselves in the direction of duty to others.” Shakespeare, by contrast, uses the late speeches of King Lear to “present compassion as a human obligation,” stimulating “new moral thinking” in his audience by means of Lear’s juxtaposition of proverbial wisdom with insights born of madness.70 Finally, I have recently turned to Measure for Measure in an effort to contrast the ways in which Shakespeare and Montaigne examine conscience both as a sociocultural cognitive faculty and as a mental attribute of potentially transcendent origin. Exploring the idea that in early modern Europe the moral conscience is routinely understood to function as a surrogate form of divine immanence, I trace the differing implications of Montaigne’s discussions of conscience in the Essays and of Shakespeare’s presentation of its workings in Shakespeare’s Angelo as he is observed and tested by Duke Vincentio.71

But strong claims of influence continue to surface in contrastive studies of Montaigne and Shakespeare. Leo Salingar, as I have noted, foreshadows this trend in his 1983 essay on Lear, and in the 1990s both Jean-Marie Maguin and Fred Parker present arguments concerned with Shakespearean resistance. Focusing on The Tempest, Maguin asks whether Shakespeare’s “manipulation” of Montaigne’s “Of the Caniballes” is undertaken “solely at the expense of Gonzalo, or also at the expense of Montaigne’s philosophy”; he opts for the latter possibility, claiming that Gonzalo is “a mask from behind which Shakespeare is vigorously teasing Montaigne for his radicalism.”72 Parker adopts a longer perspective, treating not only The Tempest, but also Lear, Othello, and Measure for Measure. Like Maguin, he finds Shakespeare skeptical in the face of Montaigne’s utopian optimism in “Of the Caniballes,” but more generally he suggests that despite evident commonalities of thought between these writers, Shakespeare always exhibits a distinct difference of attitude—above all in failing to share the untroubled acknowledgment of human contradiction that is so fundamental to Montaigne.73 Shakespeare’s “argument” with the essayist, in Parker’s view, is thus a deeply skeptical assessment of Montaigne’s confidence in the possibility of serene self-acceptance. More recently, Lars Engle, addressing similar issues but focusing sharply on relations between shame and meditative reflection, suggests that while Shakespeare is “impressed with and provoked by Montaigne,” he is at the same time “deeply suspicious of the very possibility of a sustained Montaignian stance towards the world—a stance of free reflection largely uninterrupted by the continual pressure of negotiation and thereby largely freed from shame imposed by others.” Engle concentrates on All’s Well and the Sonnets, finding that Paroles is one of “Shakespeare’s most Montaignian characters” and disagreeing with Holbrook on the broad commonalities between Montaigne and the sonnet-speaker: the Shakespearean texts “register a quite different attitude toward reflective mental life from Montaigne’s.” Overall, Engle believes that Montaigne must “be treated with caution as an analogue or model for Shakespeare’s treatment of embodied mental life.” The playwright’s response to the essayist should be “recognized as ambivalent rather than assumed to be celebratory and directly appropriative.”74

Perhaps the most vehement recent account of Shakespearean resistance is that of Stephen Greenblatt in Shakespeare’s Montaigne. Focusing primarily on King Lear and The Tempest, Greenblatt claims that Shakespeare made repeated “forays” into Florio’s Montaigne so as “to seize upon things he thought he could use.” In the case of Lear, he used Montaigne’s reflections on what Greenblatt calls “geriatric avarice,” fashioning Florio’s words from “Of the affection of fathers to their Children” into the letter alleged by Edmund to have been written by Edgar.75 And in The Tempest, Shakespeare mined “Of the Caniballes” for Gonzalo’s commonwealth speech—a speech mocked for its incoherence by Antonio and Sebastian. Indeed, these two aristocrats, along with Caliban, function as representatives of an intransigent hostility to utopian dreaming, and this leads Greenblatt to argue that The Tempest’s Montaignian dependence must be construed not as “homage” but as “aggression.” The same is true with Lear: “it is as if Shakespeare thought Montaigne had a very inadequately developed sense of depravity and evil.”76 For Greenblatt, then, Shakespeare’s attitude toward Montaigne is significantly combative; it derives, in particular, from an intuition of Montaignian naïveté, and it takes definitive shape in the utterances of characters who privilege self-interest and realpolitik over compassion, generosity, and concern for the greater good.

Near the close of his essay, Greenblatt asks one of the basic questions to which we must always return in our discussions of Shakespeare and Montaigne. Did the playwright truly need the essayist to think about consciousness, death, imagination, sexuality, faith, and identity?77 The answer, of course, is no. If we knew beyond doubt that Shakespeare had no more acquaintance with the writings of Montaigne than he had with those of Tolstoy or Lady Murasaki Shikibu, we would remain unsurprised by the attitudes he shares with his French contemporary—and by the ways he seems to disagree with him. Major writers will always exhibit occasional convergences of thought and feeling, and Montaigne and Shakespeare are major writers who lived in similar cultures at the same historical moment. Nonetheless, as we have seen, Shakespeare in fact relies upon Montaigne for words, phrases, and ideas. As Elizabeth Hooker put it long ago, the Essays serve as a “store-house” from which he sometimes draws material. But whether he displays any consistent perspective toward the thought of Montaigne is a matter on which we have too little evidence to form decisive judgments. Similarity is not necessarily agreement, nor is difference necessarily resistance. Shakespeare uses Montaigne when he feels a need to do so, but we cannot show that he has pronounced tendencies to agree or disagree with him; what we can say is that a range of possible attitudes emerge from within highly specific dramatic scenarios. It would indeed be astonishing if Shakespeare—or anyone else at the outset of the seventeenth century—had formed a firm set of opinions about a writer so new to English readers as was Montaigne, particularly given the spectacular range and multidimensionality of the Essays. In the end, since it is such a tempting matter to overestimate the degree to which Montaigne influenced Shakespeare, we are wise to work upward from minimal assumptions rather than downward from the realms of speculation and desire.

Like Montaigne, Shakespeare was a voracious and opportunistic reader, neither scholarly nor systematic, and certainly not reverential. His habits of appropriation will always remain to some degree mysterious: eclectic, to be sure, but also pedestrian at times, and above all transformative. He shapes and molds what he takes; he allows his imagination and his immediate dramatic needs to subject borrowed textuality to conceptual metamorphosis. He thereby achieves a remarkable level of independence as a verbal creator—again like Montaigne, though as a consequence, no doubt, of entirely divergent compositional practices. But on the whole he does not exhibit an interest in establishing consistent relations of response to his sources, and in this respect he stands in marked contrast to the author of the Essays, who reveals more distinct tendencies toward admiration and disdain. Still, despite such differences, Montaigne and Shakespeare share one colossal talent: the ability to fashion verbal worlds of enormous gravitational pull. As Florio might have said, these are “worlds of words,” and they serve as sites for thought and feeling, for observation and experiment, and for free and open interchange with the alternate worlds from which readers continue to emerge, invariably richer for having made the journey.78
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CHAPTER 18

MONTAIGNE AND DESCARTES

MICHAEL MORIARTY

DESCARTES discussed problems: he did not, as a rule, discuss other people’s solutions (or, when he did, he did not name the people). That principle underlies his writing practice, and it is one of the things that make his texts so different from the majority of scholastic treatises. He does not mention Montaigne by name in his published works; but then he does not mention Aquinas, Aristotle, or Augustine by name either, unless one counts his acknowledgement in the Fourth Replies of Arnauld’s observation that Augustine had anticipated him in formulating the Cogito.1 Yet he certainly engaged with the work of these authors. Proper names do crop up in the correspondence; and Montaigne is in fact mentioned in a letter of November 23, 1646, to the Marquess of Newcastle. Possibly the marquess had mentioned Montaigne in his own letter (which is lost): a soldier, gentleman, and scholar, he would certainly have been familiar with the Essays. Be that as it may, Montaigne’s name features nowhere else in Descartes’s correspondence.

Yet it is hard to imagine Descartes’s work taking precisely the form it took without Montaigne. One of Descartes’s most profound commentators, Jean-Luc Marion, emphasizes Montaigne’s constant influence on the later thinker.2 The connections are threefold. First, Montaigne provided Descartes with an ethos, a model of what Richard Scholar has called “free thinking,” that is, the exploration of philosophical truth without deference to authority (and yet, we might add, without defiance of it either).3 This common ethos is certainly based on a shared social position: both men could claim to be noble, though they both came from the stratum George Huppert termed “bourgeois gentilshommes”: provincial gentry, of recent nobility, with links to the world of officeholding and the law.4 Second, Montaigne opened up the territory of philosophical skepticism. In so doing, he posed a serious challenge to any project of constructing authentic knowledge; but he also helped Descartes to pursue his distinctive philosophical agenda and to elaborate his distinctive philosophical language. Third, his skeptical explorations involve his asserting, or at least leaving open the possibility for, views (for instance on animals) that Descartes sets out to refute. In other words, the connections sometimes take a negative form.

Ethos—self-presentation—is a central preoccupation of the Discourse on the Method. Descartes is expounding and justifying a radically new approach to knowledge, which will, he says, unlike all previous forms, both attain certainty and generate practical applications that will transform human life. He has thus to parry two probable accusations: that he must be ridiculously conceited if he thinks he can achieve what no previous thinker has achieved and that he is dangerously subversive, because he undermines the existing framework of knowledge and rejects the principle of authority. The various moves in his complicated defensive strategy of concession, clarification, and self-justification are not only largely borrowed from Montaigne, but also were probably intended to be recognized as borrowings.5 Not that Descartes necessarily intended his reader to identify precise allusions; a vague reminiscence would suffice for the purpose. It is as if, to justify a project far removed from Montaigne’s, Descartes has to describe it as if it were rather similar to Montaigne’s; if you can accept Montaigne, he seems to be saying, you need have no fear of me. At the least, the Discourse seems to presuppose a reader primed by reading the Essays.

Thus Descartes explains that he has no intention of expounding a method of directing one’s reason that everyone should adopt, merely of describing how he himself came to adopt this particular method. His individual life is subsumed into a symbolic narrative of the quest of the seeker after truth. He refers to the text as “[revealing] the paths I have followed and [painting] my life as it were in a picture” and as offering a “historical record [histoire],” which may be useful to some readers at least.6 The image of the self-portrait is an echo of Montaigne’s “To the Reader”; the reference to one’s life as a story and as a journey is reminiscent of “Of vanity”: “Sometimes there comes to me a feeling that I should not betray the story of my life. This public declaration obliges me to keep on my path.”7 As Ian Maclean observes, the whole stance Descartes is adopting (“I am telling my own story, not laying down the law to other people”) is that of Montaigne at the opening of “Of repentance”8; again, the idea that an account of his own experience may happen to be useful to the reader and cannot in any case do any harm, echoes Montaigne’s “What is useful to me may also by accident be useful to another… . And if I play the fool it is at my own expense and without harm to anyone.”9

An even clearer echo of Montaigne can be heard in the famous opening of the Discourse: “Good sense is the most evenly distributed thing in the world; for everyone believes himself to be so well provided with it that even those who are the hardest to please in every other way do not usually want more of it than they already have” (AT VI, 5). This is virtually a quotation from “Of presumption”: “It is commonly said that the fairest division of her favors Nature has given us is that of sense; for there is no one who is not content with the share of it that she has allotted him.”10 It is essential to Descartes’s claims for the method he is describing that it does not require an exceptional intelligence, and he emphasizes that he regards his own as nothing extraordinary (AT VI, 2). Montaigne’s systematic self-depreciation provides a model here.

So does the critique of erudition that Montaigne voices in I, 25 and I, 26. Descartes concedes that reading is a kind of conversation with the best people of past ages (AT VI, 5), directly echoing Montaigne when the latter speaks of his ideal pupil “[associating], by means of histories, with these great souls of the best ages.”11 But, having said whatever can be said in favor of the different scholastic disciplines, he then runs through them again, systematically dismantling their truth claims, so as to explain and justify his discarding them (AT VI, 5–9). In any case, he observes, his social position frees him from needing to practice any science to earn a livelihood; he is, in other words (Montaigne’s), “not a grammarian nor a logician, but a gentleman.”12 In particular, he casts doubt on the value of theology, inasmuch as the way to heaven is open to the ignorant no less than to the learned (AT VI, 8)13; and above all, he discredits the claims of philosophy. After centuries of the best efforts of the finest minds, it has established nothing that is beyond dispute (AT VI, 8); Descartes doesn’t give any examples here, but he doesn’t need to, for anyone who has read the “Apology for Raymond Sebond”14; in any case, he had already learned at school that there is nothing so absurd that no philosopher has ever said it (AT VI, 16). If he learned this at school, it was probably from reading Cicero15; but he, and his reader, might have come across the jibe in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond.”16 The force of Descartes’s critique of established education is augmented by his insistence that he encountered it at its best at the Jesuit college of La Flèche, “one of the most famous schools in Europe, in which I believed that there must be as learned men as are to be found anywhere on earth” (AT VI, 5). In the same way Montaigne received his education at the Collège de Guyenne in Bordeaux, “which was then very flourishing and the best in France”; “but for all that, it was still school,” with all the limitations the term implies.17

Having decided to turn his back on scholastic learning, Descartes resolves to study “the great book of the world”: he travels and reflects on his experiences of travel: the different kinds of people he meets, the different customs he encounters, the various situations in which he has tested himself (AT VI, 9–10). In other words, he is fulfilling the program set out in “Of the education of children,” in which Montaigne extols the value of travel18 and the opportunity it gives to study the book of the world: “I want it [this great world] to be the book of my student. So many humors, sects, judgments, opinions, laws, and customs teach us to judge sanely of our own.”19

No overweening conceit, then, is behind this project. But might it not lead to the questioning of inherited values and the development of dangerous schemes of innovation? Here too Descartes can use Montaigne as a screen and a defense. In the first place, he emphasizes that his questioning of established knowledge has no political implications whatever. It is impossible, he acknowledges, to rebuild political institutions when they have been brought down, or even to stop them collapsing, when they have been undermined; and their collapse is always damaging. Besides, any imperfections they may possess have probably been attenuated in practice by long custom. He therefore has no sympathy whatever with those who draw up schemes of political reform (AT VI, 14–15). The imagery of the state as a complex building that it is dangerous to tamper with comes from “Of custom”20; it is reproduced in the condemnation of schemes of radical reform in “Of vanity”21. Descartes has no intention, he declares, of transforming the public space: his aim is to reform his own thinking; his building ambitions are confined to his own estate (“un fonds qui est tout à moi”) (AT VI, 15); just as Montaigne could argue that he is entitled to investigate and pass on his own experience since it is his own property: “I am not spoiling anything, I am using only what is mine.”22 Moreover, while pursuing his quest for a new science, Descartes requires certain practical resolutions on which to base the conduct of his life: the first of these is to “adhere to the religion in which God by His grace had me instructed from my childhood” (AT VI, 23); a profession of faith reminiscent of Montaigne’s in “Of prayers”23 and in the “Apology.”24

What all this amounts to is the creation of a persona the outlines of which had already been drawn by Montaigne: a well-educated gentleman, who nonetheless doubts the value of established education; who is skeptical about what passes in his society for knowledge, but who remains faithful to the Roman Catholic Church; who has seen many kinds of people and many different societies, but who has no fantasies of changing the political order. Yet this particular Montaignian character is going to commit himself to an intellectual project radically different from that of Montaigne.25

Descartes’s rhetoric of self-legitimation in the Discourse does not confine itself to ethos; it is based on a system of recurrent metaphors. The image of life as a journey has already been mentioned. We pursue an image of clarity and truth but obstacles block our way and divert us from the path; many have gone before us in the quest, and yet we persist in looking for some alternative way of our own, a “road in another direction” (“route par ailleurs”26). Mindful of such obstacles and temptations, Descartes resolves, in matters of theory, to walk very carefully, like a man alone in the dark (AT VI, 16–17); but in practical matters he will choose one path and stick to it, like a traveler lost in a forest, who advances resolutely in one direction rather than wandering about in several (AT VI, 24–25). Admittedly, this metaphor is almost a cultural universal; Montaigne uses it tellingly, but it is not distinctively Montaignian. There is another set of images, however, where the connection between the Discourse and the Essays is more significant, because it connects with the problem of skepticism.

Montaigne’s presentation of Pyrrhonism in the “Apology” highlights two skeptical claims, articulated by two sets of metaphors: nothing can be accepted as knowledge unless it is validated by a criterion, yet no criterion can be found; knowledge needs a foundation, and there is none. The senses are both the criterion and the foundation of our knowledge, and they are unreliable; therefore, all we build on them is unreliable. “All knowledge makes its way into us through the senses”27; they are “the base and the principles of the whole edifice of our knowledge.”28 But by the same token they constitute a screen between the object and ourselves: “we no longer know what things are in truth; for nothing comes to us except falsified and altered by our senses.”29 The sentence immediately following discredits the senses both as foundation and as criterion: “When the compass, the square and the ruler are off, all the proportions drawn from them, all the buildings erected by their measure, are also necessarily imperfect and defective.”30 The foundation metaphor can even be reversed; so far are the senses from providing a solid basis and criterion for knowledge that they can be termed “the greatest foundation and proof of our ignorance.”31 It is not good enough for philosophers to appeal to common sense (“if you doubt whether fire is hot, why don’t you jump in the fire?”); they are obliged to validate what they say by reason, only they cannot: “That is their touchstone for every kind of experiment; but indeed it is a touchstone full of falsity, error, weakness, and impotence.”32 The fluctuations of our judgement testify to the unreliability of our cognitive instruments: “If I have often found myself betrayed under just these colors, if my touchstone is found to be ordinarily false, and my scales uneven and incorrect, what assurance can I have in them this time more than at other times?”33 We would need a criterion, a “judicatory instrument” (“instrument judicatoire”), to discern false sensory appearances from true; but we would then need a proof that the criterion is valid, and then a further criterion to validate the proof: “there we are in a circle.”34

Descartes has to meet both the epistemological and the metaphorical challenge. Montaigne’s undermining of the edifice of scholastic knowledge has, however, done a good part of the work for him. In the Discourse he justifies his project through a systematic exploitation of the building metaphor. Thus he argues that the sciences derive their principles from philosophy, which has been shown to be unreliable; from which he infers that nothing solid can have been built on such shaky foundations (AT VI, 9). A possible reconstructive strategy, which commended itself to some Renaissance writers, would be to attempt an eclectic synthesis of different philosophies. Descartes dispenses himself from discussing this option explicitly by an architectural analogy: a building designed and built by a single architect is usually more successful than one put together by many, using bits of other buildings constructed for a different purpose (AT VI, 11). Rather than resort to the so-called knowledge accumulated in books, it is safer to trust “the simple reasoning that any man of good sense can produce” (AT VI, 12–13). The trouble is that such a man’s reasoning may be vitiated by the bad lessons he has learned in childhood; and thus Descartes decides that he must rid himself of all his acquired opinions and replace them either with better ones or with the same ones, once these have been tested by reason (“ajustées au niveau de la raison”).35 This will be preferable to building on old foundations (AT VI, 13–14). The building metaphor is developed further when Descartes points out that, just as, while rebuilding one’s house, one needs temporary accommodation, so, while rebuilding one’s intellectual property, one needs a code by which to live one’s life (AT VI, 22). Just as demolition provides materials that can be used for rebuilding, so, in getting rid of one’s own faulty opinions, one accumulates data that will serve to establish new and sound ones (AT VI, 29). The final aim of the investigation is to establish the foundations of a philosophy more certain than the one currently prevailing (AT VI, 30). He hesitates about explaining the highly metaphysical thought processes that enabled him to do so, but he decides that the reader is entitled to hear about them in order to judge whether the foundations are sufficiently solid (AT VI, 31). To be sure, Descartes’s use of the foundation metaphor is diametrically opposed to Montaigne’s in that it serves to justify rather than unsettle knowledge claims; and no doubt Montaigne is the target, or among the targets, of Descartes’s self-distancing from “those sceptics who doubt for doubting’s sake, and pretend to be always unable to reach a decision” (AT VI, 29).36

In the Discourse Descartes is expounding and justifying the project of discovering a new science, in a manner, he says, intended to be accessible even to women; he is not offering a full-fledged philosophical investigation that would fundamentally engage with and refute the doubts of skeptics.37 He provides this in the Meditations on First Philosophy of 1641. Here too, though, the metaphors already noted in the Discourse play an important role in setting the philosophical scene, as is plain from the opening paragraphs:

It is some years now since I realized how many false opinions I had accepted as true from childhood onwards, and that, whatever I had since built on such shaky foundations, could only be highly doubtful.… Hence I saw that at some stage in my life the whole structure would have to be utterly demolished, and that I should have to begin again from the bottom up if I wished to construct something lasting and unshakable in the sciences.… I have withdrawn into seclusion and shall at last be able to devote myself seriously and without encumbrance to the task of destroying all my former opinions.

To this end, however, it will not be necessary to prove them all false—a thing I should perhaps never be able to achieve. But since reason already persuades me that I should no less scrupulously withhold my assent from what is not fully certain and indubitable than from what is blatantly false, then, in order to reject them all, it will be sufficient to find some reason for doubting each one. Nor shall I therefore have to go through them each individually, which would be an endless task: but, since, once the foundations are undermined, the building will collapse of its own accord, I shall straight away attack the very principles that form the basis of all my former beliefs.38

So far we have discussed Descartes’s rhetorical engagement with Montaignian skepticism: we must now turn to his handling of the substantive issues. The skeptical argumentation of the “Apology” is fully discussed elsewhere in this volume: it will be convenient simply to remind the reader of its principal heads.39 First, our species pride, our claim to unique rationality, is challenged by comparison with animals. Second, philosophy confers no effective benefits: it does not make us happy. Third, philosophers’ truth-claims are undermined by their disagreements on all issues, especially the most important ones (the existence of God or the gods, the nature of the soul and its relationship to the body). Fourth, all our knowledge is based on the senses, and they are unreliable. Fifth, we can have no knowledge of underlying reality, since all our experience is of flux. Descartes does not engage explicitly with all of these claims, yet he answers all of them directly or indirectly in the course of his work.

As noted above, Descartes deliberately soft-pedaled the presentation of skepticism in the Discourse; but in the Meditations he carries skeptical doubt to an extreme. It is important to recognize, however, that the “I” of the Meditations, like that of the Discourse but in a different way, is a philosophical persona the function of which is tactical and strategic. We need not assume that, in reading Montaigne, Descartes was afflicted with skeptical doubts about the possibility of knowledge, and that the Meditations are a report of his existential struggles with them.40 More plausibly, as Desmond M. Clarke observes, “one factor in Descartes’ decision to structure the Meditations as he wrote them, with the First Meditation rehearsing the strongest possible sceptical arguments available, was the popularity of Montaigne’s Essays and the fashionable scepticism that they endorsed.”41 The persona’s—the Meditator’s—quest for certainty is commanded by Descartes’s desire to establish a new system of knowledge that will displace the Aristotelian paradigm in metaphysics and natural philosophy. He does not announce this intention for fear of arousing opposition from the Aristotelian establishment: his hope is that having been convinced by his metaphysical arguments his readers will realize the deficiencies of the physics on which they have been brought up.42

The Meditator’s quest begins with a point that Montaigne covers only toward the end of the “Apology,” namely, the cognitive value of the senses. Montaigne there asserts that the senses are the foundation of all our knowledge; that, however, their range is limited and their acuity perhaps inferior to those of animals; that they are deceptive, mutually contradictory, and capable of overwhelming the insights of reason; that their perceptions are affected by our state of mind and by factors such as age; that the difference between the waking and the dreaming state is more of degree than of kind; that they transform objects to assimilate them, so that we can never measure them against the object in itself; and that they are validated, as we saw, by no criterion.43

The Meditations do not work by such an accumulation of independent arguments, which could be arranged more or less in any order. On the contrary, they reconstruct a progression of doubt, a gradual cession of epistemological terrain to the skeptic: the Meditator attempts to minimize the encroachments of doubt, to fall back on defensible positions that turn out, one after another, to be insecure, until finally doubt appears universal and overwhelming.

Descartes dispenses his Meditator from tackling those doubts that presuppose that there is a physical world inhabited by other human beings and by animals; for this too he intends to call into question. But his Meditator presupposes, like Montaigne, that whatever knowledge we may have, if we have any, has come to us from the senses or through the senses (that is, by abstraction from sense-perceptions) (Meditation I, AT VII, 18). The Meditator’s questioning of the senses is, however, more radical: for whereas Montaigne’s key point is that the senses give us no information about the essence or intrinsic nature of the things we perceive, the Meditator is led to doubt whether the things themselves actually exist. He attempts to negotiate, proposing a first solution: the senses may deceive us about far-off objects, but we can be sure of them as regards what is near us: I am certain that I am here, sitting by a fire, wrapped in a warm winter gown, handling a piece of paper, and so forth. But mad people are equally certain of what they claim. Granting, for argument’s sake, that I am not mad, how can I be sure that I am not dreaming? No reliable criterion of wakefulness suggests itself (AT VII, 18–19). This argument is, of course, to be found in Montaigne44; but we shall not there find any anticipation of the Meditator’s next interim solution: maybe the bodies I perceive are imaginary, but the images presuppose the existence of a basic corporeal reality from which they have been formed: extension (the occupation of three-dimensional space), shape, size, number, space, time. This would allow for certain knowledge, dealing with the simplest and most general realities, to be obtained. On this showing, arithmetic and geometry would have a core of certainty, even if the sciences dealing with composite bodies (physics, astronomy, and medicine) are acknowledged to be doubtful. Thus, 2 + 3 = 5 is true whether I am sleeping or awake; a square has four sides, whether or not any square exists in the world (AT VII, 19–20). This notion of a hierarchical ordering of sciences, in respect of the nature of their objects, is quite foreign to Montaigne.

But the Meditator cannot treat it as offering a secure footing. For the question of knowledge turns out to be impossible to settle without establishing metaphysical preconditions. The point is that, as far as I know, I may have been created by an all-powerful deity, capable of ensuring that I err systematically, even in the most basic arithmetical calculations; or, if my existence is due to fate or chance or blind causality, then for all I know I may be so constituted as to be doomed to error. But how could we establish these in the absence of epistemological guarantees? Perhaps my familiar opinions (the external world I perceive is real, 2 + 3 = 5, etc.) are more probable than not; but again my belief in their probability may be an effect of long custom—the effect of which in shaping our beliefs is, of course, a familiar Montaignian theme.45 To counteract the potentially deceptive effect of custom, the Meditator formulates the hypothesis of an all-powerful deceiver, the thought of whom will prevent my giving my assent to anything that is false (AT VII, 21–23). Doubt is here taken to a hyperbolical level; its extremity and universality dispenses Descartes from engaging with the specific and more limited grounds for doubt put forward in the “Apology.”

The antidote to doubt is of course the Cogito: in the Discourse the inference “I am thinking, therefore I am” (AT VI, 32), and in the Meditations the realization that, however much I may be being deceived by the deceiver, I must exist in order to be deceived, and so that whenever the thought “I am, I exist” is formulated it is necessarily true (AT VII, 25). As noted above, the closest model of this thought process is to be found in Augustine46; there is nothing quite similar in Montaigne. On the other hand, Montaigne provides a model for the enterprise of seeking truth through self-communion: through the difficult quest to identify and formulate one’s own thoughts and judgments:47

What I chiefly portray is my cogitations, a shapeless subject that does not lend itself to expression in action. It is all I can do to couch my thoughts in this airy medium of words.48

The world always looks straight ahead; as for me, I turn my gaze inward, I fix it there and keep it busy. Everyone looks in front of him; as for me, I look inside of me; I have no business but with myself; I continually observe myself, I take stock of myself, I taste myself.… This capacity for sifting truth, whatever it may amount to in me, and this free will not to enslave my belief easily, I owe principally to myself.49

Be that as it may, the Cogito liberates Descartes from the assumption Montaigne thought unshakable: that all our knowledge derives directly or indirectly from sense-perception. For his knowledge of his own existence cannot depend on something the existence of which is still in doubt, namely, his body (AT VII, 27). Without worrying any longer about the veracity of the senses’ information about the external world, he is therefore able to pursue truth by reflecting on his ideas; the better to do so he habituates himself to withdrawing his mind from his senses (AT VII, 52). In the course of the pursuit, however, he traverses, albeit on a different path, territory already explored by Montaigne.

This can be illustrated with reference to four interconnected issues: the possibility of a truth-criterion; the existence of God; the nature of body and soul; human nature and its relationship to that of animals.

At the opening of the Third Meditation, the Meditator wonders whether the cognitive experiences of the Second Meditation (not only the Cogito but the thought-experiment with the piece of wax) have generated a reliable criterion (regula generalis) of knowledge, namely, that whatever I perceive very clearly and distinctly is true (AT VII, 35). He is withheld from assenting to it only by the thought of the deceptive deity. He must therefore consider whether there is, in fact, a God and whether, if so, he could be a deceiver; otherwise, he can be certain of nothing (AT VII, 36).

In pursuing this investigation, he is presupposing that it is legitimate to use reason in a matter of faith. This is the first issue Montaigne discusses in the “Apology,” in which he argues that though faith, properly speaking, is a gift of God, it is useful and laudable to employ in its service “the natural and human tools that God has given us.”50 Descartes says something similar in the letter to the doctors of the Sorbonne that serves as a preface to the Meditations: for those of us who have it, God-given faith may be sufficient, but we cannot expect unbelievers to be persuaded by anything other than natural reason. Scripture teaches us that God can be known from his creation; and the church has condemned the view that reason proves that the soul perishes with the body and that its immortality can be known only by faith (AT VII, 2–3). Of course, in the body of the “Apology” Montaigne emphasizes the impossibility of any rational knowledge about God, the soul, and life after death.51 This is not the place to examine, or even to summarize, Descartes’s arguments for the existence of God; what matters here is the conclusion he draws from them and from the subsequent analysis of the nature of error. A supremely perfect being exists; but to deceive results from some imperfection; therefore he is no deceiver, and cannot be responsible for my errors. They must be due to my misuse of my free will: error occurs when I choose to assent to things I do not clearly and distinctly perceive to be true; by refraining from doing so in future I can avoid being mistaken (AT VII, 52–62). Given the existence of God, clear and distinct perception is therefore a criterion of truth.52 From his essential concept, that of a supremely perfect being, it follows that God is eternal (Principles of Philosophy, I.22), and thus, although our experience is indeed that of constant flux, we nonetheless have, pace Montaigne, a certain “communication with being.”53

By no means, however, does this imply a total understanding of reality, or of God. Take mathematical truths, or indeed the basic laws of thought, such as the principle of noncontradiction. We might suppose that these are necessary truths, somehow inscribed in the nature of things. Far from it: they are true because God has willed them to be true, and he could have willed them different; he could have made it possible for contradictories to be simultaneously true.54 So-called necessary truths, and the ultimate physical realities they disclose, are thus truths necessary for our thinking, but in another sense they are contingent on the will of God. We cannot think beyond or without them. In that sense, Descartes’s claims for human knowledge, while extensive, are also significantly circumscribed. Moreover, our idea of God is indeed sufficient to provide knowledge of his existence, but our thought cannot adequately comprehend him (Second Replies, AT VII, 140). He is a cause the powers of which surpass human understanding, an “incomprehensible power” (“puissance incompréhensible”).55 That precise expression is to be found in the “Apology,”56 in which Montaigne also denies that God is bound by the law of contradiction (or at least denies our right to assert that he is).57 Jean-Luc Marion is surely right to insist on the Montaignian connection with this, one of Descartes’s most distinctive claims.58

That apart, Descartes has therefore met the Pyrrhonist challenge issued by Montaigne; he has found a criterion of truth, and, by the same token, he has established solid foundations for knowledge, first via the Cogito, then via the demonstration of the existence of God. And yet inasmuch as both the criterion and these foundational truths involve introspective experience (only I can know that I am thinking and therefore that I exist; only I can know that I clearly and distinctly perceive something), Descartes can be seen as not only responding to Montaigne, but also as continuing and developing his legacy, albeit in a direction that would have surprised Montaigne.

The affinity must not, of course, be exaggerated. Descartes aims to attain definitive metaphysical truth. Metaphysical meditation is not, like Montaignian self-scrutiny, a lifetime vocation; it is a process to be accomplished once and for all, by which one is liberated for the search for truth about the visible universe.59 Moreover, it is not just that Descartes’s purposes are radically different from Montaigne’s; on certain substantive issues, they adopt radically different positions.

This seems obviously true as regards the relationship between soul and body. Descartes’s assertions that the soul and body are distinct substances, and that I am essentially a thinking thing are massively unfashionable; and it is easy to use Montaigne as a stick to beat him with. Why did he fail, the accusation might run, to heed a lesson he could have learned in Montaigne, concerning “the narrow seam between the soul and body, through which the experience of the one is communicated to the other.”60 “It is a wonder how physical [our] nature is.”61 “Those who want to split up our two principal parts and sequester them from each other are wrong. On the contrary, we must couple and join them together again.”62

Yet this critique is aimed at a straw man, not at Descartes. No one insisted more than he on the pervasiveness of bodily experience in all our thinking. We are “very closely conjoined” to our body, or, so to speak, “fused” with it (Sixth Meditation, AT VII, 78, 81). This is both a blessing and a problem. Our senses have been given us to ensure our physical survival (or in other words our survival as a composite entity of body and soul) (AT VII, 82–83). As a result, even before birth, they are feeding us information about the world that is strictly relevant to that purpose. Yet, being “immersed,” as Descartes puts it, in the body, the child spontaneously develops an image of reality that corresponds, not to reality in itself (or insofar as we are capable of knowing it) but to its bodily priorities.63 This image obscures the innate ideas divinely implanted in the soul, and the embodied experience of a lifetime simply buries these deeper (Principles, I.72–73). Therefore, for one particular purpose—the discovery of metaphysical and scientific truth—we need to train ourselves to sequester our mind from our senses, precisely because these condition our thinking so radically64; it is in fact because, as Montaigne insisted,65 the senses accommodate external reality to our perception that we need to bracket out our sensory experience to have any hope of discovering what reality is in itself and to be able to profit from our internal sense-independent resources of knowledge (the faculty of thinking applied to innate ideas).

Moreover, however important, the search for truth through the pure intellect is only a small part of the lives we actually lead. Descartes insists on this in his correspondence with Elisabeth. Thought that engages the attention and the imagination (such as mathematics or serious conversation) should occupy us no more than a very few hours a day; thought requiring the pure understanding, a very few hours per year. The rest of the time we should be relaxing (June 28, 1643, AT III, 692–693). Health is the foundation of all the other goods one can have in this life (May or June 1645, AT IV, 220); in fact, along with joy, it is itself one of the principal goods, surpassed only by virtue (December 1646, AT IV, 589).

Virtue, Descartes concedes to the Stoics, is the supreme good in this life. But he does not equate the supreme good with happiness. Happiness is in the satisfaction that accompanies virtue; and to that extent Epicurus is right, for pleasure in general, or in other words the satisfaction of the mind, is the goal and motive of all our actions (to Elisabeth, August 18, 1645, AT IV, 276–277). The claim is familiar to the reader of Montaigne.66

The key to Descartes’s notion of virtue is the concept of nobility of soul (générosité). This he defines as a legitimate form of self-esteem. It involves, first, a clear understanding that nothing legitimately belongs to us but the freedom to direct our acts of will and that nothing is praiseworthy or blameworthy but the use we make of this freedom, and, second, a commitment to making good use of it, that is, to acting according to our judgment of what is best.67 Yet it is not as intellectualist as it may seem; for although the virtues are habits in the soul, nobility of soul can be a passion as well as a virtue. Indeed, it is by habitually thinking the thoughts that will excite the passion in ourselves that we can acquire the corresponding virtue (§ 161). Now the passions, in Descartes, have an irreducible bodily dimension: what we experience in passion is the translation of a physical process, the movement of the animal spirits, the swiftest and most volatile parts of the blood, around the body.68 The function of the passions is to dispose both the body to react to physical stimuli (typically, sensations) and the soul to want to react in the same way; thus, the movement of the animal spirits that prepares the body to flee is experienced in the soul as fear (§ 41). They fortify and prolong thoughts in the soul that are good from the point of view of its union with the body (§§ 74, 137). Now just as sensations represent things not as they are, but in keeping with the needs of our bodies, so the passions, geared also to our physical survival, can also misrepresent their objects. But this does not mean we should try to eradicate them, only to moderate them: Descartes is more Aristotelian than Stoic here (§ 211). Subjected to reason, the passions are sometimes all the more useful the more they tend toward excess (to Elisabeth, September 1, 1645, AT IV, 287); strong passions tend to go with greatness of soul (to Elisabeth, May 18, 1645, AT IV, 202). Although the soul may have pleasures of its own, those it shares with the body depend entirely on the passions, so that those most capable of being moved by passion are those capable of tasting the most sweetness in this life (Passions, § 212). In other words, Descartes’s ethics altogether refute the notion that he identifies “subjectivity” purely with a discarnate thinking substance. But they also suggest that, pace Montaigne, philosophy can actually foster happiness.69

Let us take stock at this point. Descartes closely engaged with two of the critical aspects of Montaigne’s work, his denunciation of the educational system and the kinds of knowledge it reproduced as well as his skepticism as to the possibility of any knowledge whatever. The critique helped him develop his own critique, in the Discourse, of the existing system as merely a reproduction of pseudo-knowledge, useful perhaps for the individual wanting to get on in life but of little benefit to humanity. The skeptical critique to which Montaigne subjected all philosophy helped Descartes to determine the requirements of a philosophy that would be proof against skepticism (it must not depend on sense-experience, it must be able to appeal to an unshakable criterion). In a more positive vein, Montaigne’s quest for knowledge through introspection is a plausible source of inspiration for Descartes’s own method, even though Descartes is not investigating his own singular thought-processes but rather innate ideas that his embodied experiences have obscured. These contentions have been based on textual parallels, not explicit quotations or allusions; but on the one occasion where he explicitly mentions Montaigne, Descartes is refuting a twofold claim of some significance: that animals have understanding and thought, and the differences between humans and animals are not so great as those that can exist between one human being and another.70

There is undoubtedly a substantial difference here. Yet Descartes’s argument should be considered with reference to the context in Montaigne. Montaigne is challenging humans to demonstrate their presumed superiority over other creatures and their belief that the infinite universe has been created for their benefit. Before he turns to the subject of animals, he argues that we are inferior to the heavenly bodies.71 Descartes, in fact, is not so far away from him here. In the Principles he argues that the universe is boundless, or indefinite, though he refrains from ascribing to it the divine attribute of infinity.72 We should avoid the arrogance of thinking that all things have been created by God for our sake, unless we are thanking him for them in a spirit of piety; in any case, they may have other purposes we cannot conceive (Principles, III.2–3); and we should not falsely attribute imperfections to other creatures in order to exalt ourselves above them (to Elisabeth, September 15, 1645, AT IV, 292). So it would be extremely misleading to infer from Descartes’s denial of thoughts to animals an endorsement of human claims to superiority or uniqueness.73 In fact in the letter to Newcastle, he denies that we have dominion over other animals, since some are stronger or perhaps more cunning than we are. To be more precise, they can outperform us in actions that are not governed by thought; but then a great many of our actions do not depend on thought, and our passions certainly do not depend on thought, since they so often occur against our will (from which it follows, as Descartes points out, that animals are capable of passion: they are not, in other words, mere machines) (to Newcastle, November 23, 1646, AT IV, 573). Nonetheless, he argues, reprising the argument of Part V of the Discourse (AT VI, 57–58), that the soul is a distinctive human possession, as evidenced by the phenomenon of communication by speech or other signs.74 For an utterance to count as communication it must, first, be related to context (“les sujets qui se presentent”); second, it must be unrelated to a particular passion, because animals can be trained to produce utterances appropriate to a particular context, if their passions are triggered (Descartes’s example is training a magpie to say good morning to its mistress by giving it a treat whenever it does so: the utterance thus expresses the hope of being fed). For this reason, Descartes rejects Montaigne’s view (taken up by Charron) that the differences between one human being and another can be greater than those between a human being and an animal; for communication has been observed in no animal to transcend the expression of passion, whereas all human beings can convey their thoughts by language or other signs. To the objection that maybe animals are communicating thoughts we can’t understand, Descartes replies that since dogs and other species can certainly communicate their passions to us, they could also communicate their thoughts, if they had any. It is clear that this argument sets the bar quite high as regards the possibility of human-animal communication, since the animals’ input, to count as speech in the full sense, would need to transcend the communication of organic needs and passions. Moreover, if animals could think as we do, they would have immortal souls as we do; yet, it is hard to suppose that oysters and sponges have a soul. Examples of ingenuity such as those Montaigne delights in recording can be satisfactorily explained mechanically, by instinct (AT IV, 574–576). Montaigne of course repeatedly rejects this explanation and insists that animals exhibit reason.75 And yet, despite this very substantial disagreement, and despite the radical difference between their methods of thought and the goals of their thinking, it is hard to conceive how Descartes could have cultivated his philosophy so successfully if Montaigne had not prepared the ground for him.
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PART III

MODERN AND GLOBAL MONTAIGNE


CHAPTER 19

MONTAIGNE ON LANGUAGE

KATIE CHENOWETH

IN what language did Montaigne write the Essays? This question seems to have an obvious answer. The Essays are a monument of French prose. The book has been heralded as “an event in the history of language,” the first work of philosophical literature in a vernacular tongue.1 A current member of the Académie française—the institution charged since 1635 with establishing rules for the French language and maintaining its “purity”—described Montaigne’s Essays as a “revelation” in the “genius” of the national language.2 Montaigne is so closely tied to French in the contemporary imagination that one journalist recently proposed referring to French as la langue de Montaigne, “the language of Montaigne,” instead of la langue de Molière.3 In this view, Montaigne would be not just any French writer but a model or exemplar, the French writer par excellence, a kind of father or point of origin for the modern French language. French would be Montaigne’s own langue, his tongue.

Open a copy of the Essays, however, and things quickly become more complicated.4 On nearly every page, Montaigne’s prose is interrupted by quotations in a language other than French.5 Montaigne refers to these as his “borrowings” (emprunts), “pilferings” (larrecins), “borrowed ornaments” (parements empruntez), or “foreign flowers” (fleurs estrangeres).6 They are bits of literary language imported—or, as Montaigne suggests, “stolen”—from classical texts and put to new use by the essayist within his own book. All the borrowings are placed in italics (quotation marks were rare in the 1580s), and verse quotes are set apart by a line break. The result is that foreign-language text jumps off the pages of the Essays at every turn. We know that Montaigne wanted his quotations to be graphically distinct from the French text from a note he addressed to his printer in the so-called Bordeaux Copy: “It is necessary to put the Latin, Greek, or other foreign prose within the French prose in a different typeface [caractere].”7 The Essays are characterized visually by this deliberate cohabitation of types and tongues. The majority of the quotations are in Latin, but they also appear in Greek, Italian, or Gascon (a dialect of Occitan, spoken in southwestern France). The quotations number more than 1,300—though, as Montaigne writes, “I do not count my borrowings, I weigh them. And if I had wanted to have them valued by their number, I should have loaded myself with twice as many.”8 Very often this borrowed text will arrive mid-sentence, coming to complete the essayist’s thought or mark a pause in his prose. The Latin may offer a bit of wisdom or a complex literary allusion; it may repeat or reinforce Montaigne’s own prose. It may also serve to render more discrete a moment of obscenity or an embarrassing confession, as in this passage from “Of presumption” in which Montaigne paints his portrait for the reader and demurely defers to Latin for the depiction of his body hair:

For the rest, I have a strong, thick-set body, a face not fat but full, a temperament between the jovial and the melancholy, moderately sanguine and warm—

Unde rigent setis mihi crura, et pectora villi

My legs are stiff with bristles, my chest shaggy with hair

(Martial)

—sound and sprightly health, rarely troubled by illness, until I was well along in years.9

The Latin of the Roman poet Martial acts as a moment of private disclosure, at once a sotto voce and a verbal lifting of Montaigne’s shirt to reveal his shaggy chest hair underneath. At the same time, the line break creates a moment of suspension in which the French phrase hangs in the air before leaping into the Latin text and back again. Quotation makes French—and Montaigne—go silent while the language of the long-dead poet speaks about him and his most private parts. Ultimately, Montaigne’s “borrowings” put the French text of his book in a dynamic and supplemental relation with Latin as other writers are invited into the Essays in an intimate way. “For I make others say what I cannot say so well,” writes Montaigne in “Of books,” “now through the weakness of my language, now through the weakness of my understanding.”10 The quotations become an integral part of Montaigne’s project of self-representation: “I do not speak the minds of others except to speak my own mind better.”11 Just as the essayist seeks out other writers to supplement his own deficiencies, other languages supplement French; the Essays are not complete without them, even though each quotation remains conspicuously marked as foreign—the “other” the printer must place in italics, a permanent guest in Montaigne’s French text.

To what extent, then, do the foreign-language quotations “count” as part of the Essays? To what extent do they belong to the Essays? If Montaigne writes words of his own exclusively in French, what is the status of the languages he only copies out or “borrows”? We might put these questions of textual property and appropriation in dialogue with Montaigne’s remarks in the Essays on language as property. In various places, he will suggest that any act of discourse is inherently shared. In “Of experience,” he proposes an even fifty-fifty split: “Speech belongs half to the speaker, half to the listener.”12 Something in the structure of discourse splits the ownership of language between speaker and listener, writer and reader, author and quoter. This would imply that the “foreign flowers” grafted onto the Essays do indeed belong to Montaigne and his text in some way—at least halfway. However, this property is inherently unstable. The very possibility of quotation—that fact that pieces of text can be appropriated or grafted without losing their meaning entirely—means that language can stray from its original context.13 This loss of origin figures in a striking way in the Essays given that Montaigne leaves the majority of his quotations in the Essays unattributed. Although modern editions generally indicate the precise source of each quotation, Montaigne himself eradicates the source when he transplants language into the Essays. Both his style of reading (“I leaf through now one book, now another, without order and without plan, by disconnected fragments”14) and his style of quotation entail a disregard for context, and even a violent tearing of text from context. When a text becomes quotation—when it is torn and transplanted, repeated in a new situation—its origin can be forgotten or effaced; across millennia it will continue to signify, albeit differently. The practice of quotation in the Essays performs this effacement of origin and destruction of private property over and over again: “borrowing” and “stealing,” taking its share of language.

This deliberate effacement is accompanied for Montaigne by a poor memory, an active forgetting of the place from which he has plucked his quotes. “And if I am a man of some reading,” he writes in “Of books,” “I am a man of no retentiveness.”15 In this light, Montaigne’s famously terrible memory seems less like a faulty faculty and more like an integral function of discourse itself, as well as a structural necessity for quotation. Forgetting goes hand-in-hand with the nonbelonging of language. These two aspects come together in a well-known passage from “Of the education of children” in which the essayist encourages his imagined student to “boldly forget” texts he has read in order to appropriate them: “And let him boldly forget, if he wants, where he got [their precepts], but let him know how to make them his own. Truth and reason are common to everyone, and no more belong to the man who first spoke them than to the man who says them later.”16 Montaigne invokes the commonplace metaphor of bees making honey to illustrate this appropriation, and the language echoes his description of his own practice of reading: while bees “plunder the flowers here and there,” the honey they make is “all theirs.”17 Likewise, the student should “transform and blend” the “pieces borrowed from others” to “make a work that is all his own.”18 We could say, then, that the quotations in Montaigne’s book “belong” to the Essays, but in an unstable mode of belonging where there is only appropriation. Here the only kind of ownership is one fashioned in writing, a form of possession that involves borrowing, plundering, transformation, and forgetting; there is no belonging or textual property in a natural or absolute sense. Legitimacy lies in the quality of the appropriation, the radicalness of the forgetting. Despite the noble (and generally successful) efforts of editors over the past four centuries to trace Montaigne’s 1,300 quotations back to their sources, the formal strategies of the Essays continue to encourage us as readers to forget where these borrowed pieces originated. By the same token, Montaigne’s book encourages its readers to be like the honeybee and appropriate the text of the Essays in turn—transforming and effacing it, plundering it like so many flowers. In this way, we could say that the Essays constitute a self-effacing textual machine that inscribes in itself its own disappearance.

Forgetting and loss of origin appear perhaps most dramatically in Montaigne’s idiosyncratic relationship to the Latin language. Montaigne was famously the subject of a pedagogical experiment undertaken by his father, Pierre Eyquem de Montaigne, recounted by the essayist in the final pages of “Of the education of children.” In this chapter we discover that, from a very young age (“while I was nursing and before the first loosening of my tongue”) until the time he left for school at the Collège de Guyenne, Montaigne was exposed only to Latin at home.19 According to this radical method, it was an “inviolable rule” that no language other than Latin be spoken in his presence. “I was over six before I understood any more French or Perigordian than Arabic,” Montaigne writes.20 Although this education would have been remarkable and rare even for the sixteenth century, when Latin was the primary language of schooling, it also makes sense within that context. Montaigne was born in 1533 amidst an influx of humanist learning in France. Latin and Greek gained enormous currency and classical authors were held up as models in nearly every cultural domain. Montaigne writes that his father was told by friends and advisers that “the long time we put into learning languages which cost the ancient Greeks and Romans nothing was the only reason we could not attain their greatness in soul and in knowledge”;21 learning Latin as a first, quasi-native language promised to serve as an “expedient” for emulating the great men of antiquity. The young Montaigne was thus made to acquire Latin in the same way other children learn a living vernacular tongue, “without artificial means, without a book, without grammar or precept, without the whip and without tears … .”22 In accordance with the new pedagogy associated with the Dutch humanist Desiderius Erasmus, Montaigne’s education was gentle, based in play and practice; his depiction of his tutor, a German Latinist, casts the man more as a nursemaid or nanny than a harsh schoolmaster. Latin, Montaigne affirms, “was my mother tongue.”23 Although the tone of this famous story is at moments boastful or hyperbolic—for example, when Montaigne notes that his Latin was so good that some of the most celebrated Latinists of the day were “afraid to accost me”24—the heights of childhood mastery that Montaigne recounts serve above all to underscore the radical loss and forgetting to come. For, when Montaigne was sent off to school around the age of six, “my Latin promptly degenerated, and since then, for lack of practice, I have lost all use of it.”25 What is so surprising about this turn of events is that Montaigne’s school, the Collège de Guyenne in Bordeaux, was a humanist institution dedicated primarily to the teaching of Latin (in fact, this was its explicit motto: Latino cognoscendo haec schola imprimis destinata est26). At school, just like at the château de Montaigne, only Latin was spoken. Nevertheless, when torn from its context at home, Montaigne’s originally “pure and unaltered” Latin degenerates. He confesses elsewhere in the Essays that “As for Latin, which was given me for my mother tongue, I have lost through lack of practice the ability to use it quickly in speaking; yes, and in writing, in which they used to call me Master John.”27

It may seem strange that Montaigne would conclude a chapter on the education of children with this narrative of his own educational failure, his non-mastery and dispossession of a language. The French title, “De l’institution des enfans,” makes this dissonance even more striking: the word enfant (“child”) derives from the Latin infans, which literally means “non-speaking.” Montaigne himself ends up infans here, a childlike non-speaker whose first language has been lost and who might still be in the process of mastering French, his second language. Indeed, what this story signals above all is that Montaigne is not a “native speaker” of French: it is a language he has arrived at belatedly, and in which he announces himself as a kind of foreigner or guest. French is a language that Montaigne has had to acquire and appropriate; much like the quotations in the Essays, this language can only be “borrowed” or “stolen” where Montaigne is concerned. No matter how long his acquaintance with it, the French vernacular will not be “maternal.” It may be the only language in which he writes—and the only language he admits to speaking fluently—and yet French is not his own. The back-and-forth in the Essays between French and Latin appears in this light as a dialogue between two languages neither of which would be “native” or “foreign” in any conventional sense, and both of which must be continually appropriated through writing. As for how, when, or from whom Montaigne learned French, we remain ignorant; perhaps he himself forgot. Ultimately, all “mother tongues” emerge from the story of Montaigne’s education as objects of appropriation rather than natural belonging. All languages, Montaigne seems to suggest, are artificially acquired. “I shall tell you here a way [une façon] to get [Greek and Latin] cheaper than usual, which was tried out [essayée] on myself,” he writes. “Anyone who wants to can use it.”28 In this light, linguistic identity would seem to be as self-fashioned as any other Renaissance identity.29 Montaigne’s French is “his” not because it was given to him naturally but because he has crafted it artfully, in a style all his own; the Essays would be a monument to this self-fashioning of Frenchness.30

The question of the Frenchness of Montaigne’s text—and of Montaigne himself—has dogged the reception of the Essays from the beginning.31 This is less a result of the Latin education of the essayist and his late arrival into French than the strangeness of his language. It is to this strangeness or foreignness of the Essays in relation to French that I will now turn. Although the Essays were first read as moral and political philosophy, Montaigne’s prose displays a linguistic multiplicity and inventiveness that rival that of literary writers from François Rabelais to James Joyce. As Floyd Gray notes, the Essays are not just essais (“assaying,” “trials,” “tests”) of judgment but “also essais of language: for [Montaigne] it is a matter of exploring the resources of French … . He works on his language, he tests it, he bends it… .”32 Within Montaigne’s “French” prose, one discovers vocabulary borrowed from or influenced by Latin and Greek (insipience, philodoxes), Italian (livresque), Spanish, Gascon, and other Occitan dialects (bavasser, gardoire); terms are found that were already archaic in sixteenth-century French (mineux, assagir) or common in oral language but rarely written down (enfieler); the essayist invents a number of words (bourrelerie, contrepiper, entregloser) and uses others in unusual ways, twisting their grammatical function (including the word grammairien, which he transforms from a noun to an adjective in his mocking of grammar); the syntax of the Essays bears the traces of not only colloquial French—the conversational tone for which the text is famous—but also intimate familiarity with classical Latin.33 The work of style and the integration of other languages produce an idiom that is profoundly singular to the Essays, one that is perhaps untranslatable—into French or any other language. Montaigne will affirm in the final pages of his book: “I have a vocabulary [un dictionnaire, literally “a dictionary”] all my own.”34

This linguistic inventiveness and desire for a singular idiom went in many respects against the grain of the cultural politics of the French language emerging in the late sixteenth century. When Montaigne and his friend Étienne Pasquier were together at Blois in 1588, Pasquier produced a copy of the Essays in which he had marked all the Gasconisms and other “unusual words” (mots inaccoustumez) he had found while reading his friend’s book.35 Pasquier recalls later that he was dismayed to discover that Montaigne did not “correct” these words in subsequent editions of the Essays. In “On some verses of Virgil,” Montaigne explicitly addresses his resistance to this type of “correction” and offers a response to friends like Pasquier:

“When I have been told, or have told myself: “You are too thick in figures of speech. Here is a word of Gascon vintage. Here is a dangerous phrase.” … “Yes,” I say, “but I correct the faults of inadvertence, not those of habit. Isn’t this the way I speak everywhere? Don’t I represent myself to the life? Enough, then. I have done what I wanted. Everyone recognizes me in my book, and my book in me.’ ”36

Etienne Pasquier, for his part, helped establish the early modern French literary canon with his monumental Recherches de la France. Establishing this canon also meant defining the French language as a singular linguistic and political entity. Pasquier suggests that, before the sixteenth century, writers inFrance wrote in the courtly vernaculars of their respective regions; by his time, however, the centralization of power under the monarchy meant that “we no longer write but in one langage, which is that of the King’s court, which we call the French language [langage françois].”37 Thus, when Pasquier critiques the idiosyncrasies and regional inflections of the Essays (what he refers to as the “je ne scay quoy de ramage gascon,” the “I know not what Gascon accent”38), he implicitly questions the place of Montaigne’s text in the French canon he is forming, as well as the proper belonging of the Essays within the identity of that “one” language that “we” call French.39

Marie de Gournay, Montaigne’s fille d’alliance and posthumous editor, defended the language of the Essays in her preface to the 1595 edition: “First of all, they [his detractors] reproach him for some usurpation of Latin, the fabrication of new words …”40 (Later editions added: “ … and for using some phrases that are negligent [nonchalantes] or Gascon.”) Gournay responds in Montaigne’s defense that the French language is so thoroughly indebted to Latin that one cannot speak French without speaking a borrowed language:

I will let them have it, if they can say pere [father], mere [mother], frere [brother], sœur [sister], boire [to drink], manger [to eat], veiller [to be awake], dormir [to sleep], aller [to go], veoir [to see], sentir [to smell], ouyr [to hear], and toucher [to touch], and in short all the rest of the common words we use, without speaking Latin.41

For Gournay, it would be impossible to utter the most basic words of existing in French—to eat and to drink, to move and to sense, to live and to die—without also, at the same time, speaking Latin. When one speaks French, she suggests, one is already speaking another language. The vocabulary and syntax of the Essays testify to this necessary contamination and the impossibility of a “pure” French language not touched by foreign idioms. As for the essayist’s neologisms or “bizarre” turns of phrase, she turns from the foreignness inherent in common language to the need for linguistic innovation when it comes to expressing the uncommon: “I know that it is necessary to rein in innovations and borrowed words, but … one can only represent common imaginings with common words; whoever has extraordinary conceptions or thoughts must seek out uncommon terms to express himself.”42

Since the nineteenth century, Montaigne has largely been recuperated as a French-language writer. In 1884, the French philologist Eugène Voizard published a study of Montaigne’s vocabulary and style with the stated aim of reclaiming Montaigne as a “French” author—or, at the very least, “much more French than has been believed until now.”43 More recently, Marc Fumaroli of the Académie française wrote that Montaigne allowed French vernacular to “regain its natural character [son naturel]” and that the Essays mark a “revelation” in the history of the French language and its “genius”—declarations that would seem to confirm the contemporary perception of the Essays as fully français.44 The irony of this newfound Frenchness is that Montaigne’s language has become stranger than ever in relation to modern French. In fact, if you are browsing the shelves of a bookstore or Amazon.fr for a French copy of Montaigne, you will have a choice between: (1) an edition of Montaigne’s “original” text or (2) the Essays “translated” into modern French. The very existence of this second option tells us that Montaigne’s French is now perceived to be like a foreign language for the modern reader; it calls for translation. When these modern translations first began to appear in bookstores, commentators quipped that one could now read Montaigne in “VF,” or version française, the designation used in cinemas for movies dubbed into French rather than shown with subtitles (the latter being known as “VO,” version originale). The Essays, they suggest, are written in a language that is not—or is no longer—French. The first translator of Montaigne into modern French was André Lanly, an emeritus professor from the Université de Nancy. In the preface to his 1987 translation, Lanly explains that his students used to grumble about having to read the Essays because of Montaigne’s language, which “puts off those who would take pleasure in reading [Montaigne] and would benefit from doing so.”45 Translation in this case seeks to overcome a historical gap. The French language has undergone significant linguistic and cultural evolution since the Essays were composed in the second half of the sixteenth century: orthography, vocabulary, grammatical rules, syntactic norms, and stylistic conventions have all changed. Such evolution affects all languages and all literary texts, of course. The first time an anglophone student today picks up one of Shakespeare’s plays, she may experience frustrations similar to Professor Lanly’s students encountering the Essays: the language is legible, but only in fits and starts; its humor and pathos require many footnotes and slow analysis to grasp; it is the “same” language, and yet it is not really recognizable to the modern reader as her own. The contemporary French philosopher André Comte-Sponville observes that Montaigne is counted among “the classics” in France but that the Essays themselves are “scarcely read.” The age of Montaigne’s language is to blame, he suggests: “[it is] a language that has become dated; reading Montaigne is difficult for a French person today, and although his innumerable archaisms boost the appeal [saveur], they also sometimes get in the way of access.” For the philosopher Michel Onfray, the diagnosis is even more serious: Montaigne’s language has not just aged, it is presque morte, “almost dead.” As the German media theorist Walter Benjamin famously observed, the original text depends on translation for its survival; to live on, the Essays must be translated.

When Gallimard, a major French publisher, released André Lanly’s translation en français moderne to a mass audience in 2009, the publishing firm seemed to have the professor’s grumbling students in mind. “Gone now are the obstacles of spelling, doubts about the meaning of words, the confusion produced by punctuation,” reads the back cover of the book. “Here, reading this masterpiece becomes pure pleasure [un pur bonheur].”46 In modern translation, as with a dubbed film, the Essays become a more accessible text, more immediately consumable. The demand for Montaigne in “VF” is real: at least three different translations are currently on the market in France. This opening of Montaigne to a popular readership may also help explain the runaway success in 2013 of Antoine Compagnon’s Un été avec Montaigne (A Summer with Montaigne), which sold over 160,000 copies in one year. The same year the Gallimard edition appeared, Michel Onfray and translator Pascal Hervieu released an even more daring volume, which consisted of two well-known chapters of the Essays (“Of experience” and “On some verses of Virgil”) translated into French from Japanese, generated using only Japanese translations as the source text; the idea was to produce a fresh version of Montaigne’s text in French, one unburdened by his outdated language.47 Michel Onfray claims in his preface that, for him, “form matters less than content [le fond]” in the Essays. This is a notion that most proponents of the Essays in “VF” would seem to share: what they value and hope to convey to the reader is the wisdom of Montaigne’s text; its language for them is secondary to the philosophical reflection or moral lessons it has to offer. Montaigne himself points us toward the risks inherent in this type of translation when he comments on his experience translating Raymond Sebond’s Natural Theology—not an elegantly written text, in the essayist’s view—from Latin into French: “It is nice to translate authors like this one, where there is hardly anything but the matter to reproduce; but those who have given much care to grace and elegance of language are dangerous to undertake …”48 Virginia Woolf, for one, realized translating Montaigne means confronting all the challenges of poetic language (“the best prose is that which is most full of poetry,” she writes). As with poetry, the content of the Essays—their philosophical insight, introspection, social and political commentary, etc.—and their linguistic form are fundamentally intertwined. Just as a word-for-word approach so often fails when translating between languages, switching out an archaic term for a modern one (the technique found most often in Gallimard’s edition of the Essais en français moderne) risks disrupting complex movements of sense, the dynamic rhythm of a phrase, or connotative resonances. The “meaning” cannot be extracted from Montaigne’s text in view of a more accessible prose without running into these troublesome economies of translation. This does not mean that the Essays cannot or should not be translated; in fact, I will be suggesting below that a kind of translation is at work in the language of the Essays even before they get translated into English, Italian, Japanese—or French. It does mean, however, that one must recognize this translation as “dangerous” (to use Montaigne’s word) and therefore demanding of careful attention. It is precisely because translation is the survival of the literary text that it is risky business.

Montaigne was acutely aware of the historical drift of languages, especially vernacular languages like French or English, which, in contrast to Latin, appeared especially unfixed and susceptible to variation. Near the end of the Essays, in the chapter “Of vanity,” Montaigne famously takes stock of the historicity of his own idiom:

I write my book for few men and for a few years. If it had been durable matter, it would have had to be committed to a more stable language. In view of the continual variation that has prevailed in ours up to now, who can hope that its present form will be in use fifty years from now? It slips out of our hands every day, and has halfway changed since I have been alive. We say that at this moment it is perfected. Every century says as much of its own. I have no mind to think of it as long as it flees and changes form as it does.49

As a vernacular text, the Essays take their place alongside the “vanities” of the mortal and material world. Just in the span of his own lifetime, Montaigne notes that the French language has altered “halfway.” Even if his contemporaries believe it has come to rest—that it is “perfected,” immune to further change—Montaigne recognizes that it remains a slippery, temporal phenomenon. In fact, he suggests here that the vernacular is the most appropriate medium for the Essays precisely because it is the language of the present moment. French is finite. Unlike Latin—that ostensibly “more stable language” that has been solidified by grammatical regulation and great writers over the course of centuries—it “slips out of our hands.” Although the pace of this evolution was already slowing in the essayist’s lifetime due to the standardizing effects of print culture, the vernacular had not yet been codified to the same extent as Latin. For Montaigne, French is a medium of ink and airy human voices, not grammatical rule and stone. It is a language with a built-in expiration date. “It slips out of our hands every day,” writes Montaigne. Who knows what it will look like tomorrow?

The passage above resonates with what we know well by now: the vernacular language of Montaigne’s time did indeed continue to evolve; French was not “perfected” in 1588. Again, this is the primary reason the Essays now call for translation. In fact, Montaigne would seem here to anticipate this need, projecting the future translation of his text once the “few men” whom he counts as his readers have died out. The Essays, too, are written with an expiration date in mind. Still, dwelling on this historical evolution of French since the sixteenth century makes it easy to fall into the trap of hypostatizing the language of the Essays, that is, of assigning that language a past stability or identity that it never actually had. This passage from “Of vanity” on the slipperiness of the vernacular is one of the most frequently cited moments in the Essays; often overlooked, however, is the internal difference or lack of identity of the French language that it suggests. If the French vernacular is exposed to time, it is also exposed to difference in relation to itself. Indeed, the fluctuations and ambiguities of the vernacular are phenomena that Montaigne welcomes and even exaggerates in his writing, exploiting them for stylistic effect and philosophical exploration. “Montaigne’s aversion to fixing words by means of definition is striking,” notes Hugo Friedrich. “His terminology fluctuates and is filled with equivocations. Favorite words such as branler, curiosité, raison, âme, fantaisie, humeur, sagesse, folie, and many others sometimes mean one thing, sometimes another.”50 If Montaigne has a “dictionnaire all his own,” as he claims, this would be a dictionary that capitalizes on the absence of any authoritative dictionary of the French language (the Dictionnaire de l’Académie française would not appear for another hundred years); more important, his dictionnaire would be a kind of anti-dictionary that resists definitive definitions and embraces ambiguity and difference, allowing words to take on new meaning in each context and each moment. This would be a dictionary of what Jacques Derrida has termed différance, in which meaning is never fully present, forever deferred in an endless chain of signifiers. (In his own provisional definition of différance, Derrida writes: “We provisionally give the name differance to this sameness that is not identical … .”51) Even before we take long-term historical evolution into account, the French of the Essays thus begins to “slip out of our hands.”

This différance of the French language that Montaigne brings to light would be a kind of foreignness affecting the vernacular within the text of the Essays: not just across centuries, but also from moment to moment—within a single lifetime, in a single text, on a single page. The Essays are concerned above all with this latter temporality: the slipperier historicity of the material moment that undermines any static or stable ontology. Montaigne famously insists in “Of repentance” that what he represents in the Essays is not “being” as such, but “passing [le passage]”: “not the passing from one age to another, or, as the people say, from seven years to seven years, but from day to day, from minute to minute.”52 It is not surprising, then, to find Montaigne describing his own language use as subject to variation, change, and self-difference. In the chapter “On some verses of Virgil,” the essayist confesses:

Now I have an aping and imitative nature. When I used to dabble in composing verse (and I never did any but Latin), it clearly revealed the poet I had last been reading. And of my first essays, some smell a bit foreign. In Paris I speak a language somewhat different than at Montaigne.53

The essayist flags several important things here. First, he recalls his own former bilingualism and his lost Latin. Next, he signals a tendency for his writing to become “a bit foreign” or his speech “somewhat different,” not by accident but by virtue of his own “aping and imitative nature.” The essayist announces himself here as susceptible to mimicry—like a child, a foreigner, or an ape—and thus as a subject not fully formed or firmly rooted in language. Montaigne the self-fashioner has a pliable tongue. “In Paris I speak a language somewhat different than at Montaigne”: when Montaigne (the man) is not at Montaigne (the place), his tongue drifts away from the language that is proper to him—the language of the place where he acts as seigneur, master of the domain. It is important to recall here that France was a thoroughly multilingual space in the sixteenth century and that a number of regional languages coexisted alongside the dominant vernacular language of writing and administration, le François. The area where Montaigne’s château is located in the Périgord, near Bordeaux, had its own vernacular tongue. Yet, although Montaigne refers to this language twice in the Essays as “my Perigordian,” he also admits that he doesn’t actually speak the local tongue any more than he speaks German or Arabic (II, 25, 139; II, 26, 173; II, 17, 639). The essayist does not, therefore, speak two entirely different or completely foreign languages in Paris and at Montaigne (say, François and Perigordin). Instead, he speaks “one” language that differs in relation to itself, “a somewhat different language” (un langage aucunement autre). The movement of Montaigne away from Montaigne causes his language to alter, “somewhat.” It is striking that this sentence itself is one of the post-1588 allongeail to the text: those handwritten additions that mark the ever-supplementing and ever-differing nature of Montaigne’s language.

Important social and political dimensions attach to Montaigne’s uprooted tongue within the context of sixteenth-century France. During the middle decades of the century, the poets of the Pléiade group had promoted French over Latin as a literary language, championing the vernacular as a “domestic,” “native,” or “maternal” language for which the writer was meant to feel a “natural” affection. Greek and Latin, by contrast, were cast as “foreign,” “acquired,” and “artificial.” The 1549 literary manifesto Deffence et Illustration de la Langue Francoyse (“Defense and Illustration of the French Language”), penned by Joachim Du Bellay, argued for the “enrichment” of French through the imitation of ancient poets in the vernacular tongue. Du Bellay addresses French writers in his manifesto, urging them not to be ashamed to write in “[their] language.” It is both a patriotic duty and a duty to oneself to write in French, he affirms: “you must, if you are a friend of France (indeed, of yourself), give yourself over to it [the French language] altogether … .”54 Writing in the vernacular thus became tied to a proto-nationalist ideology with ambitions of political empire and literary immortality. As Du Bellay reminds his readers, “The glory of the Roman people derives no less … from the amplification of their language than from the extension of their borders.”55 Within this ideology, it is the “natural” character of the native language that becomes a condition for literary excellence. “Can the poet ever be perfect who is denied the perfection of the language in which he should write … ?” asks Jacques Peletier du Mans, a Pléiade forerunner and acquaintance of Montaigne, in his Art Poétique of 1555. “For it is certain that an acquired language never enters into the understanding like the native one. Art may imitate nature as well as it can, but it will never attain it.”56 Both Peletier and Du Bellay insist that it is only by writing in their “own” language that French poets can hope to achieve the “native perfection of the Ancients,” who themselves had learned Latin with their nurse’s milk.57 Nature offers the writer the gift of mastery in the native language while simultaneously imposing an injunction to write in and “defend” that language: “the same natural law that commands each to defend his native land also obliges us to maintain the dignity of our language,” Du Bellay affirms.58

Montaigne, as we have seen, announces the acquired and uprooted status of his own French. As Hugo Friedrich observes, the essayist “has no interest in the national and cultural-political goals in a language program of a Du Bellay, a Pasquier, and many others. He never expresses the need to secure for French … a triumph over Latin.”59 In fact, Montaigne subtly but forcefully undermines these language politics by refusing to identify with French, Latin, or a regional vernacular. He admits in “Of presumption” that coming from the Périgord in the south of France has given his French a discernible otherness and impurity:

My French is corrupted [alteré], both in pronunciation and in other respects, by the barbarism of my home soil [mon creu]; I never saw a man from the south of France whose accent was not clearly marked and offending to pure French ears. Yet this is not because I am very expert in my Perigordian, for I have no more command of it than of German; and that does not worry me much.60

In a curious logic, the “barbarism” of Montaigne’s home soil, his creu, has given him a French that is “corrupted” (literally “altered,” alteré), and yet it has not given him the local tongue. The land has produced only difference. If French is “pure” in Paris, at Montaigne—and in the Essays—it is “altered.” In a sociopolitical context where difference was increasingly policed, this assertion is striking. By contrast, Jacques Peletier du Mans touted his own ability to mask his own terroir and speak the “pure” French of the Court:

I dare say of myself that I have always taken pains to speak correctly… . And though I am from a region [païs] where the pronunciation, and even the language are rather impure [vicieus] (as I am obliged to confess), I nevertheless think that, by means of the reformation I have imposed upon myself, I have managed the feat that no one can say of me that my speech smells of its soil [terroir].61

Affirming one’s difference from “pure” French as Montaigne does in the Essays means resisting assimilation into the centralized monolingual culture that had begun taking shape in France during the reign of François I, whose Edict of Villers-Cotterêts of 1539 had ordered that all legal documents in France be written “in the French mother tongue, and not otherwise” (en langage maternel francoys, et non autrement).62 Although Montaigne refers in the passage above to his pronunciation, printed texts were a major scene of such policing. As Benedict Anderson has argued, the rise of print culture created new national language communities in Europe by forming “print-languages” that served as “unified fields of exchange and communication below Latin and above the spoken vernaculars.”63 An early treatise on vernacular grammar by the celebrated printer Robert Estienne promised his readers that the French found therein was modeled on that of the royal Court and the Parisian Parlement, where “the language is written and pronounced in greater purity than in all others.”64 French is “purest,” then, in the seat of political power; however closely tied Montaigne was to royal affairs in other respects, his “corrupted” French marks a certain autonomy with respect to royal power. “For this purpose of mine it is also appropriate for me to write at home, in a backward region, where no one helps me or corrects me, where I usually have no contact with any man who understands the Latin of his Paternoster and who does not know even less French,” writes Montaigne in “On some verses of Virgil.” (Donald Frame adds in a footnote: “Montaigne presumably means the French of Paris and the Île-de-France.”) The essayist continues: “I would have done it better elsewhere, but the work would have been less my own; and its principal end and perfection is to be precisely my own.”65 For Montaigne, writing a book that is “precisely [his] own” means fashioning a language that is “somewhat different”—in relation to French, Latin, Gascon, or Perigordian, even in relation to itself.

We are about to leave Montaigne’s “somewhat other” language. But we should not do so without noting that an important question of translation comes into play around the word aucunement in the phrase “a language somewhat different … ” (un langage aucunement autre). In Montaigne’s usage (and in sixteenth-century use more broadly) aucunement could signify “somewhat,” as it does in this sentence. Today, the word has taken on nearly the opposite meaning: “not at all” or “in no way.” In modern French, Montaigne’s declaration thus reads: “in Paris, I speak a language in no way or not at all different than at Montaigne.” If we read this as a modern French sentence, Montaigne’s language suddenly becomes the same everywhere, “in no way” or “not at all” different in Paris or at Montaigne. Identity replaces difference. Paradoxically, this transformation of Montaigne into someone who always speaks the same way only occurs because the word aucunement has changed—in other words, because Montaigne speaks differently today than he did in the 1580s. In a chiasmatic and vertiginous movement of language in time, historical difference within the French language (i.e., the evolution of the word aucunement over the centuries) steps in and effaces this other difference of a singular being (i.e., Montaigne’s difference from himself in his own lifetime, from moment to moment, between Paris and Montaigne). And it is only through a translation of some kind—a modernization, an editor’s footnote, or even just our own mental reversal of aucunement—that Montaigne’s “somewhat” difference is restored. This is the paradox: we must restore aucunement to its sixteenth-century context, but when we do, we come to understand that this context cannot fully comprehend an idiom that is always in the process of being “altered.” Just as Montaigne resists identifying himself fully with any particular language—his French is corrupt, he speaks no local dialect, his “maternal” Latin has been forgotten, and his speech can even differ from the language of Montaigne—the idiom of the Essays resists being fully saturated by any particular language context. Even if we are fluent in French and learn to read sixteenth-century French with ease, we must still learn the language of the Essays and continue learning as we read, adapting like Montaigne does to every new moment and its context. “My sole aim here is to reveal myself,” he writes in “Of the education of children,” “who will perhaps be different tomorrow if some new lesson changes me.”66 Translation is always at work in a text that constitutes itself in différance, open to the adventure of tomorrow and the unexpected lesson that may come from the other, from other languages. Translation was, after all, Montaigne’s own initiation into writing—an experience that very much resembles reading the Essays: “it was a very strange and new occupation for me … .”67
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CHAPTER 20

MONTAIGNE ON STYLE

KATHY EDEN

DESPITE the many idiosyncrasies he reveals about himself in the pages of his Essays, the world’s first essayist is an Erasmian when it comes to matters of style. Through best-selling textbooks, editions of ancient authors, published letter collections, and polemical interventions in the so-called Ciceronian controversy, the Dutch humanist reinvents rhetorical standards in the sixteenth century in ways that shape Montaigne’s literary assumptions, judgments, and practices.1 Grounding this reinvention on a stylistic theory that values variety and richness and, above all, the difference that underwrites self-expression, Erasmus not only puts style (elocutio, stilus) at the very center of rhetorical training, but also vastly expands its scope to include dimensions of the art formerly covered under disposition and even invention.2 “The term style” (vocabulum stili), Erasmus explains:

comprehends all at once a multiplicity of things—manner in language and diction [sermonis habitum & dictionis], texture, so to speak [quasi filum, figuras], and, further, thought and judgment [consilium, iudicium], line of argumentation [argumentationis genus], inventive power [inventionem], control of material [tractationem], emotion, what the Greeks call ἦθος,—and within each one of these notions a profusion of shadings [mille discrimina], no fewer, to be sure, than the differences in talent [ingeniorum … differentiae], which are as numerous as men themselves.3

As a habitus, Erasmus’s explanation makes clear, style is ingrained: it involves the habitual or customary use of words (dictio) and figures (figurae). Elsewhere Erasmus amplifies this list to include phrasing (compositio, sententiolae) and rhythm (numeri).4 But style also engages character and emotion, modes of argumentation, and what Erasmus calls tractatio, the handling of material. Without completely erasing the foundational distinction between words (verba) and things (res), in other words, Erasmus offers a surprisingly capacious definition—by way of enumeration—of a notoriously elusive concept.5

Like Erasmus, Montaigne both takes for granted a fundamental distinction between res and verba and subordinates “mere words” to whatever thing, sense, conception, or thought words as instruments are enlisted to communicate. Those who pay more attention to words than to things earn Montaigne’s contempt. “Fie on the eloquence,” he quips with a glance at Cicero, “that leaves us craving itself, not things!”6 So does using language to inflate the value of the things communicated. “I don’t know whether it happens with others as with me,” Montaigne complains,

but when I hear our architects puffing themselves out with those big words like pilasters, architraves, cornices, Corinthian and Doric work, and such-like jargon, I cannot keep my imagination from immediately seizing on the palace of Apollidon; and in reality I find that these are the paltry parts of my kitchen door.7

In contrast to these wordy rhetoricians, Montaigne offers himself to his readers as someone incapable of making things seem through language “more precious than they really are.”8 And here as elsewhere, he admits to taking his cue from his favorite author Plutarch, who “says that he saw the Latin language through things.”9 Among Plutarch’s many virtues, in other words, is his ability to appreciate a foreign language through the things it represents.

Chief among the things represented are a writer’s thoughts. Style, Montaigne insists, must reflect thinking.10 So Horace rightly “ransacks the whole storehouse of words and figures” to suit an uncommon language to his uncommon thoughts. By doing so, Montaigne also insists, Horace elevates the status of words to something more substantial: they are “no longer wind, but flesh and bone.”11 In marking this elevated status, Montaigne grants to verba the substantiality routinely reserved for res; and he effects this elevation by invoking one of his favorite figures for style: the human body (see below). Latin writers after Horace, in contrast, “were so fond of an inflated manner that when they did not find any point and subtlety in the things, they borrowed it from the words.”12

On some occasions, then, Montaigne rails against the tendency of rhetoricians to inflate their language; on others, he praises the rhetorical skill that makes words mean more than they say.13 In both cases, Montaigne pays homage to an Erasmian literary reformation by making style a focal point of his Essays. And like Erasmus, Montaigne understands style to include word choice, phrasing, the use of figures, and rhythm or cadence. Whereas any reader can safely and summarily pronounce a passage of Vergil beautiful, only the discerning reader judges the weight of each Vergilian mot and phrase. Only this kind of reader can “follow him [Virgil] step by step and to try to note with a specific and selective judgment” where he “surpasses himself, where he rises high, weighing the words, the phrases, the ideas, one after the other.”14 By the same token, Montaigne’s own readers often notice as signature features of his style the Gascon word (“un mot du creu de Gascoigne”) or the dangerous phrase (“une frase dangereuse”).15 Elsewhere Montaigne chides the stylist who relies on these same features: “novel phrases and little-known words.”16 For writers must avoid innovation, and especially neologisms, with the same vigilance that they avoid “word inflation.”17

But this stricture against innovating applies less rigidly to using figures, which, despite their imposing rhetorical names, such as metaphor, metonymy, and allegory, “are terms that apply to the babble of your chambermaid.”18 Montaigne wholeheartedly approves of these figures if not of their intimidating names. For language can renew and enrich itself only by continually exploiting its figural—and especially its metaphorical—possibilities.19 Enlisting another of his favorite metaphors to talk about metaphor, Montaigne claims to find in the vernacular “plenty of stuff” (literally “cloth”) for fabricating essays even if “a little lack of fashioning.”20 This fabrication, in the sense of fabric-making, cleverly retrofits a traditional figure, the garment of style. Introduced by Cicero’s Brutus (262, 274), the earliest history of style, this figure is endlessly recycled by the humanists, including Erasmus. In his De copia, the schoolmaster’s schoolmaster drives home his first lesson by invoking the figure in the form of an analogy. “But to return to my main point,” he reasons, “style is to thought as clothes are to the body. Just as dress and outward appearance can enhance or disfigure the beauty and dignity of the body, so words can enhance or disfigure thought.”21

Sometimes Montaigne, like Erasmus, presents this figure analogically: “As in dress it is pettiness to seek attention by some peculiar and unusual fashion, so in language… .”22 At other times, the underlying analogy both takes a more metaphorical turn and attaches to other figures. “I do not like a fabric,” Montaigne admits, “in which the seams and stitches show, just as in a handsome body we must not be able to count the bones and veins.”23 But Montaigne’s admission does more than simply combine two of his favorite figures for style, the garment and the human body. It simultaneously deepens the sartorial metaphor by drawing particular attention to the stitching, les coutures—the same stitching that Horace, according to Montaigne’s paraphrase of the Roman poet earlier in the same essay, underscores in the writing of verse.24 With the help of these same two metaphors, Montaigne boldly announces the style he prefers:

The speech I love is a simple, natural speech, the same on paper as in the mouth; a speech succulent and sinewy, brief and compressed, not so much dainty and well-combed as vehement and brusque … rather difficult than boring, remote from affectation, irregular, disconnected and bold; each bit making a body in itself… .25

Montaigne’s preference, in other words, is for a style at once bodily enough to be sinewy (nerveux) and sufficiently unstitched (descousu) to come in bits and pieces. As a number of scholars have noted, this preferred style bears an unacknowledged Erasmian pedigree. In contrast to that of the strict Ciceronians satirized in the Ciceronianus, Erasmus characterizes his own style as “more rugged, more compact, more sinewy … less adorned and more masculine” (solidius, astrictius, nervosius, minus comptum magisque masculum).26

But when Montaigne figures writing as sewing (coudre), he is at the same time cultivating the deep roots that style shares with the many other customs (coustumes, also from coudre) that ground a culture in time and place. Like these other customs explored throughout the Essays, and especially like those regarding clothing or dress (I, 23; I, 36), literary style varies from time to time and place to place. Its reigning characteristics, in keeping with custom generally, are variety, difference, and change. So Tacitus needs no excuse for writing in “the affected style of his time,”27 any more than he does for rejecting Christianity. On similar grounds, Montaigne excuses himself for the stylistic barbarisms of his “home soil” that inevitably give offense to “pure French ears.”28 To his own ear, in contrast, Gascon dialect possesses the very stylistic qualities he admires: it is “dry, brief, expressive … manly and military … as sinewy, powerful, and pertinent as French is graceful, delicate and abundant.”29 Keenly aware of temporal and geographical differences in matters of style, Montaigne owes this awareness at least in part to his own cultural moment—a time and place enthralled by a number of recently recovered ancient treatises on style, including Cicero’s Brutus, mentioned earlier, and Tacitus’s Dialogue on Orators. Both works feature a historicizing attitude to style and figure prominently in the Erasmian literary reforms so influential (and so underadvertised) in the Essays.30

Like Erasmus, moreover, Montaigne considers style ingrained, and this consideration accounts for his willingness to correct in his writing “the faults of inadvertence, not those of habit.”31 This unwillingness to meddle with his customary style in turn allows his readers to “recognize me in my book, and my book in me”.32 Changing over time and place, in other words, style also differs between one stylist and the next, as historical differences square off against the personal differences that Montaigne, like Erasmus, attributes to temperament and its near double, character. So Montaigne, on his own account, naturally inclines more toward a Senecan than a Plutarchan style, even though he esteems Plutarch’s constancy and uniformity over Seneca’s undulating intensity: “if my inclination leads me more to imitate Seneca’s style, I nonetheless esteem Plutarch’s more.”33 Writing at more or less the same time and in roughly similar circumstances, Seneca “is full of witty points and sallies, Plutarch of things”.34 Similarly personal differences mark the sharp contrast between Caesar’s style, acclaimed for its purity and delicacy, and that of his contemporary Cicero, which Montaigne variously judges to be full of wind and “supreme perfection.”35 Throughout the Essays, in fact, Montaigne offers a running commentary on the styles of the great authors of antiquity, often (like Cicero in the Brutus) setting pairs of stylists side by side. When, on the other hand, he pairs ancient stylists with their early modern counterparts, such as Virgil with Ariosto or Plato with Leonardo Bruni, the comparison inevitably favors antiquity.36

Noted on some occasions for their stylistic differences, Plutarch and Seneca also share a number of qualities, and one in particular endears them to Montaigne: they treat their material in “detached pieces.”37 Here as elsewhere, in other words, Montaigne addresses his authors’ stitching. For their style depends on how they handle not only the seams between one word and another, but also those between different parts of their discourse. In keeping with Erasmus’s capacious definition of style, then, Montaigne understands the term to include disposition, or arrangement, as well as elocution.38 On this score, Plutarch’s handling deserves special praise. “There are works of Plutarch’s,” Montaigne contends:

in which he forgets his theme, in which the treatment of his subject is found only incidentally, quite smothered in foreign matter. See his movements in “The Daemon of Socrates.” Lord, what beauty there is in these lusty sallies and this variation, and more so the more casual and accidental they seem.39

How different, in other words, Plutarch’s stitching is from Cicero’s! Even in his philosophical works, Montaigne complains, the Roman orator scrupulously attends to introductions, propositions, partitions, and conclusions.40 Plutarch, in contrast, states his propos by accident, if at all, and always, in keeping with a favorite metaphor for style, as part of the “stuffing” (estouffe). Montaigne finds this Plutarchan quality and the variety it promotes not just beautiful but, we can assume, satisfying since he tells us elsewhere that variety alone satisfies him.41 With this unwavering commitment to variety in matters of style, Montaigne reveals another deep-seated Erasmian assumption. Taught in one way or another to every northern European schoolboy throughout the sixteenth century, the first book of the De copia speaks directly to this stylistic assumption with its numerous rationes variandi (methods for variation). In support of these variety-promoting strategies, the De copia also offers at the beginning of its instruction the following observation as a thinly veiled warning: “Variety is so powerful in every sphere that there is absolutely nothing, however brilliant, which is not dimmed if not commended by variety.”42

Loved by Montaigne for this very quality, then, Plutarch is also loved for dispensing with careful stitching and for letting his work wander. In this regard, the Platonizing philosopher resembles his master Plato, whose Phaedrus proves by meandering from love to rhetoric that “the ancients do not fear these changes, and with wonderful grace they let themselves thus be tossed in the wind, or seem to.”43 Either by choice or by chance and in prose as well as in verse, the best stylists accomplish what Montaigne calls a “poetic gait” (l’alleure poetique). Going out of his way to blur the distinction between poetic and prose style, Montaigne finds Plato “utterly poetic”—a prime example of “the best ancient prose” that “shines throughout with the vigor and boldness of poetry.”44 According to these same standards, Montaigne chastises poets who “languish prosaically.”45 At the other extreme from this languishing, he applauds the “sinewy and solid” (nerveuse et solide) style of the best poets, who so ravish us with their expressiveness that we attribute to their thoughts the power of their words.46

Fully in keeping with these shared excellences of poetry and prose, moreover, Montaigne acknowledges the status of rhythm, or cadence, in both kinds of writing. On the one hand, meter adds substantially to the intensity of poetry; on the other, rhythm alone does not make a poem.47 Able to reproduce faithfully the cadences of Ronsard and Du Bellay, the many imitators of these two great poets nevertheless fall far short of their masters. By the same token, a “delicate choice of words piled up and arranged in precise cadence”48 does not make a fine piece of prose. On this score, Cicero comes in for harsh criticism. Among his many faults, he overuses “a certain long cadence at the end of his periods” (namely, esse videatur). Predictably, Montaigne claims to prefer both a varied rhythm and “a cadence that falls shorter, cut into iambics.”49 Conceding that Cicero occasionally achieves this variety, Montaigne offers as an example a line he admires from Cicero’s treatise On Old Age (De senectute 10): ego vero me minus diu senem esse malem, quam esse senem, antequam essem. A later chapter in the Essays indirectly confirms this admiration by borrowing the line without attribution translated into French: “j’ayme mieux estre moins long temps vieil que d’estre vieil avant que de l’estre.”50 Neither Montaigne’s French translation of the Senecan passage nor Florio’s roughly contemporary English version of Montaigne (1603)—“I had rather be lesse while olde, then old before my time”—falls neatly into iambics.51

As an Erasmian, then, Montaigne assumes that style includes word choice, phrasing, figures, and rhythm as well as the larger segments of discourse (referred to in the rhetorical manuals as the partes oratoriae) requiring disposition. And as an Erasmian, Montaigne features variety as the singularly most effective quality of style. Throughout the Essays, moreover, he applies these Erasmian assumptions not only to the writing of other stylists, but also to his own. So he confesses an indiscriminate and tumultuous pursuit of change (or variety) that motivates his spirit and his style to go roaming (vagabondant) together.52 This confession deploys both the hyperbole that Montaigne leads his readers to expect in his writing and the metaphorical expression that crowds his prose.53 Some of his readers as well as Montaigne himself find his essays too “thick in figures of speech.”54 Like the figure of the vagabond, moreover, many of the other figures locate their words and things in what Montaigne and his contemporaries would consider a plain-style register.55 His reference to his frequent literary borrowings from Plutarch, for instance, is conspicuously both metaphorical and plain-style: “I cannot be with him even a little without taking out a drumstick or a wing.”56 Part and parcel of Montaigne’s so-called humorous and familiar style,57 this metaphor about his borrowings is itself borrowed, in this case from Pierre Boaistuau, whose once popular Théâtre du Monde (Theater of the World) (1558) begins with an address to the reader flaunting the widespread habit of stealing from ancient authors “a leg or a wing” (cuise ou aesle).58 With this borrowing from a near contemporary now virtually unknown but considered one of the preeminent moralists of his time, Montaigne reaffirms his advice to his own readers to stand on their guard until they know about an author “what is his and what is not,”59 including his style.

In keeping with Montaigne’s home-spun vocabulary and sometimes simple phrasing, his characterization of his style as comic and familiar aligns it with the plain-style genre of the familiar letter as both practiced and preached by Cicero. Author of two of the most popular and frequently printed letter collections in the sixteenth century, Letters to Atticus and Letters to Friends, Cicero sets his seal of approval on two epistolary kinds: one is intimate and playful (familiare et iocosum) and corresponds to Montaigne’s comique et privé; the other is “severe and grave” (severum et grave).60 Under cover of the syntactical ambiguity associated with the figure of anacoluthon, Montaigne takes ownership of this kind of writing as well:

When I seize on popular and gayer matters, it is so as to go my own way, for I do not love a solemn and gloomy wisdom, as does the world, and to cheer up myself, not my style, which rather prefers grave and austere [graves et severes] matters (at least if I should give the name of style to a formless and undisciplined way of talking, a popular jargon, and a way of proceeding without definitions, without conclusions, and confused [trouble], like that of Amafanius and Rabirius).61

Characterized somewhat hyperbolically as formless and undisciplined, the syntax of this sentence does indeed seem to go its own way, as demonstrated both by the ambiguity of the relative pronoun qui (“which”), which can refer either to “the world” or to “my style,” and by the carefully crafted parallelism first created by polyptoton, repetition, and alliteration and then troubled by the word trouble.62

Within a seemingly loose and meandering structure, moreover, this passage does more than echo the terms grave et severe to signal the essay’s epistolary credentials. It applies to its own arrangement the Erasmian notion of style that we have seen Montaigne at once endorse and apply to the writing of others. For Montaigne judges his own style not only in terms of the “words” he uses—here the “popular jargon” of the plain style—but also in terms of his “way of proceeding,” his disposition. Like the writers he most esteems, Montaigne tells us, he dispenses with definitions, divisions, and conclusions. His dispositions, in contrast, are free and unruly. Given Cicero’s verdict that “in philosophical treatises the hardest part is the exordium,” Montaigne is content to “stick to the conclusion.”63 Elsewhere he expresses this same aversion to arranging or disposing his material by reprising a favorite metaphor:

I want the matter to make its own divisions. It shows well enough where it changes, where it concludes, where it begins, where it resumes, without my interlacing it with words, with links and seams introduced for the benefit of weak or heedless ears, and without writing glosses on myself.64

Like Plutarch and Seneca but unlike Cicero, Montaigne gives—or claims to give—little attention to his stitching.65 He also claims to disregard the nonchalant or “heedless” reader.

He treats the nonchalant writer, on the other hand, with no such disregard. Identifying stylistic nonchalance with both the diligens negligentia of the Ciceronian plain style (Orator 78) and the sprezzatura of Castiglione’s courtier, Montaigne not only admires it in Plutarch’s style, as we have seen, but also affects it in his own to the point of recognizing it as an affectation.66 The carelessness he displays in his writing, moreover, comes into play in his speaking, where it is his plan, he discloses: “to display extreme carelessness and unstudied and unpremeditated gestures, as if they arose from the immediate occasion… . Often a man stupidly strips to his doublet only to jump no better than he would in a cloak.”67 With this disclosure of planned spontaneity, Montaigne capitalizes on the oxymoron inherent in a “diligent negligence.”68

Instead of aligning him with a Ciceronian rhetorical agenda, however, this disclosure allows Montaigne to reaffirm his solidarity with Plutarch, whose “movements,” as we have seen, are similarly the product of chance. It also allows him, through the metaphorically expressed warning against raising expectations by advertising one’s effort, to offer yet another variation on the garment of style. As far back as the plain speaker in Cicero’s Orator, those who have dressed themselves in this style have done so with the express purpose of seeming to pay less attention to words than to things. Upholding this standard in general, as we have also seen, Montaigne applies it to himself with the help of the same metaphor: “I much more readily twist a good saying to sew it on me than I twist the thread of my thought to go and fetch it. On the contrary, it is for words to serve and follow… . I want the subject to stand out…”69 Tailoring his style to his substance, Montaigne, like his favorite ancient stylists, makes his words conform to the things he treats, including his thoughts.

But Montaigne sets for himself an even higher stylistic standard than that traditionally set for the Ciceronian plain stylist. Following Seneca’s advice to his friend Lucilius to make his words mean (significare) more than they say, Montaigne strives for a style that is highly suggestive or signifiant.70 Whenever his words either cannot or do not signify his meaning, he, like Plutarch, communicates simply by pointing his finger (I, 26 and III, 9). In every act of communication, moreover, Montaigne pursues the Erasmian goal of expressing himself. While Erasmus makes his strongest case for self-expression in a few short passages of the Ciceronianus, however, Montaigne repeats his commitment to this writerly agenda throughout the Essays.71 Although other writers may don “a similar robe,” none of them can claim the same body beneath. “[T]he attire and the cloak may be borrowed,” he concedes with another of the endless variations on two of his favorite metaphors, but “[s]trength and sinews are not to be borrowed.”72 His style—here forme—is all his own: “I have naturally a humorous and familiar style, but of a form all my own.”73 “I would have done it better elsewhere,” he admits in recognition of style’s sensitivity to place, “but the work would have been less my own; and its end and perfection is to be precisely my own.”74

So central is not just style but a singular style to the stated and unstated agenda of the Essays that Montaigne features it at the beginning and end of the first edition. As readers regularly note, his opening address to them in the preface figures the essays as a self-portrait in a painterly style that acknowledges artistic and social convention even while striving for a life-likeness that represents the sitter—the painter himself—as he really is. “I want to be seen here,” Montaigne’s introduction of himself famously insists, “in my simple, natural, ordinary fashion,” as close as possible to what he calls “my natural form.”75 In the final chapter of the second book (II, 37), Montaigne then closes his Essays of 1580 by narrowing his address to a particular reader, Madame de Duras, while reaffirming both his opening stylistic ambitions and the language in which these ambitions are first expressed: “Even if I had been able to adopt some other style than my own ordinary one and some other better and more honorable form, I would not have done it, for I want to derive nothing from these writings except that they represent me to your memory as I naturally am.”76 Ever the good Erasmian on stylistic matters, in other words, Montaigne makes use of a varied lexicon when he treats his own as well as others’ style. Whether he calls it his forme, his façon, his stile, or something else, however, Montaigne reminds his readers at every turn in the Essays that any attempt to get to know him will have to begin there—with his style—since that is the company his “vagabond spirit” keeps.77
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CHAPTER 21

MONTAIGNE ON RHETORIC

DÉBORAH KNOP

“YET we must tune the string to all sorts of notes,”1 writes Montaigne in “Of presumption.” A very wide range of notes are indeed used in his essays. Not only do the chapters contain passages that are similar to multiple types of rhetorical discourse2—praise, disapproval, invective, persuasion or dissuasion, admonitions (or friendly advice), exhortation, etc.—but in a single rhetorical discourse, for instance praise, the richness of Montaigne’s eloquence seems inexhaustible. What is the link, for instance, between the dedication to Madame de Gramont (1555–1620) in chapter I, 29 (“To Madame de Gramont, Countess of Guissen. Madame, I offer you nothing but my own, either because it is already yours, or because I find none of it worthy of you”)3 and the dedication to Madame de Duras (1549–1586) in chapter II, 36 (“Madame, you found me at this point when you recently came to see me”)?4 Montaigne knows how to take advantage of the personal qualities of each of those two female privileged interlocutors (adjuncta personarum).5 The first dedication is as sensual, ambiguous, and poetic6 as the second is chaste, unequivocal, and discreet.

The first dedication, concerning the love poetry of the young Étienne de La Boétie, is itself very poetic. Montaigne adopts the posture of a devoted admirer. The hyperbolic praise of Madame de Gramont, “the great Corisande d’Andoins,” mistress of Henri de Navarre, rests on the adjuncts of her sex (sexus) and her bodily appearance (habitus corporis): the character of the countess, excellent “judge … of poetry,” rich among “a million other beauties,” encapsulates all forms of beauty and intellectual and artistic talent (in connection to the nature of the soul, or natura animi, in the different categories of adjucta). Montaigne shows himself to be charmed—and later, a charmer (see the evocation of the secret whispered “in the ear”).7 The end of the dedication refers to the countess’s ancestry and family (quality of genus) and to her parents, whom the author knew well, in particular Monsieur de Foix.8

In the diptych, Madame de Duras seems duller: from the outset, Montaigne explains having been sought by her. Nonetheless, he honors her by dedicating to her his reflections, described as “absurdities”: “the author feels himself greatly honored by the favor that you will be doing to them.”9 He showcases their relationship, but the dedicatee is almost completely shadowed by the author. The “conditions and faculties” that are mentioned are not those of the dedicatee, but of the author, who is very particular about the way he is perceived: “You will recognize in them the same bearing and the same air that you have seen in this conversation.”10 This passage serves as a closing statement for the Essays of 1580. In this address to Madame de Duras, the author highlights the consistency of the social actor he represents and, more particularly, the importance of his own writings: “for I want to derive nothing from these writings except that they represent me to your memory as naturally as I am.”11

But both dedications are rich and pleasant to read. Nothing seems overdone, under Montaigne’s supple and inventive pen, as it tackles different topics (as in the “twenty nine sonnets” of La Boétie12 or “Of the resemblance of children to their fathers”)13 as well as the specific characteristics of the dedicatees or the displayed relationship that Montaigne is looking to sustain and develop. The success of the Essays can certainly be explained by the unfathomable resources of his eloquence. How then can we characterize the rhetoric of this “eloquent man,”14 which can appear extremely varied. Would it be possible to simply highlight its salient or recurring features?

In spite of the great variety of the the Essays, the theme of appropriateness (convenientia) is recurring. Thus the chapter “Of the vanity of words” opens: “[A] A rhetorician of times past said that his trade was to make little things appear and be thought great. [B] That’s a shoemaker who can make big shoes for a small foot.”15 The 1588 addition underlines the derision used. Montaigne selects his words: a rhetorician refers to a man who proclaims rhetoric, most often a teacher, and the word takes on the negative connotations that weigh down on the pedagogues in the Essays. That sentence also reveals, by contrast, the importance of the aptum for Montaigne. The downward slide, the lack of appropriateness, the fact that the discourse used is not to be sortable (“decorous”) is the main argument of the invectives against rhetoric.

LOGOS

Montaigne’s writing is unusually complex from a logical point of view. I will outline only its main characteristics here.16 What needs to be understood first is the structure and the clarity of the Essays, their coherence and their order17—the “beauty of [their] order.”18 Some of the chapters have an obvious coherence, in particular the first, such as: “We should meddle soberly with judging divine ordinances.” A simple test—conforming the title to the first and last sentence of the chapter—confirms this hypothesis. Here is the chapter’s incipit: “The true field and subject of imposture are things unknown.”19 Imposture suggests the idea of excess that is implicit in the title, the idea of man’s hubris as he tries to read God’s impenetrable designs. In the 1580 version, the chapter ends with a solar metaphor introducing the idea of punishment: “We must be content with the light that it pleases the sun to communicate to us by its rays; and if anyone raises his eyes to gain a greater light from its very body, let him not find it strange if as a penalty for his presumption he loses his sight.”20 The explicit discourse is coherent with the rest of the chapter. The argumentation of the whole is rather monolithic; the discourse is direct and to the point. Montaigne adopts the recta via evoked by Quintilian.21 Nobody can penetrate God’s designs. Montaigne’s discourse to his readers is one of dissuasion, unconcealed dissuasion.

However, this example is hardly representative of all the Essays. Many chapters open in a disconcerting way: the relationship between the title and the incipit is somewhat enigmatic. Thus begins “Of the resemblance of children to fathers”: “This bundle of so many disparate pieces is being composed in this manner: I set my hand to it only when pressed by too unnerving an idleness, and nowhere but at home.”22 This introduction—a mise en abyme of the writing of the Essays—constitutes either a convoluted exordium or an ingratiating one. These meta-literary incipits, which are numerous in the Essays, liven up some of the most famous chapters, such as “Of friendship” (“As I was considering the way a painter I employ went about his work, I had a mind to imitate him… .”23), “Of prayers” (“I put forward formless and unresolved notions, as do those who publish doubtful questions to debate in the schools, not to establish the truth but to seek it”24), “Of the useful and the honorable” (“No one is exempt from saying silly things. The misfortune is to say them with earnest effort”25), and also “Of vanity” (“There is perhaps no more obvious vanity than to write of it so vainly”26). They function as persona oratoris exordia, which are about the orator, namely by highlighting the makeshift quality, negligence, or lack of pertinence of his words, Montaigne shows himself in his most humble light (he resorts to a process resembling excusatio propter infirmitatem).

The author himself stresses in “Of vanity” that the connection between the titles of the chapters and their matter is sometimes far-fetched: “The titles of my chapters do not always embrace their matter; often they only denote it by some sign, like those titles, The maid of Andros, The Eunuch, or those names, Sulla, Cicero, Torquatus. I love the poetic gait, by leaps and gambols.”27 In the case of “Of vanity,” it is not only the beginning, but also the entire chapter that conceals and delays the development: “My ideas follow one another, but sometimes it is from a distance, and look at each other, but with a sidelong glance.”28 Whether they be in the introductory words or within the chapters, the logical distortions, which the author considers poetically as leaps and gambols, have another effect: they enable relaxing the tension of the argument (contentio). Indeed, the best way to lose the reader’s benevolence, attention, and docility is to demonstrate a stubborn will to convince.

The purpose (or propositum, aim of the discourse) of the chapter does not always correspond to what is announced (propositio) and theoretically conveyed in its title. The theme that is presented sometimes seems discarded and replaced by numerous other topics; it seems to be only a pretext, just a starting point, which is then quickly forgotten.29 Some critics, such as Hugo Friedrich, go so far as to say that there is no argumentative purpose to the Essays: “The open form of the Essais resembles a stroll… . Thus [Montaigne] sets out without knowing where the journey will take him.”30 The analysis of the rhetoric opens up another interpretation. In my opinion, the two former interpretations are incomplete. Following some ancient authors, Montaigne sometimes opens up a third dimension, namely that of a discourse, which is oblique and surprising but without actually being gratuitous.

Let us come back to the example of “Of vanity.” The chapter unfolds all the meanings of the word vanity and all of its manifold forms31 to show that it can take us away from the task of knowing ourselves, which is preached in the explicit of the Delphic 
γνῶθι σεαυτόν
 in a kind of final admonition. A certain coherence does underlie the chapter.32 Montaigne’s desultory quality of writing is voluntarily exposed and it may be that the topic becomes lost or enigmatic, but only in appearance. This analysis leads to a distinction between an underlying unity and an apparent drifting of the discourse. The gap between them widens as the chapters progress and with the successive editions of the Essays. André Tournon insists on the fact that a “feeling of disorder” needs to be transcended, as it is only an impression given by the writing. According to him, the embroilment is like a challenge for the reader. The embroilment must be sorted out and untangled.33 Some readers are also sensitive to the pleasures of a tangled or enigmatic discourse insofar as they are bewildered, befuddled, and challenged by the coherence of the chapter.

ETHOS

The author plays a game with the reader, making him an accomplice, tempting him to solve the mystery of the chapter’s elusive coherence, and trying to conciliate and charm him; it is one of the mainsprings of Montaigne’s ethos.34 The themes chosen are pleasant subjects that were well appreciated by the French nobility: politics and the military arts (especially in the two first books), the art of military men and ambassadors,35 Greek and Latin classics, highly influential individuals, history, current events, and autobiographical elements. All those topics allow the writer to shape his persona as a well-read gentleman and be considered in a positive light by his reader. Other literary techniques contribute to currying favor with the reader, such as the fictitious dialogue or free-wheeling conversation. Marc Fumaroli sees the chapters of the Essays as conversations, or as sermones. Conversely, Michel Magnien sees Montaigne’s writing as the meeting point of “the letter on the one hand and conversation on the other,” as a cross between “these two intimate and private types of enunciation.”36

The Essays are peppered with quotations that create closeness with the reader and as such participate in Montaigne’s ethos.37 Deprived of authorship, they are like guessing games for the reader, who must wonder who the author is: “I go about cadging from books here and there the sayings that please me, not to keep them, for I have no storehouses, but to transport them into this one, in which, to tell the truth, they are no more mine than in their original place.”38 These quotations are neither mere decorative displays nor appeals to authority. They induce the pleasure of reading, something to be shared and enjoyed together. They also engage in another type of fictitious dialogue, this time with excellent authors.

Rather than propose an inventory of Montaigne’s techniques of conciliare and seducere, I will highlight some of their characteristics. Seduction does not necessarily imply gentleness, lightness, and grace, at least not in the usual sense. On the face of things, the “soldierly” style could appear to lack charm or grace. But it is their firmness rather than their smoothness that makes for the charm of the Essays:

[A] The speech I love is a simple, natural speech, the same on paper as in the mouth; a speech succulent and sinewy, brief and compressed, [C]not so much dainty and well-combed as vehement and brusque:

The speech that strikes the mind will have most taste [epitaph of Lucain]

A rather difficult than boring, remote from affectation, irregular, disconnected and bold; each bit making a body in itself; not pedantic, not monkish, not lawyer-like, but rather soldierly, as Suetonius calls Julius Caesar’s speech; [C] and yet I do not quite see why he calls it so. [B] I have been prone to imitate that disorder in dress which we see in our young men—a cloak worn like a scarf, the hood over one shoulder, a neglected stocking—which shows a pride disdainful of these foreign adornments and careless of art. But I think it is even better employed in our form of speech.39

A number of terms comparing Montaigne’s way of writing to the young nobility reveal that this “disorder” is carefully designed (“imitate,” “shows,” “employed”). Supreme art consists in concealing art. Montaigne does not reject art itself but its visibility. But why is conspicuous art problematic?

[C] Any affectation, especially in the gaiety and freedom of French, is unbecoming to a courtier. And in a monarchy every gentleman should be trained in the manner of a courtier. Wherefore we do well to lean a little in the direction of naturalness and negligence. I do not like a fabric in which the seams and stiches show, just as in a handsome body we must not be able to count the bones and veins: [C] Let the language devoted to truth be plain and simple. Who speaks carefully unless he wants to speak affectedly? [Seneca] The eloquence that diverts us to itself harms its content.40

First, we could say so since Montaigne opposes normative and didactic codes (“disconnected”). The word courtier is an allusion to Castiglione, who explains why the “well-combed” are ungracious, for two reasons. In chapter I, 19, Castiglione criticizes the “soft and womanish as many procure to have.”41 Chapter I, 26 recommends avoiding affectation:

And that is to eschue as much as a man may, and as a sharpe and daungerous rocke, too much curiousness, and (to speake a new word) to use in everye thing a certaine disgracing [sprezzatura, literally “contempt” in Italian] to cover arte withall, and seeme whatsoever he doth and saith, to doe it without paine, and (as it were) not minding it… And contrariwise to use force, and (as they say) to hale by the haire, giveth a great disgrace, and maketh everie thing how great so ever it bee, to be little esteemed.42

Chapter I, 27 shows different examples of offhandedness, such as Sir Roberto’s: “For that men should well perceive that hee litle mindeth it, many times his garments fal from his back, and his slippers from his feete, and daunceth on still without taking up againe any of both.”43 The absence of symmetry (“a neglected stocking,” “lean”) and negligence give an impression of lightness. Il cortegiano is a very important intertext—though Seneca is put forward (whose Epistles can appear as more refined, more aristocratic, less didactic than the treaty of the Italian writer). Second, art that is too visible becomes a foil: a patent daintiness (“dainty”) reveals the workmanship, the preparation, the care44 of the gentleman who should count only on his natural talents.

The third reason for negligentia diligens goes even deeper: the simple will to please is like a disgraceful stain on the courtier’s suit. Castiglione dedicates many chapters to the topic. The most enlightening one is on feminine charm: a woman’s beauty will have a more powerful effect if she conceals it or seems to wish to conceal it. Castiglione gives the example of beautiful hands covered with gloves—“it seems that [she] who covers them is unconcerned about them and does not care whether they are seen or not, but their beauty is natural and not from any effort”—and that of a long dress that is lifted up slightly: “when she plays, or for another reason … without thinking about it, she shows her foot, and often a bit of her leg.”45

The famous passage in “Of the institution of children” compounds many paradoxes: it is possible to write in a soldierly way, though Caesar himself is unable to do so. With this metaphor of the military art, Montaigne takes up one of the themes he uses to lure and charm the reader. However, the style Montaigne is yearning for is not dry; on the contrary, it is full of daring,46 strength, and vivacity, of depth, and of witty sallies as it is expressed by the verb ferio in Lucian’s quotation (“to hit, beat, clash” in the literal sense; “to strike, to reach, to impress” in the figurative sense). The soldierly style to which Montaigne aspires is defined by its effect on the reader, by shocking him. If Caesar himself did not quite succeed, then does not Montaigne at least show the way? At any rate, it is what motivates him when he elaborates his ethos between the lines.

Montaigne willingly opposes Caesar to Cicero as a competing rhetorical model. After a passage on Caesar’s exhortations to his troops in “Observations on Julius Caesar’s means of waging war,” Montaigne adds:

In truth, his tongue did him very notable services in many places; and even in his own time, his military eloquence was in such high esteem that many in his army took down his harangues; and by that means there were volumes of them collected that lasted a long time after him. His speech had particular graces, so that his intimates, and among them Augustus, hearing anyone recite what had been collected of them, could recognize what was not his, even to phrases and words.47

Caesar symbolizes the gracefulness of virile strength.48 This aspiration to “male” writing implies implicit criticisms, explicit rejections of the Ciceronian style, which was considered as too languorous. It is also the central argument of the anti-Italian controversy about style: French is virile.

In a famous passage in “On some verses of Virgil” about Lucretia, Montaigne criticizes poetic affectation:

When I ruminate that rejicit, pascit, inhians … I despise those petty conceits and verbal tricks that have sprung up since. These good people needed no sharp and subtle play on words; their language is all full and copious with a natural and constant vigor. They are all epigram, not only the tail but the head, stomach, and feet. There is nothing forced, nothing dragging; the whole thing moves at the same pace. Their whole contexture is manly; they are not concerned with pretty little flowers [Seneca]. This is not a soft and merely inoffensive eloquence; it is sinewy and solid, and does not so much please as it fill and ravish; and it ravishes the strongest minds most… . It is the heart that makes a man eloquent [Quintilian].49

“Despise” recalls the idea of sprezzatura that is set forth in the quotes. Concerning the poetic genre, Montaigne opposes sophistication to the epigrammatic model, which would be better suited to the romance between Mars and Venus (“plus sortablement,” meaning “more decorously”). He continues the distinction, established in chapter I, 25, between bold vigor (“these brave forms of expression, so alive, so profound”50) and meticulous affectation (“petty conceits and verbal tricks”), between fullness and emptiness, between strength and contrived style.

Montaigne’s eloquence and, more specifically, his ethos are built in opposition to the anti-model of Cicero.51 Montaigne has a long passage on Cicero in “Of books,” in which he is the object of nuanced and diverging judgments. Cicero in the treaties is just too “well ordered”:

But to confess the truth, boldly (for once you have crossed over the barriers of impudence there is no more curb), his way of writing, and every other similar way, seems to me boring. For his prefaces, definitions, partitions, etymologies, consume the greater part of his work; what life and marrow there is, is smothered by his long-winded preparations.52

Montaigne uses Cicero as a fold, without any scruples: indeed, he never misses an opportunity to show his own virile boldness.

Even among those who, all things considered, esteemed this eloquence of his as incomparable, there were some who did not fail to note some faults in it; thus the great Brutus, his friend, used to say that it was a broken and weak-loined eloquence, fractam and elumbem. The orators who lived near his time also reprehended in him his sedulous care for a certain long cadence at the end of his periods, and noted the words esse videatur which he uses so often. As for me, I prefer a cadence that falls shorter, cut into iambics.53

The comparatio (comparison) between Cicero—“whom no man will ever match”54—and Montaigne is to the advantage of the latter, who sets himself up as a competing model (“For myself, I like it best etc.”).

In “Considerations on Cicero,” Montaigne takes the opportunity to highlight his own style, in an addition to the Bordeaux Copy:

Yet I am much mistaken if many other writers offer more to take hold of in their material than I do, and, whether for better or for worse, if any writer has sown his materials more substantially or at least more thickly on his paper. In order to get more in, I pile up only the headings of subjects. Were I to add on their consequences, I would multiply this volume many times over.55

Montaigne defends the same writing style in the various chapters of the Essays: density,56 hardiness, depth, enargeia,57 swiftness, and effectiveness. The parallel reveals once more the superiority of the author. Montaigne competes with the greatest authoritative figure in rhetoric. At least from the point of view of ethos, his strategy seems to us of a rare complexity. In their humbleness, their boldness, their numerous metatextual references, among other charm operations, the Essays are certainly on a par with the speeches of the greatest orators in history, and they even attempt to surpass “the father of eloquence” that is Cicero.

PATHOS

What is the importance of pathos in the Essays? The answer cannot be straightforward. The first chapters, having political or military themes, are not really geared toward rising rhetorical emotions, such as anger, calm, friendship, fear, shame, courtesy, pity,58 envy, indignation, and emulation.59 However, some of these chapters already have a moral dimension, starting with I, 2 “Of sadness.” In this case, Montaigne underlines it from the very beginning; he is looking to lessen the passion rather than stir it: “[B] I am one of those freest from this passion. [C] I neither like it nor respect it, although everyone has decided to honor it, as if at a fixed price, with particular favor.”60 A manuscript addition explains the underlying idea: Montaigne clearly wishes to move the reader away from this passion. His attempt at dissuasion is discreet in the 1580 edition; the chapter is rather descriptive: Montaigne evokes different examples (Psammenitus, Agamemnon, Niobé, a German captain named Raisciac) to show the more or less spectacular effects of this emotion, particularly when you are in mourning. The unexpected announcement of the death of a family member can cause death, and the same it is true of unexpected joys.

But in the 1580 edition, a final clausula answers in a symmetrical way to the addendum at the beginning of the chapter: “[B] I am little subject to these violent passions. My susceptibility is naturally tough; and I harden and thicken it every day by force of reason.”61 The addenda at the beginning and the end of the chapter modify the impact of the whole to make it have a clear deterrent effect. That example constitutes the epitome of the entire Essays; first because Montaigne seeks to turn the reader away from this very passion,62 and second because he rarely searches to encourage passions but rather to lessen, appease, or eliminate them. Montaigne feeds on the art of rhetoric in the name of ethics. Rhetoric and ethics are inextricably linked for Montaigne. That solidarity is a major principle that Seneca sets out in his famous epistle XL that Montaigne quotes in the excerpt of I, 25 studied above: “My terrors should be quieted, my irritations soothed, my illusions shaken off, my indulgences checked, my greed rebuked. And which of these cures can be brought about in a hurry.”63

Many of these passions are rhetorical passions. Seneca sometimes uses rhetoric as a sort of moral medicine.64 Many chapters attempt to turn the reader away from fear, in particular fear of death, for example “That to philosophize is to learn to die,” which presents death like the “end of our race;”65 “Of age,” which invites the reader to consider his age as “ripe and well advanced,”66 in the manner of Cato; “Of judging of the death of others,” which helps the reader to get used to the image of death; “Of virtue,” which calls for courage in the face of death; “Of practice,” which relates a state of “very pleasant and peaceful”67 lethargy, a sort of prelude to death, following a horse accident; and “Of physiognomy,” which illustrates determination in the face of death of the admirable Socrates.

Anger and hate are also objects of dissuasive discourse, especially in the numerous chapters in Book II, such as “Of cruelty,” “Cowardice, mother of cruelty,” and “Of conscience”—a clever condemnation of torture, “That our desire is increased by difficulty”—whose final sentences, as of 1580, condemn torture.68 These chapters use dissuasion, a form of deliberative rhetoric. Since Montaigne turns away from passions rather than encourages them, and since the rhetoric in the Essays is closer to dissuasion than persuasion,69 moral questions cannot be tackled with no pathos at all. Emotion leads to motion, mobility, pragmatic change, and moral progress. Emotion allows crossing from theoretical approval to action. As a reader himself, Montaigne is sensitive to the pathos in texts:

Listen to Cicero speaking of the love of liberty, and listen to Brutus on the subject. The writings themselves ring out to you that the latter was a man to buy it at the price of life. Let Cicero, the father of eloquence, treat of the contempt of death, and let Seneca treat of it too. The former drags it out languidly, and you feel that he wants to persuade you of something of which he is not persuaded; he gives you no heart, for he has none himself. The other animates and inflames you. I never read an author, especially of those who treat of virtue and duties, that I do not inquire curiously what kind of man he was.70

The fire metaphor (“animates and inflames”) is a usual way to describe the effect of an exhortation and, more generally, the sublime and vehement style.71 The last sentence of the excerpt in “On anger” explains the importance of pathos in the eyes of Montaigne: it reveals something about the man. When tempers flare, he shows his true nature. When eloquence flares up, the ink of his writing comes from his heart, his pectus. Passion—or the expression of passion—also pertains to ethos: a great soul is a passionate one.

In addition to deliberative rhetoric, the Essays give pride of place to epideictic oratory. The two dedications mentioned in the introduction are examples of that. The praise of Socrates at the end of “Of physiognomy” is another:

[B] Is that not a [C] sober, sane [B] plea, [C] but at the same time natural and lowly, [B] inconceivably lofty, [C] truthful, frank, and just beyond all example—[B] and employed in what a critical need! [C] Truly he was right to prefer it to the one that the great orator Lysias had put in writing for him, excellently fashioned in the forensic style, but unworthy of so noble a criminal. Should people have heard a supplicating voice from the mouth of Socrates? Should that prove virtue have quit at the height of its display?72

“Inconceivably lofty”73 describes Socrates’s defense speech, but also, in a meta-literary way, the sublime style of that passage of the Essays. The first addition to the Bordeaux Copy underlines the paradox of loftiness in degradation and takes up the themes (naïveté and degradation) studied in the second part. In his praise, Montaigne demonstrates his ethical values: moral grandeur and true virtue. “Style” must reflect the man. The one who proclaims rhetoric, such as Lysias,74 does not always use this technique with discernment, as is always the case with Montaigne. As the adjective “indigne” (unworthy) is semantically related to decet, it expresses again the notion of decorum; Socrates is most admirable because of his sense of propriety, or convenientia.

To return to the topic of passions, the epideictic and deliberative genres mix quite often when the tone gathers momentum, as in this excerpt from “On the education of children”: “So many humors, sects, judgments, opinions, laws, and customs teach us to judge sanely of our own, and teach our judgment to recognize its own imperfection and natural weakness… .”75 The force of the argumentation rests on anaphoric repetition: Montaigne accumulates terrestrial glory. He moves from the common run of people (“humors,” “sects,” “customs”) to people with an overweening pride (“pride,” “arrogance,” “pomp,” “majesty”). All that aims at educating our vision of the world: let us not be overwhelmed by the dazzle of earthly vanities! That remarkable amplification tries to turn you away from the fear of death and forms an incentive to courage (deliberative style) but it also tries to blame all men who are slavishly attached to the vanities of the world (epideictic style).

Amplification, one of the mainsprings of pathos, is quite rare in the Essays. Montaigne uses it sparingly and seems to reserve it for noble subjects, for themes that would justify resorting to conspicuous rhetoric, to heavy weaponry. In certain passages of the “Apology for Raymond Sebond” similar to the one that we have just quoted, amplification manifests itself with very obvious processes of accumulation: “Let us then consider for the moment man alone, without outside assistance …?”76 This passage is in accordance with the previous one, entitled “On the education of children”: in both cases Montaigne is looking to “offend and trample on human hubris and human pride,” “to calm this frenzy.”77 He bases himself on the dichotomy between the infinitely great and the infinitely small.

Montaigne’s eloquence can be characterized by a disequilibrium between logos and ethos, on which he plays with as much care as skill: Montaigne is careful to charm and conciliate the reader (ethos); nevertheless, he neglects—or feigns to neglect—the coherence and progression of the discourse (logos). He avoids giving the impression that he aims at convincing doggedly—another Ciceronian shortcoming maybe. In the Essays, the impression of being improvised and also rambling are the effects of an art that participates fully in the process of persuasion. Nevertheless, pathos is rather muted. But when Montaigne resorts to it, although he does so only occasionally, he does it forcefully. We know that the orator uses pathos in front of an imprudent or ignorant listener (indoctus). Basically, the Essays put forward the most skillful mainsprings of rhetoric, but also the plainest ones, all those reserved for the most astute readers.


HIDING THE ART

Let us take a detour through Italy. In his Travel Journal, Montaigne mentions Servius, a fourth-century grammarian who is the author of a famous rhetorical commentary of the Aeneid: “We left many towns on either side, among others, on the right hand, the town of Trevi. Servius says, speaking of Virgil, that this is the ‘olive-bearing Mutusca’ that he speaks of in Book VII.”78 Montaigne has visibly that reference in mind. Did he take the book on his travels? Does he quote it from memory? Whatever the case, he attaches great importance to that author. According to Fausta Garavini,79 Montaigne is probably mistaken in his geography, but his reference to Servius is exact. Montaigne also tries to avoid showing off his knowledge of Servius in his Essays.80 Would he be concealing what he knows about him?

Criticism on Montaigne has long thought that since Montaigne denigrates the art of eloquence, thus this art is absent from the Essays. In-depth research during the past thirty years, in particular two colloquia devoted to Montaigne’s rhetoric,81 encourage us to question that rejection of rhetoric: if Montaigne makes such a great use of eloquence, how does he detach himself so visibly from it?

The rejection of rhetoric must be understood within the larger context of the rejection of literary practices. In “A considerations upon Cicero,” Montaigne condemns the fact that Cicero and Pliny have sought literary fame by the publication of letters written to their friends. They wanted “to derive some great glory from mere babble and talk.”82 Montaigne considers this practice despicable, morally, socially, and politically (“But this surpasses all baseness of heart in persons of such rank”83). He ironically denounces the lack of decorum:

Is it not a fine thing for two Roman consuls, sovereign magistrates of the republic that was empress of the world, to employ their leisure in arranging and dressing up a pretty missive, in order to gain a reputation for a good knowledge of the language of their nurse? What worse would a simple schoolmaster do who gained his living by it?84

Cicero appears once again as an anti-model: how vain it is to have published his letters Ad familiars!85 What is at stake behind Montaigne’s contempt of the Ciceronian eloquence is once again Montaigne’s ethos. Le verbe seoir (“sied-il pas bien”) clearly denounces a lack of decency: in the name of their social rank and of their political responsibilities, Cicero and Pliny should have adopted a loftier attitude than using their correspondence in order to be published. The chapter opposes these two figures to those of Xenophon and Caesar: “If [their] deeds … had not far surpassed their eloquence, I do not believe they would ever have written them down. They sought to recommend not their sayings but their doings.”86 Montaigne then adds the examples of Scipio, Laelius, and Charlemagne, statemen who had renounced glory, which is not “suitable to a great personage”: “It is a kind of mockery and insult to praise a man’s worth for qualities unbecoming his rank, though they be otherwise laudable, and for qualities also which ought not to be his principal ones.”87 The laborious pursuit of fame and public praise is in itself contemptible. Once again, we find Caesar as a model and counterpart of Cicero. In the Bordeaux Copy, an even clearer manuscript addendum extends the development:

To put this in stronger terms, I have known in my time distinguished men who derived their titles and calling from writing, to disown their apprenticeship; to corrupt their style; and to affect ignorance of so commonplace a faculty, which our people believe is scarcely ever to be found among the learned, and seek to recommend themselves by better qualities.88

The art of rhetoric is improper and dishonorable because it gives a laborious and affected image of the one who practices it. It is ignoble in the etymological sense of the word, estranged from greatness, since it is an art, a science, a number of carefully designed techniques, as it shows a will to shine or rise in the world, and for all the reasons studied hereinabove through the prism of Castiglione.

In this last paragraph, Montaigne draws what is practically a self-portrait—he did not go so far as to “corrupt [his] style,” but he is a master in the art of “affect[ing] ignorance of so commonplace a faculty,” though he has “derived [his] titles and [his] calling from writing.” This practice is common, particularly in rhetoric, as Quintilian reminds us.89 Ultimately, the same applies to rhetoric as to other sciences. We fully agree with the reading formulated by Dominique Baudier in 1607:

He also denies the fact here and there that he might give the impression of being educated and learned, as if it were an accusation unworthy of him. Those who know about the liberal arts have clearly suspected some deception and irony in this. It is done, to my mind, with the intention to gain a great reputation of being skilful, the reputation of an author who gets no help or hardly any help from sciences and who would however manage to express his thoughts with such profusion and lustre.90

Just like Socrates, who is a model of eiron, Montaigne is also a master of dissimulatio scientiae.

It is not only rhetoric which is unworthy; so are the other sciences, or even the publication of a literary text (as seen with the examples of Pliny and Cicero). To avoid the pitfalls of inappropriateness, Montaigne resorts to a number of strategies. He rejects all recourse to rhetoric and endlessly displays the identity of the man who lived and of the writer he was. Thus, the dissimulatio scientiae takes two different forms: concealing the rhetorical mainsprings makes his discourse persuasive while criticizing the scholarly and professional uses of rhetoric enables him to shape a noble persona, in all senses. Montaigne also attempts to innovate in his literary practice, to fashion a new style. The first chapters of the Essays in the 1580 version begin to show the early stages of his ambition, but Montaigne makes quick progress. He became an expert in the art of rhetoric. His writing, albeit bold and soldierly, is at once full of conciliation, charisma, and charm.
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39 I, 26, 127 [171–172]: “[A] Le parler que j’ayme, c’est un parler simple et naif, tel sur le papier qu’à la bouche; un parler succulent et nerveux, court et serré, [C] non tant delicat et peigné comme vehement et brusque: / Haec demum sapiet dictio, quae feriet [‘L’expression sera bonne si elle frappe’], / [A] plustost difficile qu’ennuieux, esloingné d’affectation, desreglé, descousu et hardy: chaque lopin y face son corps; non pedantesque, non fratesque, non pleideresque, mais plustost soldatesque, comme Suetone appelle celuy de Julius Caesar; [C] et si ne sens pas bien pour quoy il l’en appelle. [B] J’ay volontiers imité cette desbauche qui se voit en nostre jeunesse, au port de leurs vestemens: un manteau en escharpe, la cape sur une espaule, un bas mal tendu, qui represente une fierté desdaigneuse de ces paremens estrangers, et nonchallante de l’art. Mais je la trouve encore mieus employée en la forme du parler.”

40 I, 26, 127 [172]: “[C] Toute affectation, nommeement en la gayeté et liberté françoise, est mesadvenante au cortisan. Et, en une monarchie, tout Gentil’homme doit estre dressé à la façon d’un cortisan. Parquoy nous faisons bien de gauchir un peu sur le naïf et mesprisant. [A] Je n’ayme point de tissure où les liaisons et les coutures paroissent, tout ainsi qu’en un beau corps, il ne faut qu’on y puisse compter les os et les veines. [C] Quae veritati operam dat oratio, incomposita sit et simplex [‘La parole qui travaille pour la vérité doit être à la fois réglée et tout unie,’ Seneca, Épistles, XL]. Quis accurate loquitur, nisi qui vult putide loqui [‘S’étudie-t-on à parler quand on ne veut pas parler avec affectation,’ Seneca, Épistles, LXXV], L’éloquence faict injure aux choses, qui nous destourne à soy.”

41 Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier, trans. Thomas Hoby [1588], ed. D. Henderson (London: Dent & Sons, 1944), 39.

42 Ibid., 46.

43 Ibid., 47. Chapter I, 28 develops explanations in the fields of dancing, military art, music, and painting; chapter I, 29 in language. Montaigne, however, distances himself from Castiglione: according to the speakers in the dialogue, messire Roberto goes too far in casualness and looses in elegance.

44 See the theme of care or cura (carefully) in the first lines of III, 1 quoted above (“curiously”).

45 Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier, end of chapter I, 40.

46 On the notion of boldness, see Francis Goyet, Les Audaces de la prudence. Littérature et politique aux XVIe et XVIIe siècles (Paris: Classiques Garnier, 2009).

47 II, 34, 558 A [738]: “De vray, sa langue luy a fait en plusieurs lieux de bien notables services; et estoit, de son temps mesme, son eloquence militaire en telle recommendation que plusieurs en son armée recueilloyent ses harangues; et par ce moyen il en fut assemblé des volumes qui ont duré long temps apres luy. Son parler avoit des graces particulieres, si que ses familiers, et, entre autres, Auguste, oyant reciter ce qui en avoit esté recueilli, reconnoissoit jusques aux phrases et aux mots ce qui n’estoit pas du sien.”

48 By highlighting this specific aesthetic, Montaigne is once again very close to Castiglione; see the beginning of chapter I, 46. On virile writing, see Seneca, Lettres à Lucilius, XXXIII, 1. See also Maria Protopapas-Marnelli, Montaigne, la vigueur du discours: sur une influence de rhétorique stoïcienne dans les Essais (Laval, Quebec: Presses de l’Université de Laval, 2009), 28 and 100.

49 III, 5, 664–665 B and C [872–873]: “Quand je rumine ce rejicit, pascit, inhians … j’ay desdain de ces menues pointes et allusions verballes qui nasquirent depuis. A ces bonnes gens, il ne falloit pas d’aigue et subtile rencontre: leur langage est tout plein et gros d’une vigueur naturelle et constante; ils sont tout epigramme, non la queuë seulement, mais la teste, l’estomac et les pieds. Il n’y a rien d’efforcé, rien de treinant, tout y marche d’une pareille teneur. Contextus totus virilis est; non sunt circa flosculos occupati [‘Leur discours est un tissu de beautés mâles, ils ne se sont pas amusés à des fleurettes,’ Seneca, Epistles, XXXIII]. Ce n’est pas une eloquence molle et seulement sans offence: elle est nerveuse et solide, qui ne plaict pas tant comme elle remplit et ravit, et ravit le plus les plus forts espris… . Pectus est quod disertum facit. [‘C’est le cœur qui fait l’éloquence,’ Quintilian, Institutio oratoria, X, VII, 15].” Michel Magnien studies the same passage to show that Montaigne builds here a “new notion, the one of transport, or of enthusiasm” (“Montaigne et le style sublime dans les Essais,” 28 sq.).

50 III, 5, 665 B and C [873]: “ces braves formes … si vifves, si profondes.”

51 On the difficult relationship between Montaigne and Cicero, see M. Magnien, “Un écho de la querelle cicéronienne à la fin du XVIe siècle …,” art. cit.
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53 II, 10, 302–303 A [415–416]: “Entre ceux mesmes qui ont estimé, toutes choses contées, cette sienne eloquence incomparable, il y en a eu qui n’ont pas laissé d’y remarquer des fautes: comme ce grand Brutus, son amy, disoit que c’estoit une eloquence cassée et esrenée, fractam et elumbem. Les orateurs voisins de son siecle reprenoyent aussi en luy ce curieux soing de certaine longue cadance au bout de ses clauses, et notoient ces mots: ‘esse videatur’, qu’il y employe si souvent. Pour moy, j’ayme mieux une cadance qui tombe plus court, coupée en yambes.”

54 III, 10, 302 A [415].

55 I, 40, 185 C [251]: “Si suis je trompé, si guere d’autres donnent plus à prendre en la matiere, et, comment que ce soit, mal ou bien, si nul escrivain l’a semée ny guere plus materielle ny au moins plus drue en son papier. Pour en ranger davantage, je n’en entasse que les testes. Que j’y attache leur suitte, je multiplieray plusieurs fois ce volume.”

56 On the density of the Essays, see the preface by Marie de Gournay: “Mais on ne dit pas aussi que les Essais resserrent en une seule ligne ce qu’ils [les calomniateurs] traitent en quatre.” Quoted in O. Millet, La Première réception des Essais de Montaigne, 89.

57 See Heinrich F. Plett, Enargeia in Classical Antiquity and the Early Modern Age: The Aesthetics of Evidence (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2012). See also André Tournon, “L’énergie du ‘langage coupé’ et la censure éditoriale,” in Montaigne et la rhétorique, 117–133.

58 See Gabriel-André Pérouse, “Quelques aspects d’une rhétorique de la pitié dans les Essais de Montaigne,” in Montaigne et la rhétorique, 93–98; and David Quint, Montaigne and the Quality of Mercy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2014).

59 We are referring here to the list of passions that Aristotle develops in Book II of his Rhetoric. On the general question of passions, see Emiliano Ferrari, Montaigne, une anthropologie des passions (Paris: Classiques Garnier, 2014).

60 I, 2, 6 [11]: “[B] Je suis des plus exempts de cette passion, [C] et ne l’ayme ny l’estime, quoy que le monde ayt prins, comme à prix faict, de l’honorer de faveur particuliere.”

61 I, 2, 8 B [14]: “Je suis peu en prise de ces violentes passions. J’ay l’apprehension naturellement dure; et l’encrouste et espessis tous les jours par discours.”

62 “Of diversion,” in particular, in which Montaigne explains his oratory strategy to distract “a truly afflicted lady” from her mourning.

63 Seneca, Epistulae morales, trans. R. M. Gummere, vol. XL (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989), 5, 267.

64 See for example Seneca’s development, LXXV, 6–7, 138–139.

65 I, 20, 57 A [84].

66 I, 57, 236 A [326].

67 II, 6, 272 A [376].

68 While the core of the chapter deals with trivial subjects, such as conjugal ones, to demonstrate the principle that is formulated in the title, the end of the chapter, which is extremely surprising, corresponds to what I mentioned in the first part, an explicit offset considering the rest of the chapter: “A ce propos se pourroit joindre l’opinion d’un ancien, que les supplices aiguisent les vices plustost qu’ils ne les amortissent; Je ne sçay pas qu’elle soit vraye, mais cecy sçay-je par experience que jamais police ne se trouva reformée par là. L’ordre et le reglement des meurs dépend de quelque autre moyen.” We are quoting only the 1580 edition; the later additions clearly amplify this stand.
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70 II, 31, 541 A [716]: “Oyez Cicero parler de l’amour de la liberté, oyez en parler Brutus: les escrits mesmes vous sonnent que cettuy-cy estoit homme pour l’acheter au pris de la vie. Que Cicero, pere d’eloquence, traite du mespris de la mort; que Seneque en traite aussi: celuy là traine languissant, et vous sentez qu’il vous veut resoudre de chose dequoy il n’est pas resolu; il ne vous donne point de coeur, car luy-mesmes n’en a point; l’autre vous anime et enflamme. Je ne voy jamais autheur, mesmement de ceux qui traictent de la vertu et des offices, que je ne recherche curieusement quel il a esté.”

71 See Francis Goyet, “Introduction” to the Traité du Sublime by Longin (Paris: Le Livre de Poche, 1995), in particular, 13–19; concerning the metaphor of the fire, see 30.

72 III, 12, 806–807 [1054]: “[B] Voylà pas un plaidoyer [C] sec et sain, mais quand et quand naïf et bas, [B] d’une hauteur inimaginable, [C] veritable, franc et juste au delà de tout exemple [B] et employé en quelle necessité? [C] Vrayement ce fut raison qu’il le preferast à celuy que ce grand orateur Lysias avoit mis par escrit pour luy, excellemment façonné au stile judiciaire, mais indigne d’un si noble criminel. Eust-on ouy de la bouche de Socrates une voix suppliante? Cette superbe vertu eust elle calé au plus fort de sa montre?”

73 On “loftiness” and “arrogance,” see Francis Goyet, Les Audaces de la prudence, 528–529.

74 On the refusal of the speech prepared by Lysias, see the end of the article “Éloquence,” in Dictionnaire de Michel Montaigne, 369–371. Concerning atticism and this particular orator, see F. Goyet’s “Introduction” to Traité du Sublime by Longin, 11.

75 I, 26, 116 A [158]: “Tant d’humeurs, de sectes, de jugemens, d’opinions, de loix et de coustumes nous apprennent à juger sainement des nostres… .”

76 II, 12, 328–329 A [449–450]: “Considerons donq pour cette heure l’homme seul, sans secours estranger …?”

77 II, 12, 328 A [448].
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79 See note 611, 436.
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81 The symposia in Paris and St. Andrews (1992) mentioned in our bibliography. See, in particular, the article by Gisèle Mathieu-Castellani, “L’intertexte rhétorique: Tacite, Quintilien et la poétique des Essais,” in Montaigne et la rhétorique, op. cit., 18–26.

82 I, 40, 183 A [249]: “tirer quelque principale gloire du caquet et de la parlerie.”

83 I, 40, 183 A [249]: “Mais cecy surpasse toute bassesse de coeur, en personnes de tel rang, d’avoir voulu tirer quelque principale gloire du caquet et de la parlerie.”

84 I, 40, 183 A [249]: “Sied-il pas bien à deux consuls Romains, souverains magistrats de la chose publique emperiere du monde, d’employer leur loisir à ordonner et fagoter gentiment une belle missive, pour en tirer la reputation de bien entendre le langage de leur nourrisse? Que feroit pis un simple maistre d’école qui en gaignat sa vie?”

85 However, in a recent article, Eric MacPhail shows that the writing of the Essays takes on the “comical and private style” of the Ciceronian epistles (“Considerations on Cicero and Montaigne,” Montaigne Studies 27 [2015]: 12).

86 I, 40, 183–184 B [249–250]: “Si les gestes de Xenophon et de Caesar n’eussent de bien loing surpassé leur eloquence, je ne croy pas qu’ils les eussent jamais escris. Ils ont cherché à recommander non leur dire, mais leur faire.”

87 I, 40, 183–184 A [249–250]: “C’est une espece de mocquerie et d’injure de vouloir faire valoir un homme par des qualitez mes-advenantes à son rang, quoy qu’elles soient autrement loüables, et par les qualitez aussi qui ne doivent pas estre les siennes principales.”

88 I, 40, 184 C [250]: “J’ay veu de mon temps, en plus forts termes, des personnages qui tiroient d’escrire et leurs titres et leur vocation desadvoüer leur apprentissage, corrompre leur plume et affecter l’ignorance de qualité si vulgaire et que nostre peuple tient ne se rencontrer guere en mains sçavantes: se recommandant par meilleures qualitez.”

89 Quintilian, Institutio oratoria, XII, 9, 4.

90 Dominique Baudier, Poemata varia [1607] (Leiden, The Netherlands: Elzevir, 1616): “Quant au fait qu’il écarte également ici et là, comme un grief indigne de sa personne, l’idée qu’il pourrait donner d’être instruit et savant, ceux qui connaissant les arts libéraux y ont nettement soupçonné de la fraude et de l’ironie. C’est fait, à mon avis, avec l’intention d’obtenir une plus grande réputation d’habileté, celle d’un auteur complètement ou très largement dénué du secours des sciences qui arriverait cependant à déployer ses pensées avec tant d’abondance et d’éclat.” Quoted in O. Millet, La Première réception des Essais de Montaigne, 151.


CHAPTER 22

MONTAIGNE ON READING

PETER MACK

MONTAIGNE collected books and made extensive use of them in his Essays, as he demonstrates by his numerous quotations, translations, and paraphrases. Montaigne’s practices of reading were a significant part of what made him a great writer. He also writes a great deal about his habits of reading. In addition to this we possess about one hundred of his books with his own annotations in some of them. Consequently, we know more about Montaigne’s practices of reading and views on reading than for any other sixteenth-century author. As important as what he read was what he did with that reading, the way he embodied axioms and narratives taken from his reading in passages of questioning and reflection. At times he seems to read in order to develop and test his own opinions. This is nowhere more true than in Montaigne’s habitual rereading and emendation of his own text. Most of his writing is formed as a response to what he has already written, often on the basis of his rereading of his favorite authors. Studying Montaigne’s reading gives us a special opportunity to reflect on the differences between his practices of reading and our own and to wonder what Montaigne has to teach us about reading.

This chapter will begin by considering the books Montaigne read and the comments he made on his reading, including the implications of those comments for our reading. Then it will discuss Montaigne’s method of building fragments, largely taken from his reading into logical sequences. Finally it will describe the uses that Montaigne makes of quotations taken from his reading in the Essays, concluding with a discussion of the use of quotations in “Of vanity” (III, 9).

Montaigne tells us that his own favorite reading was Plutarch, in Amyot’s French translation, and Seneca, in Latin, an assertion amply confirmed by the quotations and paraphrases from their work. Indeed, it is quite possible that Plutarch’s Moralia and Seneca’s Moral Epistles to Lucilius were a principal inspiration for the form of the individual chapters, along with the Renaissance collections of moralizing materials, such as Pietro Crinito’s De honesta disciplina (1504), the later editions of Erasmus’s Adagia (1515 onward), and Pedro de Mexia’s La Silva di varia leccion (1542), which Montaigne used in the expanded French translation by Claude Gruget (1552).1

Plutarch is the author whom Montaigne uses most, often in direct (but unmarked) quotation of the French translation, sometimes with light alteration. Isabelle Konstantinovic’s valuable Montaigne et Plutarque lists 751 borrowings from the Parallel Lives and the Moralia in the Essays. Her tables show that these borrowings are spread across 91 of Montaigne’s 107 chapters. The great majority of these borrowings (601 out of her subdivided total of 763) occur in the first published version of each chapter.2 The greatest number of borrowings are from three less well-known “essays”: “Whether land or sea animals are more intelligent” (46 borrowings), “Spartan sayings” (38), and “Sayings of kings and commanders” (33), collections of quotations Montaigne uses as evidence or as provocations to contradiction. The essays, with proportionally large numbers of uses in 1588 and after, tend to be ethical treatises (“How to tell a friend from a flatterer” (20 borrowings in 1588 and after), “Tranquillity of mind” (10), “Why divine justice delays” (8), and “How to restrain anger” (7), used particularly in Montaigne’s third book. Among the Lives only Alexander, Caesar, and Lycurgus are much used after the first edition.3 These numerical patterns suggest that Montaigne used Plutarch mainly as a starting point. But on the whole the Moralia provides general rather than specific models. When Plutarch and Montaigne write essays on similar topics (for example, education and friendship) there is usually little resemblance between them, but the opening section of “Of anger” (II, 31) makes considerable use of Moralia 29, “On restraining anger.”4

Among the Latin poets Montaigne’s favorites, to judge from his comments and quotations, were Virgil, Lucretius, Horace, Catullus, and Ovid.5 He also quotes from Lucan, Martial, Propertius, and Tibullus. He made considerable use of the Latin satirists, Juvenal, Persius, and Horace. Among the philosophers, Plato, in Ficino’s Latin translation, Sextus Empiricus, in Estienne’s Latin translation, and (in the final revisions) Cicero were especially important to him.

Montaigne often tells us that history is his favorite reading matter and the kind he would most recommend for the education of others:

The historians come right to my forehand. They are pleasant and easy; and at the same time, man in general, the knowledge of whom I seek, appears in them more alive and entire than in any other place… . Now, those who write biographies, since they spend more time on plans than on events, more on what comes from within than on what happens without, are most suited to me. That is why in every way Plutarch is my man.6

Among historians he especially likes Plutarch because Plutarch tells him about the internal motivation of the great men of the ancient world.

For I have a singular curiosity, as I have said elsewhere, to know the soul and the natural judgments of my authors… . I have regretted a thousand times that we have lost the book that Brutus had written on virtue… . But since the preachings are one thing and the preacher another, I am as glad to see Brutus in Plutarch as in a book of his own. I would rather choose to know truly the conversation he held in his tent with some one of his intimate friends on the eve of a battle than the speech he made next day to his army.7

Montaigne believes that historians must both report what they discover and offer judgments and conclusions. Contrasting the simple historians who report facts with the truly excellent ones, he concludes

The really outstanding ones have the capacity to choose what is worth knowing; they can pick out of two reports the one that is more likely. From the nature and humors of princes they infer their intentions and attribute appropriate words to them.8

At the end of “Of the art of discussion” Montaigne writes three discriminating pages of praise and analysis of Tacitus, whose history he has just read through complete, contrary to his normal practice of dipping in and out of books.

I know of no author who introduces into a register of public events so much consideration of private behaviour and inclinations… . This form of history is by far the most useful. Public movements depend more on the guidance of fortune, private ones on our own. This is rather a judgment of history than a recital of it; there are more precepts than stories. It is not a book to read, it is a book to study and learn; it is so full of maxims that you find every sort, both right and wrong; it is a nursery of ethical and political reflections for the provision and adornment of those who hold a place in the management of the world. He always pleads with solid and vigorous arguments, in a pointed and subtle fashion, following the affected style of his time.9

For different reasons, then, Plutarch and Tacitus are Montaigne’s ideal historians: Plutarch because of what he can tell us about the private behavior and the motivations of great men; Tacitus because of his reflections on, and judgments about, the narrative he tells.

Montaigne is notable for the very wide range of historians he read: all the Roman historians, Herodotus, Xenophon, Diodorus, Arrian, and Quintus Curtius, but probably not Thucydides; many historians of the different French regions and the different periods of French history; Bruni, Giovio, Guicciardini, Villani, and Giustiniano for Italy; Osorio and Goulard for Spain and Portugal; Chalcondylas, Postel, Giovio, Lebelski, Porsius, and Lavardin for the history of Turkey and the Ottoman Empire; Balbi, Castañeda, Goulart, Osorio, and Gonçalez de Mendoza for India and China; and Thevet, Léry, Benzoni, and López de Gómara for the new world. In his Les Sources et l’évolution des Essais de Montaigne, Pierre Villey lists about ninety historians known to Montaigne, though this may be a little optimistic.10

Since Montaigne clearly knew some of these texts very well indeed and had apparently reread Plutarch and Tacitus several times, I think we would be right to be impressed by the extent of Montaigne’s reading in history. According to Pierre Villey’s classification of Montaigne’s reading, history accounted for approximately one-third of the authors Montaigne read, whereas poetry amounted to roughly one-sixth. The fact that so many different historians were translated into French and printed in sixteenth-century France indicates that Montaigne was far from unique in his strong interest in history, but he may well have been unusual in the range of the books he studied.

Alongside Montaigne’s books on history and ancient philosophy, and his Latin poetry, the reconstructed library contains a little theology (Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Ochino, Philo) and rhetoric (Cicero, Isocrates, Quintilian and Victorinus’s commentary on Aristotle’s Rhetoric); a good deal of recent poetry and fiction in French (Baïf, Des Périers, Dorat, Du Bellay, Marguerite de Navarre, Pibrac, Rabelais, Ronsard), Italian (Ariosto, Boccaccio, Guazzo, Petrarch, Tasso), and Latin (Bèze, Buchanan, Erasmus, Poliziano, Secundus); and a few modern works on medicine (Arculanus, Joubert, Pichotus), political theory (Blackwood, Bodin, Gentillet, Machiavelli, Sansovino), law (a commentary on the Decretals, Forsterus, Masuer), and philosophy (Cornelius Agrippa, Brues, Cusanus, Leone Ebreo, Ficino, La Boétie, Sebond). In addition, there is a considerable category of modern collections of exempla, anecdotes, myths, proverbs, and sententiae drawn from classical sources (Crinito, Egnatius, Erasmus, Estienne, Fourquevaux, Guevara, Hyginis, La Primaudaye, Lipsius, Mauro, Nizolius, Ravisius Textor and a 1560 French translation of the Byzantine compiler Zonaras).

In “Of three kinds of association,” Montaigne paints a delightful picture of the way he lives among his library of roughly one thousand books.11

When at home, I turn aside a little more often to my library, from which at one sweep I command a view of my household. I am over the entrance, and see below me my garden, my farmyard, my courtyard and into most of the parts of my house. There I leaf through now one book, now another, without order and without plan, by disconnected fragments. One moment I muse, another moment I set down or dictate, walking back and forth, these fancies of mine that you see here… . If anyone tells me that it is degrading the Muses to use them only as a plaything and a pastime, he does not know as I do, the value of pleasure, play and pastime. I would almost say that any other aim is ridiculous. I live from day to day, and, without wishing to be disrespectful, I live only for myself; my purposes go no further.12

Montaigne likes to present his reading as essentially frivolous. “I leaf through books, I do not study them.”13 “I seek in books only to give myself pleasure by honest amusement.”14 “If I encounter difficulties in reading, I do not gnaw my nails over them; I leave them there, after making one or two attacks on them… . If this book wearies me, I take up another.”15 But his detailed comments on his reading and the deep enthusiasm we have already seen him express for some favorite authors suggest that this is must be a pose.16 There is also good evidence in Montaigne’s surviving books of the thoroughness and discriminating judgment with which he read.17 Elsewhere he claims that reading has a special role in stimulating his processes of thought: “Reading serves me particularly to arouse my reason by offering it various subjects to set my judgment to work, not my memory.”18 He insists that a lecteur suffisant “often discovers in other men’s writings perfections beyond those that the author put in or perceived, and lends them richer meanings and aspects,”19 and he evidently includes himself in this category: “I have read in Livy a hundred things that another man has not read in him. Plutarch has read in him a hundred besides the ones I could read, and perhaps besides what the author had put in.”20 He also hopes for this critical and creative reading from his own readers.21 He fully understands that there is no end to interpretation: “This theory reminds me of the experience we have that there is no sense or aspect, either straight or bitter, or sweet, or crooked, that the human mind does not find in the writings it undertakes to search.”22

The reading of books promotes the proliferation of more writing. Reading stimulates him to write but reading the very best authors can also be a little intimidating: “When I write, I prefer to do without the company and remembrance of books, for fear they may interfere with my style. Also because, in truth, the good authors humble me and dishearten me too much.”23 Nevertheless the amount of quotation and paraphrase indicates that Montaigne must have had books before him as he composed and revised his Essays. While attacking others for indiscriminate borrowing he claims that he uses other authors when they have expressed what he thinks better than he can (“I do not speak the minds of others except to speak my own mind better”).24 While Montaigne rejects the emphasis on rote-learning in humanist education, arguing that the teacher should ask the pupil what he thinks rather than expecting him to repeat what the authors have said,25 he nevertheless believes that readers ought to take over from others the arguments they believe to be true:

For if he embraces Xenophon’s and Plato’s opinions by his own reasoning, they will no longer be theirs, they will be his… . Truth and reason are common to everyone, and no more belong to the man who first spoke them than to the man who says them later… . The bees plunder the flowers here and there, but afterward they make of them honey, which is all theirs; it is no longer thyme or marjoram. Even so with the pieces borrowed from others; he will transform and blend them to make a work that is all his own, to wit, his judgment. His education, work and study aim only at forming this.26

This comment depends heavily on Plutarch’s “How to Listen to Poetry” (Moralia 2), which itself draws on Horace and Seneca.27 For all his criticism of humanist educational methods, it seems that Montaigne’s thinking, which he prefers to describe as self-expression, generally forms itself as a response (sometimes appreciative, sometimes critical) to the texts he has been reading.

Montaigne claims that reading provokes him to thought and to the exercise of his judgment. By considering and reacting to what others have written he can develop his own ideas on a topic. Sometimes those ideas will be the same as those he finds in his reading; sometimes the writers of the past will give him more confidence in holding an opinion, but the general aim is to read in order to think for himself and to express his own ideas better. And this often implies the move of contradiction. Furthermore, he claims that a really good reader will often find in a text meanings beyond what the original writer thought that he was expressing.

This contrasts quite strongly with our normal professed approach to writing about Montaigne. In writing about Montaigne modern scholars want to find meanings beyond previous critics but we always want to claim that what we are discovering is Montaigne’s own view. In his terms we are trying to be learned rather than wise. But perhaps his comment involves us more than we realize, for the decision to write about Montaigne implies a belief that he has something important to tell us about human experience of the world. We write about him because we value what he has to say and we think that by interpreting him in our way we will be able to say something about how we understand the world and we will use the claim that this view is his in order to give it greater expressive force or authority. If that is the way we actually work we may well find that there are times when even while we are, in principle, interpreting Montaigne’s text we want to correct his views, as, for example, when modern critics express reservations about his view of love within marriage or about his self-centeredness. This might lead us to consider taking his advice on reading more directly to heart: perhaps we should be reading the Essays to stimulate our own thinking rather than to try to uncover his.

One further complicating factor here is the issue of changeability. Montaigne accepted change as a fact of human life and he portrayed himself as depicting the mind in motion:

I cannot keep my subject still. It goes along befuddled and staggering, with a natural drunkenness. I take it in this condition, just as it is at the moment I give my attention to it. I do not portray being: I portray passing. Not the passing from one age to another, or, as the people say, from seven years to seven years, but from day to day, from minute to minute. My history needs to be adapted to the moment. I may presently change, not merely by chance, but also by intention. This is a record of various and changeable occurrences, and of irresolute and, when it so befalls, contradictory ideas: whether I am different myself, or whether I take hold of my subjects in different circumstances and aspects.28

We never fully possess Montaigne’s chapters. There are always places where more thought can bring us the pleasure of new understanding, to set alongside the growing pleasure of the familiarity of other passages. This changeability may also help explain why such very different people can share the experience of finding themselves in reading Montaigne. Helpfully Montaigne says something similar about his own experience of reading in the “Apology.”

When I pick up books, I will have perceived in such-and-such a passage surpassing charms which will have struck my soul; let me come upon it another time, in vain I turn it over and over, in vain I twist it and manipulate it, to me it is a shapeless and unrecognizable mass. Even in my own writings I do not always find again the sense of my first thought; I do not know what I meant to say, and often I get burned by correcting and putting in a new meaning, because I have lost the first one, which was better.29

Our best chance to understand him lies in following him carefully over short periods. It may be helpful here to introduce the idea of fragments and sequences, which I developed in my book Reading and Rhetoric in Montaigne and Shakespeare. Montaigne was taught to quarry maxims, stories, and quotations from his reading. We find him doing just this in constructing the essays. Since his audience was taught in the same way, it follows that from the Renaissance point of view one entirely legitimate way to read Montaigne is to read him for the sake of fragments (such as quotations, stories, fine phrases) that can be stored up and used elsewhere. There are plenty of examples of Renaissance authors reading contemporary and ancient texts in this way. But if we want to follow Montaigne’s own thought or to state that a particular opinion is his, the meaning of each particular fragment will need to be clarified by reading its immediate predecessors and successors. A comment may be made and then immediately contested and contradicted; indeed, some statements seem to be introduced for the sake of the responses that can be made to them. In such cases the initial statement might be a stage of Montaigne’s thought (or a provocation to his thought), which we can reuse because it is fruitful for our thinking in other ways but which could not reasonably be claimed to be Montaigne’s view. When we look at a sequence of fragments, though, the connections between them will usually give us some indications about the role of each particular fragment. In cases where there is a sequence of argument the meaning of the whole sequence may seem more secure than the meaning of the fragments considered separately. There will be other cases where the sequence of fragments has the effect of questioning all the ideas that are put forward and this questioning (sometimes relativizing, sometimes setting up contradictions) will be Montaigne’s point in that passage. So, while the chapter is evidently made up of fragments, the sequence will usually be more capable of definite interpretation as well as richer in meaning. Equally the meaning of fragments and sequences will alter when new material is added in successive stages. But, as he keeps reminding us, the point of reading is not merely to understand what the writer is saying but, much more importantly, to use what the writer says as a stimulus for our own thinking.

The fragments are defined as stories and axioms that are largely taken from Montaigne’s reading, but which he may derive from his own experience and reflection. The sequences are constructed by combinations of a number of logical moves made to connect these fragments or to react to them. The basis for these connecting moves seems to come, in part, from the topics of invention. Montaigne may also have studied some dialectic at the Collège de Guyenne, where the more advanced pupils took part in disputations.30 These may be summed up as seven basic moves, which are always capable of repetition and combination:



1. In the earliest forms of the chapters maxim and story are connected directly. The story is offered as a particular exemplification of the general proposition encapsulated in the maxim or the maxim is placed after the story as an abstract (and generalizing) summary of its message. The story provides detail, interest, and often emotion, where the maxim proposes meaning.

2. The most common move for Montaigne to make after stating a principle, proverb, or thought is to provide some justification for it. The justification may take the form of a quotation from philosophy or poetry. Or Montaigne may give an example or a cause. In the later versions of “Of liars” (I, 9, 22) Montaigne says (as one of the advantages of a bad memory) that he talks less than other people because it is harder to think up things to say than to remember them. Later he makes the converse point that his bad memory causes him to think things out more for himself than people with good memories would need to.

3. Another frequent move is to state a principle and then explore its meaning. This may involve distinguishing the particular shade of meaning in which one of the words is employed. Or Montaigne may examine the logical consequence of a statement or look at the effects that arise from some phenomenon. In “Of liars” (23–24), the exclamation that lying is a terrible vice is justified by the larger claim that only language keeps people human and keeps society together. The implication is that since lying corrupts the use of language, it also has the effect of damaging people and society. Clarifying the meaning or consequence of a proposition can be linked to amplification, when something is made to seem more significant by going into detail, by backing it up with more examples, or by repeating the same idea in different words.

4. Much of Montaigne’s most important thought is driven by the motive of opposition. This can take the form of questioning a proposition by immediately stating its contrary and backing this up with a further maxim or an example. In “By diverse means we arrive at the same end” (I, 1, 3–5) Montaigne follows his statement that strong noble minds may respond better to bravery by stating the objection, that less magnanimous minds can be moved in the same way, and he provides an example to illustrate this. The example of Alexander’s cruelty to Betis is introduced in 1588 as a contrary to the earlier examples of defiance provoking mercy. In “On the art of discussion” Montaigne gave his own appreciation of the role of contradiction in clarifying and advancing thought:

So contradictions of opinions neither offend nor affect me; they merely arouse and exercise me. We flee from correction; when we should face it and go to meet it… . When someone opposes me, he arouses my attention, not my anger. I go to greet a man who contradicts me, who instructs me.31

In conversation people learn from each other by testing points of contradiction. The method of contraries is equally important to the internal conversation of the essays. In the “Apology,” Montaigne tells us that when he finds himself arguing a certain position he sometimes puts the arguments for the contrary position as a mental exercise and then finds himself believing those arguments. He states:

Many times (as I sometimes do deliberately), having undertaken as exercise and sport to maintain an opinion contrary to my own, my mind, applying itself and turning in that direction, attaches me to it so firmly that I can no longer find the reason for my former opinion, and I abandon it.32

His aim in this passage is to illustrate the changeability of human reason using himself as an example, but it also provides an insight into the way he directs his mind. Some of Montaigne’s most original and stimulating thoughts arise from setting up contrary positions on an issue and trying to work a positive statement out of his objections to both contradictory positions. We do not know exactly where Montaigne studied logic, but it is hard to imagine that he could have pursued his legal career without it.

5. Montaigne’s characteristic move from a general statement of an issue to exploring his own experience and opinions is often related to this statement of opposition. Most often his own habits and opinions are contrasted with the generality of other people. In “Of vanity” his habit of being defiant in bad times and prayerful and ready to learn when times are good is contrasted with the general custom, which he mocks. But at other times his own experience is used to support a position that he has taken in the essay or when he wishes to affirm the community of experience between himself and other men. In “Of repentance” he asserts that every man bears the whole form of the human condition, to imply that his account of his own life has exemplary value for others.33

6. The movement to expressing his own view may be linked to the more general issue of comparison. Montaigne may use comparison at a very local level as a way of illuminating a particular idea or he may juxtapose similar statements or stories with the aim of eliciting difference as well as similarity. Comparisons can have a comic effect, like that with the nobleman in “Of vanity” who displays his used chamberpots. The comparison a few pages later between those who seek novelty and those who are content with themselves serves to improve the status of vanity with an effective sideswipe at Stoicism.

7. Alongside comparison we may notice moves that Montaigne makes to place a particular occurrence in a wider context, perhaps of the historical time in which it takes place or perhaps of human experience viewed more generally. The effort to try to understand things as in harmony with their time or as having their value changed by differences between national or temporal customs forms one of Montaigne’s most important maneuvers for questioning received opinions or commonsense reactions. In “Of vanity” Montaigne appeals to the connection between part and whole in order to make a whole series of moves to destabilize the reader’s sense of the implication of vanity.



In the Essays Montaigne gives his readers three main resources: first, the axioms and narratives that he has derived from his reading and which he provides for us as materials which we can reflect on; second, the comments that he himself makes, both narratives from his own life and his own reflections. Montaigne gives particular prominence to his own arguments when he tells us that other people will have to take responsibility for the truth of the narratives he borrows: “I refer the stories that I borrow to the conscience of those from whom I take them. The reflections are my own and depend on the proofs of reason, not of experience.”34 As with the first category we as readers can take these over or we can use them as the basis for further thought. The third resource is the method of thinking with the different resources he has inherited. Montaigne takes material from his reading and his experience and uses it to generate more thought and reflection. He is, in effect, inviting us to do the same with his writings. His methods of using the material he inherits serve as a model to his readers of the way in which we might use materials from our reading, including the materials he gives us in his Essays.

A consideration of Montaigne’s employment of material taken from history will give us a start in discussing the way in which he actually uses his reading. In the Essays Montaigne used examples taken from history in five main ways. First and most often he gives a name and sometimes a very brief description as a historical example to support a general principle that he has just enunciated. Thus in “Of the custom of wearing clothes” he mentions several generals who wore the same clothes in all seasons on the basis of Plutarch, Suetonius, perhaps via Pedro de Mexia, and Silius Italicus.35

Second, and related to this, he sometimes uses historians to construct a list of examples that demonstrate the variety of human customs and behavior. A good example of this would be in the 1588 additions to “Of custom and not easily changing an accepted law” in which Montaigne mentions, on the basis of López de Gómara, nations where you greet people by turning your backs on them, where you never look at anyone you honor, where only the family of the king can greet him without using an intermediary, and many other scabrous and sexual examples.36

Third, Montaigne takes information from histories about exemplary figures, whom he wishes to imitate or repudiate. Thus he frequently collects information about Alexander, Julius Caesar, and Suleiman the Great. His discussions of the behavior and opinions of Socrates should also be considered in this class.

Fourth, Montaigne quite often takes from historians statements by historical figures. These statements are then used like the other axioms employed in the Essays but carrying an additional weight because of the fame of the figure he cites. Phocion’s comment to the Athenians when they prosper after rejecting his advice, used in “Of repentance,” would be an example of this.37 In this instance the example is taken via Plutarch’s collection of the sayings of great princes from the Moralia, which would serve as a model for the taste for historical quotations of this type.

Fifth, from time to time Montaigne retells a story from history at length, in order to give particular importance and sometimes particular emotional force to support one of his propositions. A good example here would be the stories of the torture of Amerindian kings in “Of coaches.”38 Such lengthy retellings are relatively rare. Montaigne much more often tells a story from his own life at length than any stories from history. Furthermore, he only uses a few historians in this way, principally López de Gómara, Osorio, Tacitus, and Livy.

If we turn from his use of history to his use of his reading more generally, other patterns emerge. Reading provided Montaigne with the starting point for some of his chapters. For example “Of conscience” (II, 5) takes its inspiration and some of its early examples from two pages of Moralia 41, “Why Divine Justice Delays.”39 “Of solitude” begins its exploration of the contemplative life with some close translations from Seneca’s Epistolae morales, 7 and 28 and draws material from other letters and treatises of Seneca as it continues.40 “A custom of the island of Cea” takes its first examples of suicide as a form of defiance from Plutarch, Moralia 16, “Spartan sayings” before drawing on Stoic sources such as Seneca, Epistolae morales, 70, 77, and 78 and Cicero, De finibus.41 The essay begins by citing quotations for and against suicide before developing Montaigne’s own view through a discussion of narrative examples mostly taken from his reading.

It seems that sometimes Montaigne decided early on that a chapter would conclude with a quotation or a passage based on quotation. “That to philosophize is to learn to die” ends with a four-page imaginary speech for Nature, based on Lucretius III, 931–962 (several quotations from here and elsewhere in Lucretius III were added in 1588) and translations from Seneca’s Epistolae morales, 24, 30, 49, 77, 117, 120.42 “Of solitude” ends with a letter constructed out of phrases translated from Seneca’s Epistolae morales, 7, 22, and 68.43 Most strikingly (and wittily) of all Montaigne ends his massive argument about the inability of the unaided human intellect to make theological conclusions in the “Apology” with a long, just about acknowledged quotation from Plutarch’s Moralia 24, “On the E at Delphi,” in which the pagan Plutarch argues that man should not fear death because man’s experience of existence is wholly inadequate in comparison with the full existence of God.44

It seems to me likely that Montaigne undertook systematic research for some of his essays, deliberately reading particular texts that he thought might furnish material for particular chapters.45 The case of Lucretius provides some indications.46 We now know that Montaigne bought a copy of Lambinus’s edition of Lucretius soon after its publication in late 1563 or early 1564.47 Between the date of this purchase and October 16, 1564, he read the entire work carefully and made many annotations to the text. The pattern of the quotations suggests that Montaigne must have reread the work at least twice: at some time between 1572 and 1580 for the first edition and again in the second phase of the composition of the Essays in 1585–1588.48 The likelihood is that he read sections of Lucretius even more frequently since he regarded him as one of his four favorite Latin poets, but the use of Lucretius in the Essays is highly concentrated. Of the total of 148 quotations, 98 occur in just three chapters. The seventy-six quotations in “Apology for Raymond Sebond” form an essential part of the argument of that work. Montaigne takes delight in inverting Lucretius’s arguments that unless we believe our senses we have no knowledge, to argue that, because the senses are unreliable, secure knowledge of any kind is unattainable.49 Montaigne quotes a series of excerpts from book IV of Lucretius to make this point.50 It seems that Montaigne had certain pages of Lucretius before him at both stages of writing his longest chapter.51 The much shorter “That to philosophize is to learn to die” includes sixteen quotations from Lucretius in its nineteen pages, many of them concentrated in the speech of Nature at the end. The next largest number of quotations (6) occurs in the ten-page “Of the inequality that is between us,” where Lucretius and Horace carry much of the argument and Lucretius is used to conclude.

Even though Montaigne knew Seneca’s Epistolae morales and some of the moral treatises (for example, De beneficiis, De clementia, and De ira) well,52 in this case too his borrowings are strongly concentrated. The chapters with the most translations from Seneca’s Epistolae morales tend to focus especially on one or two of Seneca’s letters: “That to philosophize is to learn to die” (37 borrowings; especially from letters 26, 77); “Of solitude” (33, especially from 7, 28); “A custom of the island of Cea” (16, especially from 70); “Of the inequality that is between us” (15, especially from 76). The relevance of these titles to the philosophical preoccupations of the Epistolae morales is clear. Montaigne used Cornelius Agrippa’s De incertitudine et vanitate scientiarum in only two essays but quite heavily in those two.53

Furthermore, particular sections of the Essays are found in which one source is used consistently. For example, in the section of the “Apology” on the rationality of animals a twenty-five-page passage depends very heavily on Plutarch, Moralia 63, “Whether land or sea animals are more intelligent” and this is the only place where Montaigne uses this work.54 Some crucial sections of the later chapters in Book 3 rely on the more strictly ethical treatises of Plutarch’s Moralia. Near the end of “Of the disadvantage of greatness” three stories of sycophantic behavior are taken from Moralia 4, “How to tell a flatterer from a friend,” an obvious reference for this topic.55 In “Of the art of discussion” the crucial move toward accusing oneself of one’s faults is made with a saying from Plato (which Montaigne reinforces from the source in the C text) taken from Moralia 29, “On restraining anger.”56 After 1588 Montaigne adds five Latin quotations and one exemplum from Cicero’s De officiis to “Of the useful and the honorable” (III, 1),57 but Cicero’s work, in spite of its closely related subject matter does not seem to have stimulated Montaigne’s argument. Either Montaigne chose to reread this work to enrich his study or his general rereading of Cicero’s philosophy at this point proved especially helpful in embellishing this chapter.

“Of vanity” is by any standards an exceptionally fine chapter. From its agile jokey prologue, which seems to undercut the whole notion of vanity, through its mingling of thoughts on travel, household management, the civil war, death, public life, and writing this chapter can seem like one conspectus of Montaigne’s life and thought. Unlike many of the chapters, “Of vanity” begins and ends with a sustained discussion of its notional topic. The chapter even proclaims a conclusion, that vanity is an inescapable part of human life and that to learn lessons from it requires that we acknowledge its ubiquity as well as deploring some of its effects. Its forty-five pages, in Frame’s translation, include fifty quotations from poetry, chiefly from Virgil, Horace, and Ovid, and twenty-eight from prose, mainly from Cicero and Seneca, and mainly added in the final phase. But few of these quotations make much contribution to the development of the argument. In most cases they provide support and amplification for a position that has already been stated. The longest quotation is Montaigne’s translation of the 1581 bull granting him Roman citizenship, which he includes as an example of the kind of vanity that gives him great pleasure.58 Almost all the quotations from Latin prose serve to back up or generalize a point that the French text made in 1588. The poetic quotations too often serve the purpose of amplification, making the idea more significant by attaching a weightier linguistic flavor. In the earlier phase of the chapter, allusion and paraphrase are more important to Montaigne’s thought than quotation. The allusion to the proverb of Ecclesiastes I:2 “Vanity of vanities said the preacher, vanity of vanities; all is vanity” almost literally sets the chapter in motion: “There is perhaps no more obvious vanity than to write of it so vainly. What the Divinity has divinely told us about it ought to be carefully and continually meditated by people of understanding.”59

The longest narrative of the chapter is a retelling of the story of Pacuvius Calavius from Livy, which Montaigne twists into being a parable against change. Livy had made it clear from the start that Pacuvius’s proposal was a trick intended to give him supreme power in Capua. He persuaded the Senate of the city to let him lock them in their chamber by saying that he had a stratagem that would save their position if they left everything to him. Livy calls him a bad man.60 Montaigne rewrites the story to emphasize the impasse into which the people’s resentment of their rulers gets them and treats it not as a trick but as an example of the folly of attempting to bring about political change. This all serves to develop the point that even though the present state of France is barely tolerable, attempts at reform are bound to worsen the situation.

While most of the poetic quotations in “Of vanity” repeat the ideas of Montaigne’s French text, there are some cases in which a quotation moves the argument on in an important way. After a very rich passage on the hypocrisy of judges, Montaigne introduces a tale from Guevara and a quotation from Juvenal, Satires, XIV, 233–234, which denounces the viciousness of sons. Montaigne’s response to the story and the quotation drives the essay in a new direction:

“I do not know about their books,” said the courtesan Laïs, “or their wisdom or their philosophy, but these men knock at my door as often as any others.” Since our licentiousness always carries us beyond what is lawful and permitted, men have often made the precepts and laws of our life strict beyond universal reason.

None thinks he sins enough unless he sins

A little further than the laws permit.

It would be desirable that there should be more proportion between the command and the obedience; and a goal that we cannot reach seems unjust.61

Guevara’s story is about hypocrisy and Juvenal’s line is in a passage concerned with boundless vice, but the construction of Juvenal’s line (By so much he exceeds … by how much you allow) alerts Montaigne to the idea of proportionality between rule and behavior. Rather than regarding the son’s excess as a matter of vice only he sees (in the sentence he places before the quotation) that reciprocally men set rules that are impossible for them to obey, which leads him to the conclusion that impractically strict rules are part of human vanity. Juvenal would not have imagined such a use for his satire in which parents are urged to a strictness that might nevertheless fail to reform their children, but Montaigne’s reading against the grain (encouraged by the construction) has a strong point.

When Montaigne turns his attention to fortune a quotation from Horace, Odes III 16, 21–23, 42–43 formulates one of the attitudes he might take:

I owe much to Fortune in that up to this point she has done nothing hostile to me, at least nothing beyond my endurance. Might it not be her way to leave in peace those who do not trouble her?

The more a man himself denies

The more to that man Heaven supplies.

Since I am naked, I aspire

To join the men who nought desire …

For they lack much who much require.

If she continues, she will send me hence well contented and satisfied.

For nothing more do I annoy the gods.

But beware the crash. There are thousands who are wrecked in port.62

Horace’s rather complacent assertion of a link between moderated desires and happiness offers Montaigne a rational explanation for the safety from disaster that he had previously noted. He embraces the idea long enough to hope that it may continue (and to find another supporting quotation from Horace (Odes II 18, 11–12). But then his experience intervenes. Many have thought themselves safe from disaster and then foundered. Gratitude to fortune (which carries with it an awareness of future calamity) is here wiser than a rationalizing that might encourage a dangerous sense of security. Here the quotation states a point of view that Montaigne wants to hear but which he decides to reject.

At the end of the chapter, having generalized his discoveries to date he resolves that the choice between looking outside (the common preoccupation) and looking inside must be resolved in favor of trying to know oneself, and he amplifies this Delphic command using Plutarch’s “On the E at Delphi” and proverbs discussed in Erasmus’s Adagia:

The common attitude and habit of looking elsewhere than at ourselves has been very useful for our business. We are an object that fills us with discontent; we see nothing in us but misery and vanity. In order not to dishearten us, Nature has very appropriately thrown the action of our vision outward. We go forward with the current, but to turn our course back toward ourselves is a painful movement: thus the sea grows troubled and turbulent when it is tossed back on itself. Look, says everyone, at the movement of the heavens, look at the public, look at that man’s quarrel, at this man’s pulse, at another man’s will; in short, always look high or low, or to one side, or in front, or behind you. It was a paradoxical command that was given us of old by that god at Delphi: “Look into yourself, know yourself, keep to yourself; bring back your mind and your will, which are spending themselves elsewhere, into themselves: you are running out, you are scattering yourself; concentrate yourself, resist yourself; you are being betrayed, dispersed and stolen away from yourself. Do you not see that this world keeps its sight all concentrated inward and its eyes open to contemplate itself? It is always vanity for you, within and without; but it is less vanity when it is less extensive. Except for you, O man,” said that god, “each thing studies itself first, and, according to its needs, has limits to its labors and desires. There is not a single thing as empty and needy as you, who embrace the universe: you are the investigator without knowledge, the magistrate without jurisdiction, and all in all, the fool of the farce.”63

One can read that climax as a revisiting of both his own “Apology” and Erasmus’s Praise of Folly. Montaigne made himself a great writer by being a great reader. At the key climaxes of his work he could turn to his reading, which furnished him with a language beyond what he could achieve himself. Yet it is the sequence of logical processes, the apparently endless reconsidering, objecting, rephrasing, and reacting, that makes the Essays what they are. Montaigne stimulates his readers to thought through the depth, persistence, and changeability of his own reflections on what he has written and read. We could learn from him to be more overt in the ways that we reject and refine his ideas even as we are grateful for the way that his expressions stimulate us to recognition and rejection. Montaigne urges us to be wise rather than learned and the desire to know the world and ourselves better through reacting to his ideas may be what keeps us reading him, together with his wit and his astonishing breadth of response. We should find a way to acknowledge this more directly, even if our own pursuit of wisdom is not the task of literary scholarship.64
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CHAPTER 23

MONTAIGNE ON FREE-THINKING

RICHARD SCHOLAR

WE know a great deal of what Montaigne thinks about all kinds of questions. We know, because he tells us, on page after page of his Essays. It might seem surprising, with this wealth of evidence at hand, that Montaigne could prove so elusive in his thinking. Yet elusive he proves. The problem arises, above all, because he is as volatile in his opinions as he is voluble about them. There is something profoundly engaging about a figure who can reserve the right to disagree with himself, as much as with everyone else, in the course of his thinking. Engaging, certainly, but also disconcerting. What, we are left wondering, does all that thinking amount to? What value might it have for us? In what spirit should the Essays be read?

One response, which I am glad of the opportunity to sketch here, says that Montaigne brings to the writing of his Essays the spirit of free-thinking.1 He possesses the classical learning that the European Renaissance prized, but he treats that learning with independence of judgment and a disarmingly light touch, and in his Essays he creates an experimental, anti-authoritarian, and profoundly thoughtful mode of writing that makes all questions accessible to his readers. Whether examining what it might be to die, the nature of friendship, or the use of horses in different times and places to relay messages, Montaigne always searches for that elusive thing called the truth. He almost never reaches any kind of conclusion, but keeps searching, commenting all the while on the obstacles that his mind encounters and the unexpected directions it takes in the course of its various adventures. His compositions are the records of these adventures: they are writing trials of judgment that are always open to an afterthought, a change of mind, and a new flight from the errors of prejudice and habit. They are, in other words, the literary art he makes of free-thinking. By thinking aloud in this way on page after page of his book, he invites us, his readers, to follow the twists and turns of his mind, and challenges us to embark, in his company if we like, on our own free-thinking search for the truth. That challenge and that offer of companionship are central and lasting achievements of the Essays. They are better understood with reference to the external circumstances in which the historical Montaigne lived, thought, and wrote, but it will be my argument that they are his internally generated responses to those circumstances, the products of his restless ingenuity. As such, they have occasioned comment—and sparked controversy—at certain moments in the reception of Montaigne; and they help to explain why this “freest, most energetic of spirits,” as the modern German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche called Montaigne,2 haunts readers to this day across the globe—and will surely continue to do so while there are readers willing to set themselves the task of making themselves feel at home on this earth.

What, though, is meant here by “free-thinking”? We should not assume that our understanding of the phrase is Montaigne’s. The modern world has enshrined various freedoms as universal human rights and created international laws and institutions whose purpose includes the protection of those rights. Article 19 of the 1948 United Nations Declaration of Human Rights speaks of “the right to freedom of opinion and expression” and says that “this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference.”3 It is striking that the phrase “freedom of thought” occurs not in Article 19 but rather in the previous article, which deals with freedoms of conscience and religion. This fact reflects a decisive shift in the meaning of the phrase since the age of Montaigne, for it is now generally understood—in the Declaration as elsewhere—to refer primarily to the realm of religious belief, and to indicate the agnosticism or atheism of a secular worldview that maintains a principled independence from the dogmas of any church or creed. Whether it remains free from dogmas of its own making is open to question, but whatever view one takes of it, secularism is certainly well established enough by now to have produced an alternative worldview at a time when, in the so-called Western world at least, established religion is on the wane. Perhaps this explains the relative decline of the phrase “free-thinking”: we in the West no longer associate religious nonconformism with freedom because, in this sphere as in so many others, we take it for granted that we are free to pick and choose.

Montaigne belongs to a different world: one in which free-thinking was not exclusively or even primarily a matter of religious belief or disbelief but a much wider anti-authoritarian cast of mind that he and his contemporaries could bring to bear on all kinds of questions. That kind of free-thinking is an inheritance of the classical philosophical tradition: it is, for that reason, an exemplary instance of a moment in the history of European culture that is time and again characterized as one of Renaissance or “rebirth.” It is expressed in a cluster of formulations at the heart of which is the phrase libertas philosophandi (standardly translated in English as “free-thinking”). A related adage, as we shall see, starts life in the work of Aristotle and is widely used across Renaissance Europe in its Latin version: Amicus Plato sed magis amica veritas (“Plato is my friend but a greater friend is truth”). This adage shows that free-thinking is, at root, the attempt to reflect upon any particular question across the field of human inquiry by asking not “What does Plato say about the question?” but “What do I think about the question? Do I agree with what Plato says? Or am I obliged to reform or reject his view in the search for truth?” To question received ideas in this way is to practice free-thinking: to infuse the life of the mind with the energy of freedom.

BRIEF HISTORY OF FREE-THINKING

How the long and complex history of free-thinking evolves over the centuries on either side of Montaigne’s work is difficult to say with precision. Historians have shown that it appears as a commonplace anti-authoritarian gesture, derived from the ancients, in a wide range of medieval and early modern debates across the field of human inquiry.4 M. A. Stewart and Ian Maclean have between them traced the long history of the Latin phrase libertas philosophandi and its cognates. What this long history shows is that free-thinking is nothing like a school of philosophy, with a set of principles and a group of adherents, but something at once more fragile and more flexible: a set of attitudes, expressed in a cluster of phrases, that are available for use at different times and places and whose uses vary accordingly. It needs always, therefore, to be seen in relation to specific conflicts or constraints—external and internal—that operate in a given situation to obstruct the free movement of thought. Stewart tells a largely seventeenth-century story of definite transition as free-thinking ceases to be uniquely associated with the natural philosophy of the post-Copernican period and starts spreading across the entire field of philosophy: the conflict about the work of the “new” and anti-scholastic French philosopher René Descartes that raged within Dutch universities during the middle decades of the seventeenth century serves, in Stewart’s story, as the moment of transition. Maclean charts an earlier history, and a less linear one, which he nonetheless offers as part of a complex narrative about the origins of modern science. He argues that the tradition of free philosophizing within medieval and Renaissance universities—what we might call academic freedom—provides an institutional and intellectual context for the emergence of skeptical doubt in the period.

At each moment in the long and complex history of free-thinking, the intellectual issues need to be seen in relation to two further contexts, the institutional and the literary. The institutional dimension is a more or less permanent feature of the tradition. Questions of intellectual freedom and constraint were not only debated within universities in Protestant and Catholic Europe, but also between universities and the theological authorities who intervened at critical moments in their affairs, and similar issues mark the history of the book. In 1559 the Council of Trent started to censor books before publication and to compile an Index of forbidden books, a practice that spread across Catholic Europe. The policing of thought was a serious matter, and those who fell foul of the authorities often faced dire consequences, as is illustrated by the notorious cases of the Spanish physician and theologian Miguel Serveto, executed in Calvinist Geneva for having questioned the doctrine of the Trinity, of the Italian philosopher Giordano Bruno, burned alive at the stake in Catholic Rome for heresy, and of Galileo.

In the face of institutional constraints and in some cases the threat of the severest penalties for transgression, free-thinkers across Europe all adapt to the needs of their particular situation the same stock of anti-authoritarian phrases, and these phrases constitute the immediate literary context in which free-thinking is embedded. They form a kind of subterranean network of commonplaces linking its practitioners from the ancient past to those of the present. Uses of the phrase libertas philosophandi are at the center of this network and appear regularly in a variety of forms. Related phrases are often associated with one of the great philosophers of the ancient world and their followers before being adapted and appropriated for general use.

The adage already mentioned, “Plato is my friend but a greater friend is truth” (Amicus Plato), fits this pattern. It appears in a variety of guises and settings throughout its long history, as a number of scholars have pointed out,5 and it is closely related to another formula: Et veritatem diligimus et Platonem, sed rectius est diligere veritatem (“Truth is dear to us, and so is Plato, but truth is rightly the dearer”). The ultimate source for both phrases, as Leonardo Tarán has shown in an exhaustive study of the philological evidence, is a passage in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (I. 6). Before coming to his discussion of the universal good, Aristotle claims that his investigation in this area is made more difficult by “our friendship for the authors” of the ideas he wishes to criticize, but reflects that, in the final instance, the truth must matter more: “Both are dear to us, yet it is our duty to prefer the truth” (1096a16-17). The particular friend he has in mind, though he mentions no names, is his former teacher Plato. Here, then, friendship is synonymous with the authority of a revered teacher. It so happens that Plato, at the beginning of the tenth book of the Republic, has his former teacher Socrates say of Homer, in similar terms, that “we must not honour a man above the truth” (595c3) before he explains why poets are to be banished from the ideal state. So it seems that Aristotle is quietly returning his teacher and friend the back-handed compliment that Plato himself, via Socrates, paid Homer.

When Amicus Plato first emerged as a proverb is not clear, but what is known is that it was preserved for posterity in a Latin translation of a lost Greek Neoplatonic biography of Aristotle, and that in this biography—and throughout the European Middle Ages—Socrates takes the place of Plato as the friend to whom truth is preferred. Plato was restored to his rightful place in the proverb as early as 1490, by the physician Nicolò Leoniceno in his correspondence with the humanist scholar and poet Angelo Poliziano, and from 1574 onward the proverb in its canonical form appears in posthumous editions of the Adages (Adagia), a treasure house of ancient sayings with commentaries compiled by the northern European humanist Desiderius Erasmus, which grew to include the supplements of other humanists. Throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, however, the proverb continues to take various forms and to include various friends beside Plato. The variety of forms that the proverb takes throughout this period sometimes reflects simple philological confusion: it shows, at other times, the precious ability of “Amicus Plato” and other free-thinking sayings to adapt to the particular circumstances in which they are reused. In his dialogue on painting L’Aretino (1557), the art theorist Lodovico Dolce prefaces his comparison of the two great artists of the Italian Renaissance, Michelangelo and Raphael, by having Aretino say that both are his friends but a greater friend is truth. He thereby reveals the processes of adaptation and appropriation that free-thinking phrases undergo in vernacular writing as well as in the Latin works of the period.6

Those processes—of adaptation and appropriation—need to be understood in the wider literary context of Renaissance free-thinking. The humanist practice of literary imitation, or imitatio, is the principal framework within which writers of the period adapt the sayings of others for reuse to their own purposes.7 The development of informal and open-ended literary genres such as the letter and the dialogue—the genre chosen by Dolce in the example just given—is another feature of the age. These have distinct potential to support and structure thinking against the grain. So does argumentation in utramque partem (“on both sides of a question”), the classroom-originating rhetorical exercise that consists of inventing persuasive arguments for and against a philosophical or political position taken from history, as for example why Brutus was right to kill Caesar and why he was wrong.8 The sixteenth century sees the reinvention, in and outside the academy, of the practice of “paradox.” Renaissance paradox is not to be confused with its modern equivalent of “contradiction in terms,” since it refers in that period, following its etymology, to a proposition that runs counter to common opinion, often causing surprise in the process. Paradox becomes increasingly associated with skeptical and other anti-dogmatic modes of thought in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. It is therefore one of the literary and rhetorical practices of the period that provide both a home and a model for free-thinking as it was practiced in the Renaissance.9

MONTAIGNE’S CONTRIBUTION

Montaigne makes a distinctive contribution to Renaissance free-thinking. But he hardly figures in that history as it is currently told. Various aspects of the historiographical tradition may explain why he has been overlooked in this way. He comes a little too early for the narrower seventeenth-century version of the story, and when the focus is on the emergence of the new science at the exclusion of the broader tradition, his contribution appears marginal. He is equally difficult to assimilate into the institutional framework of the history of academic freedom. A provincial nobleman with courtly and humanist connections, Montaigne was subject to none of the constraints that professional scholars of his age faced within their faculties or from the theological authorities, which regulated teaching and learning in the universities. The position of distinct institutional autonomy from which he writes—and the literary artfulness with which he writes—make him appear as marginal to the history of academic freedom as he does to the history of science.

But there is more to Renaissance free-thinking than the history of academic or scientific anti-authoritarianism: it flourishes wherever a thinker encounters an obstacle in the search for truth. Montaigne’s autonomy should not be exaggerated. He knew of people throughout Europe who had opposed the authorities and suffered the consequences. In “Of a lack in our administrations” (I, 35), he refers to the case of Sebastian Castellio, the liberal reformer best known for having advocated religious toleration of heretics in a published response of 1554 to the execution, already mentioned, of Miguel Serveto in Geneva. Montaigne praises Castellio’s scholarship and laments his death in needless penury. That was a courageous act in itself. The Wars of Religion in France exerted extraordinary pressures on publishing as on many other public activities. Once published, of course, Montaigne’s books were subject to the same processes of censorship and prohibition as all others in Catholic Europe in the period following the Council of Trent. During his stay in Rome in the winter of 1580–1581, a copy of the recently published Essays was scrutinized by the censors of the Roman Index. Montaigne was thus no stranger to the policing of published thought.

He was no stranger, either, to the Renaissance taste for free-thinking. A free unconstrained mind was, as he says in “Of the education of children,” one of the chief aims of the upbringing and education that his father designed for him: “For among other things he had been advised … to educate my mind in all gentleness and freedom, without rigour and constraint.”10 Montaigne goes on to say here that his father pursued this aim so religiously that, for fear of snatching the child from sleep, he had him wake each morning, as if of his own accord, to the gentle sound of the harpsichord. Montaigne, as is well known, composed his Essays on the estates to which he declared he was retreating in middle age to dedicate himself to his “freedom, tranquillity, and leisure.”11 It is equally known that Montaigne’s retreat was punctuated by periods of political engagement that saw him, among other things, serve two terms as mayor of Bordeaux and act as a mediator for Catholic France with Huguenot Navarre in the Wars of Religion. But he nonetheless succeeded in spending day after day in the book-lined tower on his estate. He continued to read figures central to the philosophical tradition of free-thinking from the ancient past—Plato, Aristotle, Seneca, Plutarch, and the others—and the Essays record Montaigne pursuing truth on a variety of topics, in the company of Plato and other friends, in a late-sixteenth-century French flowering of their libertas philosophandi. Montaigne’s sentences never correspond exactly to the free-thinking phrases mentioned earlier. This might appear to weaken the case for saying that he has a place in the history of those phrases and the tradition of free-thinking in which they are embedded. On the contrary, I think it should encourage us to recognize Montaigne’s contribution to the Renaissance tradition of free-thinking as distinctively literary as well as anti-institutional, and to see evidence for this view in his habit of rewriting free-thinking commonplaces according to the literary processes of adaptation and appropriation.

Montaigne was not alone among his contemporaries in seeking to cultivate an ancient freedom of thought in a modern French setting. Other men of similar background and upbringing, known to Montaigne, fashioned similar lives. One such contemporary was Henri de Mesmes. A nobleman in receipt of a humanist education and a training in the law, Mesmes successfully combined the activities of a humanist with those of a political negotiator, distinguishing himself in the latter sphere by acting, first, as special envoy for the French crown in Italy and, later, as a force for political moderation in the Wars of Religion. Mesmes helped to craft an agreement, signed at Saint Germain, in which the French king offered greater freedoms of conscience and worship to the sizeable Huguenot minority of the French population in return for a lasting peace. Mesmes was in effect continuing the politics of moderation of another humanist-statesman of the day, Michel de L’Hôpital, in the wake of—and in spite of—the latter’s fall from grace. Mesmes revered Michel de L’Hôpital and described him as possessing the wisdom and eloquence of Nestor.12 Mesmes produced this classical allusion, befitting a humanist, in the memoirs he composed in his later years to record, for the benefit of his nearest and dearest, a lifetime spent alternating between lettered leisure and faithful political service to the crown. Final release from that service eventually came to Mesmes, as it had to Michel de L’Hôpital, in the guise of a fall from the grace and favor of the French king. This inspired in him a resolution to devote himself to the life of the mind:

I resolved therefore … gleefully to embrace a life that was private but no longer idle; to bury myself in my studies of true learning and the liberal arts, to which I feel drawn more by nature than nurture; to wrap myself up in these fine furnishings for the soul; and to cover my mind with the galleons of reason and constancy to prevent pain from penetrating me at the weak point of my armour. I have lived in this way ever since.13

The autobiographical musings of his Mémoires are one product of this resolution. Other products to survive include notes on texts by Xenophon and Caesar, a translation of various passages by Plutarch, a refutation of La Boétie’s Discourse on Voluntary Servitude, and a collection of thoughts on ethical and political themes. Henri de Mesmes uses the language of free-thinking when he characterizes his life of lettered leisure as “free of envy and passion, and released from all labour, except for that which I spend on cultivating my garden and my mind.”14

It will be clear by now how much Mesmes and Montaigne have in common in respect of their social status, education, career, and sensibility. These commonalities may not be entirely fortuitous. The two men lodged together during part of the summer of 1565, when Mesmes was sent by Charles IX to Saintes to inspect the work of magistrates from the Bordeaux Parliament, one of whom was Montaigne; five years later, when publishing the works of his recently deceased friend La Boétie, Montaigne chose Mesmes as the dedicatee of his 1570 edition of La Boétie’s Règles de mariage de Plutarque. There are, in other words, not only commonalities, but also connections between the two men to consider. These have led Philippe Desan, in an important recent political biography of Montaigne, to argue that Montaigne used his dedication of 1570 to recommend himself to Mesmes, at a time when Mesmes was influential at court and Montaigne was looking for a political career beyond the Parlement of Bordeaux, as well as to suggest—more ambitiously—that he found in Mesmes a love of learning that was unusual among the French nobility and a certain freedom of mind that he felt moved to emulate.15

I have so far described free-thinking both as an inheritance of the classical tradition and as a trend among certain French humanist-statesmen of Montaigne’s time. This description, however, was not intended to imply that Montaigne’s work is the mere product of some preestablished ancient philosophical notion combined with a Renaissance strategy of self-fashioning. That would be to lose sight of Montaigne’s powers of invention and the positive trace of his thinking. Unlike some other humanists of his age, he had learnt from the ancients to consider that the ancients were not authoritative, so his response to their free-thinking is itself duly unconstrained. So is his response to the context in which he sought to make a success of his talents. It is true that, like Mesmes, Montaigne sought to combine a diplomatic career with that of a humanist and that he used the language of free-thinking to characterize his way of conducting himself in both spheres of activity. It is certainly possible that, in so doing, Montaigne drew inspiration from Mesmes. Yet the commonalities and connections between the two men take us only so far in understanding either, for while Mesmes was the more distinguished diplomat of the two men, Montaigne was by far the more distinguished humanist. Mesmes’s memoirs are well worth the short time it takes to read them, but they are not the Essays. Had Montaigne not written as he did, he would be today a figure of minor interest to French historians of the period, a moderate Catholic and supporter of the monarchy who played his part in the pressing affairs of the day. But write he did, and in such a rich and strange way that the Essays remain an achievement that puts Montaigne on a par with his European near-contemporaries, Cervantes and Shakespeare. No one before Montaigne had written a book quite like the Essays, and it remains one of a kind, despite its many admirers and imitators.

As A. D. Nuttall put it, when mounting a case for Shakespeare’s powers of inventive thinking against the “art as mere product” school of criticism, “the root is not the flower.”16 Montaigne’s response to free-thinking shows that he understood this. He reflects upon and practices free-thinking with complexity and prudence, lucidity and dexterity, alike. He is just as concerned with the limits to this form of engagement with questions as he is with the form itself. Free-thinking appears time and again in his work to have been made possible—but, at the same time, to have been limited in its possibilities—by the prevailing cultural horizon of the time and place of its making. The limits to free-thinking may take the form of external constraints: the laws and customs of the society in question, for example, and the ways in which that society exercises control over the dissemination of thought. They may also take the form of inner constraints: these include the passions, self-interest, and overzealous commitment to a cause, all of which are capable of prejudicing one’s apprehension of the truth, or—more insidiously still—those characteristic ways of thinking and doing that are simply taken for granted. Free-thinking, for Montaigne, invariably exists in a state of tense interaction with its own limits. The interaction in Montaigne’s mind between free-thinking and its limits does not, however, end in paralysis. It results in lucidity about the difficulties involved and dexterity of execution as Montaigne twists and turns his way into the space between the extremes of freedom and constraint. It is in the borderland between these two extremes that the free-thinking of the Essays takes place.

Another way of putting the same point might be to say that, throughout the Essais, free-thinking is itself put to the test. Montaigne sees—and shows—how valuable it is: the central place it occupies in an underlying network of interrelated secular freedoms, including those of the body to travel and of the tongue to speak, needed to sustain a good life in an age even as rotten as the civil war–torn age in which he lived.17 For Montaigne, thinking is always embodied, and he claims in his final chapter, “Of experience,” to have used all his “little prudence” to remain free and unconstrained in his movements.18 He simultaneously sees—and shows—how difficult free-thinking is, how fraught with risks, how subject to external and internal constraints alike. At times, he prudently advocates the enforcement of external constraints, which he sees as enabling of the freedom he craves. He critically analyzes, at other times, the role played by various internal constraints in limiting the possibilities of free-thinking. This is not to say that Montaigne is omniscient in this respect: he knows full well that he, too, is curbed in his thinking by the things he takes for granted. But this very acknowledgment is the sign of an intelligence capable of probing its own limits and thus of seeing past the confines of its own cultural horizon to what he calls, in “Of the education of children,” “country beyond.”19

A CASE IN POINT: “OF THE EDUCATION OF CHILDREN”

“Of the education of children” is the first chapter of the Essays (in the order presented to the reader) to make free-thinking prominent as a topic. It directly follows “Of pedantry” and forms with it a diptych on the uses and abuses of learning. In using the stock arguments of textual authorities to lampoon the learning of the age for its reliance on those very arguments, “Of pedantry,” of course, risks being hoist with its own petard, an irony that Montaigne sharpens by describing his book as a mere repository of commonplaces. Modest and lucid, such a remark not only befits the gentleman that Montaigne consciously plays in the closing pages of the chapter, the man of arms who has turned to letters, but also it implies in him the capacity for judgment whose absence in professional scholars he bemoans. The author presents “Of the education of children” as an offshoot of the previous chapter and couches it in the form of a letter to Diane de Foix, the expectant mother of a child to be born to a well-connected local aristocratic family that was doing much to promote Montaigne’s diplomatic career. In this letter, Montaigne offers her advice about how her son should be brought up. “Of the education of children” is thus Montaigne’s contribution to the sixteenth-century debate about education. It explicitly runs counter to the “common usage” by portraying the ideal tutor as someone who, by listening instead of lecturing, develops the pupil’s capacity to exercise judgment and think freely in pursuit of truth. It is hardly surprising that free-thinking should appear in this context, since if you think it is an important thing for people to do, you are likely to advocate it as a principle central to their upbringing. The chapter does not, however, merely advocate the principle: it sets itself the task of practicing the freedom of thought it preaches.

The following passage from “Of the education of children” illustrates the point and is therefore worth quoting in full:



Let the tutor make his charge pass everything through a sieve and lodge nothing in his head on mere authority and trust: let not Aristotle’s principles be to him any more than those of the Stoics or Epicureans. Let this variety of ideas be set before him; he will choose if he can; if not, he will remain in doubt. [C] Only fools are certain and assured.

[A] For doubting pleases me no less than knowing.

For if he embraces Xenophon’s and Plato’s opinions by his own reasoning, they will no longer be theirs, they will be his. [C] He who follows another follows nothing. He finds nothing; indeed he seeks nothing. We are not under a king; let each one claim his freedom. Let him know that he knows, at least. [A] He must imbibe their ways of thinking, not learn their precepts. And let him boldly forget, if he wants, where he got them, but let him know how to make them his own. Truth and reason are common to everyone, and no more belong to the man who first spoke them than to the man who says them later. [C] It is no more according to Plato than according to me, since he and I understand and see it in the same way. [A] The bees plunder their flowers here and there, but afterward they make of them honey, which is all theirs; it is no longer thyme or marjoram. Even so with the pieces borrowed from others; he will transform and blend them to make a work that is all his own, to wit, his judgement. His education, work, and study aim only at forming this.20



This passage is taken from the early part of the main section of the chapter in which Montaigne sets out his views on the upbringing of children. His main target throughout is the assumption that education essentially involves the transmission of a lesson by someone who knows it to someone who does not. He considers that assumption to be a widespread one of the age, as he shows at the outset of the chapter, when he tells Madame de Foix that what he is offering her, on the subject of education, is a paradox in the Renaissance sense of the term: “a single fancy of mine … which is contrary to common usage.”21 This is no mere exercise, then, in promoting a change of curriculum. We are accustomed to think of the sixteenth century as the period in which humanism, the movement of educational and cultural reform based on study of the Greek and Latin literature of pagan classical antiquity, comes to challenge the dominance of scholasticism. We might therefore be tempted to assume that in “Of the education of children” Montaigne is siding with the humanists, and he certainly repeats his criticism of the monarchic authority accorded to Aristotle in the schools, already made in “Of pedantry.” That criticism is implicit in the first sentence of our passage. But all the indications in that sentence—and in “Of the education of children” as a whole—are that he is targeting a misuse of authority in education found among scholastics and humanists alike: the one that arises every time a teacher dictates a lesson to be learnt by rote instead of attempting to nurture in the pupil the precious ability to exercise personal judgment and, in time, to espouse the lesson that has been learnt.

Most of the passage is given up to a series of practical suggestions as to how that nurturing is to be understood and approached. Montaigne argues for the independence of reason from authority, the legitimacy of doubt, and the importance of personal appropriation. Perhaps one of the most surprising stylistic features of his writing in the passage, given these arguments, is its constant recourse to other people’s sayings. This might seem to leave Montaigne in a state of contradiction—never more beholden to authority than when he claims we ought to shake it off! But that would be to forget the context of literary imitation, already mentioned, and to which I shall return.

The passage is, in fact, a tale of three contexts—free-thinking, skepticism, and imitation—and of the interactions between them. Free-thinking provides the immediate internal context to our passage, which is surrounded by references to the loss of intellectual freedom that education commonly entails, as two examples will show.

In the first, taken from the development directly preceding the passage, Montaigne asserts that the excessive respect for our teachers we have had drummed into us has robbed us of our freedom:

Our mind moves only on faith, being bound and constrained to the whim of others’ fancies, a slave and a captive under the authority of their teaching. We have been so well accustomed to leading strings that we have no free motion left; our vigour and liberty are extinct.22

Physical metaphors of movement and its constraint are powerfully at work here. They are applied to the mind, to a mind kept in shackles, meaning that the freedom Montaigne declares extinct is a particular one: the freedom to think otherwise. But when the word liberté appears in this text, it refers not just to the freedom of the mind but to freedom itself, as if the general condition of being free amounted to—or depended upon—having the freedom to think. Notice, too, that it is “our” freedom whose death knell Montaigne sounds. The first-person plural pronoun implicates more than just the pupils of the age: it includes the writer and the reader too. These sentences are part of a development, added in 1588, that seems designed to pose the problem in all its seriousness: this is the state we are in and that we need to think our way out of, and yet to do so, we would need of course to recover the very freedom of thought we have lost. The lucidity that comes simply from recognizing the predicament is the first step.

In the second example, taken from the sentences directly following our passage, Montaigne emphatically repeats the underlying problem using the language of freedom and constraint:

It is the understanding, Epicharmus used to say … that makes profit of everything, that arranges everything, that acts, dominates, and reigns; all other things are blind, deaf, and soulless. Truly we make it servile and cowardly, by leaving it no freedom to do anything by itself.23

The first sentence recapitulates the argument of the preceding passage by quoting a saying from the fifth-century BCE poet Epicharmus as reported by Plutarch. The second sentence renews the claim, made before our chosen passage begins, that our understanding is enslaved once we take away its freedom. Once again, the all-implicating first-person plural (“we”) is used, although here it acts as a kind of hinge to include not only all those who are or have been pupils, but also the teachers: the perpetrators as well as the all-too willing victims of that intellectual servitude that commonly passes for education.

Free-thinking does not just serve as a context for the text I quoted at length: it also provides that text with its opening move and its dominant theme. The first sentence’s suggestion that the tutor’s task is to make the pupil sift every principle he is taught through the judgment, rather than take it on trust and embed it as a doctrinal certainty in the mind, reveals the anti-authoritarian stance fundamental to free-thinking. Authorities there are aplenty in this sentence, too, and in those that follow: Socrates’s pupils Xenophon and Plato are named, along with Plato’s pupil Aristotle and the Epicurean and Stoic schools of later antiquity, in a veritable roll call of the philosophies of ancient Greece and Rome. That roll call serves not to emphasize the monolithic weight of ancient thought but to show its diversity, and this has the effect of removing from any one of the august names listed the unique unchallenged authority it might enjoy in the schools or among the humanists. Diane de Foix’s son should learn to think for himself by having the ideas of Aristotle and other friends set before him. He will choose if he can; otherwise, he will remain in doubt. Ancient thought is thus broken down into materials that are ready to be sifted and weighed in the balance of individual judgment—into things with which to think freely.

Two observations need to be made about the way in which the process of free-thinking is described in these sentences and those that follow. Each observation suggests a further context for the passage.

The first observation is that, as has just been said, free-thinking may lead its practitioner to doubt rather than certainty. This thought inevitably calls to mind the Greek philosophical school of later antiquity that is missing from the roll call, the school of radical skepticism, which practices the strange art of perpetual doubt on all topics and is the subject of a detailed presentation in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond” (II, 12). Historians relate the early modern history of free-thinking to the transmission of skeptical thought in the period, as was noted earlier, and Montaigne’s text is a major vehicle of that transmission. Free-thinking and radical skepticism need to be understood as interrelated contexts for the Essays, then, and this passage may be said to offer one local instance of their interaction. That instance needs to be handled delicately, however, since Montaigne does not mention the skeptics by name here, as he could have easily chosen to do, and he even seems to lead us off their trail by quoting a reflection on doubt from an unrelated source, a line from Dante’s Inferno (XI.93), in which the poet congratulates himself for having expressed his confusion at the answers his guide has given him on his journey through hell: “For doubting pleases me no less than knowing.” We are not dealing here with some clash of intellectual contexts, then, but with a sentence-level shift of emphasis whereby Montaigne first mentions doubt as one of the two possible results of free-thinking and then, as if anticipating a particular objection to doubt in his reader, stresses via Dante that he accepts knowledge and doubt with an equal mind. It is true that in the preceding sentence, added after 1588, he appears to go a step further in mocking the certainty of fools: “Only fools are certain and assured.” But the quotation from Dante restores the passage to its balancing act. What matters in free-thinking is not the result—whether this is dogmatic certainty or skeptical doubt—but the process itself: the present participle in the English phrase is, in this sense, peculiarly appropriate.

The second observation to be made is that the free-thinking child is encouraged to proceed in his pursuit of the truth not by clearing away the past and starting from the scratch of a tabula rasa, as Descartes will do a generation later in his Discourse on Method of 1637, but by making certain ideas from the past his own. This recommendation, with its interest in the personal appropriation of ideas and sayings, evokes a third context: that of literary imitation. Imitation, as developed in northern Europe by Erasmus, is anything but slavish: it requires the budding writer to collect admired excerpts from authors of the past, inwardly digest them, and then reproduce them in the service of self-expression. Students of the period were encouraged to gather excerpts under subject headings in a “commonplace book” so as to provide themselves with the necessary literary materials for their own compositions. Anthologies of excerpts—printed commonplace books, florilegia, containing (as the name suggests) “flowers” of ancient rhetoric from many sources, and the like—became a recognized genre in their own right, with Erasmus’s Adages, already mentioned, providing a celebrated and ever-expanding example and a major resource for writers.24 Like Angelo Poliziano before him, whom we last saw swapping versions of the “Amicus Plato” phrase with his correspondent Nicolò Leoniceno, Erasmus took part in the Ciceronian debate of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. That debate pitted those who thought that the work of Cicero was to be imitated as the single and supreme model of classical prose against those, such as Poliziano and Erasmus, who favored eclectic imitation in the service of self-expression. The verb “to express oneself” (seipsum exprimere) was, indeed, coined in Latin by Poliziano in the course of this debate.25 Erasmus justifies his theory of eclectic imitation by adapting to his purposes the age-old network of metaphors that sees other people’s sayings as flowers and writers as bees. He uses it to pose a rhetorical question: “Do bees collect the substance for making honey from just one shrub?”26

Literary imitation offers a wider context for the Essays that is of equal importance to the two—free-thinking and skepticism—already discussed. There are echoes of the Ciceronian debate in “Of pedantry” (I, 25) and “A consideration upon Cicero” (I, 40): Montaigne’s position and literary sensibility in both chapters are resolutely pro-Erasmian. So engrained in the text of the Essais is Montaigne’s habit of silently rewriting the sayings of others, indeed, that the entire enterprise could be seen as a commonplace book in the Erasmian style. He says as much in “Of physiognomy”: “Even so someone might say of me that I have here only made a bunch of other people’s flowers, having furnished nothing of my own but the thread to tie them.”27 But he goes on in the same passage to stress, in true Erasmian fashion, that in each and every of his many borrowings he aims to express himself. The thread, at the very least, is his. He then goes still further in claiming that, if he had taken his own advice instead of following the fashion of the age, he would have spoken his mind all by himself. What Montaigne imagines here amounts to a severance of the Erasmian link between eclectic imitation and self-expression. Notice how at moments such as these, the text no longer fits within the preestablished literary context of humanist imitation, but takes that context in a new direction.

Something similar could be said of our chosen passage of text, which entwines the themes and practices of literary imitation together with those of free-thinking so closely that they can no longer be disentangled but understood only in their dynamic interaction. Diane de Foix’s son will learn to think freely if he applies the techniques of imitation to his speaking and writing; and he will learn to produce sentences that are masterpieces of imitation if he thinks in this way: for Montaigne, then, free-thinking thrives on imitation as much as imitation thrives on free-thinking. The rhetorical figure of chiasmus, whereby the order of words in one of two parallel clauses finds itself inverted in the second, comes to mind: we might say that imitation and free-thinking exist here in a chiasmus of interaction. This degree of interaction should not surprise us: the processes by which thinking and writing take place are bound to appear inextricably linked, as Montaigne shows them to be in this passage, if one believes, as he does, that language is the substance of which thought is made.

The gradual intertwining of free-thinking and imitation takes place throughout the second half of the passage. The two sentences in which the process starts bear repeating: “Truth and reason are common to everyone, and no more belong to the man who first spoke them than to the man who says them later. [C] It is no more according to Plato than according to me, since he and I understand and see it in the same way.”

Montaigne here pictures a conversation between Plato and himself, undertaken in the pursuit of a truth that neither monopolizes, in which the two participants, “he” and “I,” are given equal importance by the balancing syntactic structures of the sentences. Montaigne’s decision after 1588 to imagine himself sharing an idea with Plato in particular make these sentences look for all the world like a hidden reworking of the free-thinking phrase “Plato is my friend but a greater friend is truth.” What is most striking, if this is the case, is the difference between the phrase and its reworking. The phrase implicitly sees Plato as an obstacle to the free-thinker’s pursuit of the truth as well as a friend. But Montaigne, having said earlier that Diane de Foix’s son will, on occasions, need to reject the ideas of past thinkers, now imagines a less confrontational situation in which he and I see things the same way. Both situations arise, as far as Montaigne is concerned, when your judgment is truly free. Whether the effect is a divergence or a convergence of views, it is always as a result of thinking with a privileged interlocutor—not a master but a friend—that you learn to think for yourself, and this kind of thinking requires you to appropriate ideas from the friend that match your own sense of where the truth lies. Free-thinking as Montaigne conceives it is inflected here, in other words, by the process of imitation that it requires. The terms of the discussion are already moving on to the terrain of imitation in the second half of the truth-and-reason sentence, with its interest in the ownership of particular sayings, and this shift is emphasized by the addition after 1588 of the sentence about Plato. But imitation, as Montaigne conceives of it in this passage, is itself already inflected by the free-thinking aim it serves. This aim is clearly restated at the end of the penultimate sentence in which Montaigne draws on the commonplace metaphor of bees visiting flowers, used by Erasmus to argue that literary imitation should be eclectic, and appropriates it to his own argument about the need to cultivate independence of judgment. The work done by the child that is to be “all his,” says Montaigne in that sentence, is none other than that: the formation of “his judgment.”

The passage thus ends in a sequence of sentences about free-thinking and the imitation it involves that are themselves masterpieces of free-thinking imitation. Beneath the second half of the passage and its surrounding sentences there lies a submerged network of passages from Seneca and Plutarch. This bears witness to Montaigne’s praise of those two writers, at the beginning of the chapter, as his chief precursors. His borrowing from Plutarch in the sentences that follow the passage has already been mentioned. His particular debts in the second half of our passage are to two of Seneca’s letters to Lucilius. Seneca’s thirty-third letter provides Montaigne with the raw materials for the second of the two additions made after 1588. Seneca in that letter explains that Lucilius should not call upon him to provide pithy sayings of the chief Stoic philosophers because unlike the Epicureans, who submit themselves to the authority of the leader of their school, the Stoics live under no despot: “We are not under a king: each lays claim to his own.”28 Montaigne quotes this sentence directly, but silently changes the mood of the second verb from the indicative (vindicat) to the subjunctive (vindicet), thus transforming Seneca’s description of how the Stoics conduct their affairs into an imperative and a call to liberation of the mind from despotic authority. The rest of his post-1588 addition is made up of hidden reworkings of passages from the same letter. The borrowings continue thereafter, but the main source is now the eighty-fourth letter, in which Seneca sets out his views on literary imitation by making extended use of the apian metaphor in a self-consciously imitative manner: “We should follow, men say, the example of the bees.”29 The sentence in which Montaigne claims equal share in a thought with Plato is also a hidden remake of a Senecan sentence, as Terence Cave has pointed out, although from a different source: the text On Anger (De ira) (I.vi.5).30

Montaigne does not inherit this network of references: he constructs it by gathering passages from different texts and he reworks these borrowings in such a way as to argue for and exemplify, in a manner peculiar to him, the interrelation of intellectual freedom and literary imitation—of rewriting and free-thinking. In so doing, he offers in this passage one instance of what might be called the “excess” of the Essays, namely, the ability of the text to exceed its contexts by connecting and combining them in unique ways. He imitates the roaming bee, certainly, but in his case it is a bee without a keeper.

QUESTIONS ARISING

Montaigne’s adaptation of the sentence that he quotes directly from Seneca, as we have seen, produces a call to each of us to lay claim to the freedom that is rightfully ours. We may, indeed we should, think in the company of privileged interlocutors—with Plato and other friends—but we should never forget that the greater friend is the truth we seek. Montaigne thinks and writes by this principle, but in “Of the education of children” he also formulates it, and this confronts him with some formidable questions. Is it ever really possible to think freely? Is it even desirable in the first place? Can everyone do it, or only a select few? Can people be taught to think freely, and if so, how? These questions recur throughout the Essays, provoking complex and often contradictory responses.

The third of the questions posed above appears fraught with implications for “Of the education of children” itself. That the pupil of whom Montaigne speaks in the chapter is a boy of noble birth might lead one to conclude that he silently limits the possibility of free-thinking to males in that social group. That conclusion would be hardly surprising, if it were true, for he belongs to a society that commonly restricted possibilities of learning for women of all social conditions, as well as for men and women of lowly birth, and singled out well-born males for privileged treatment in educational theory and practice alike. It is important to recognize that the prevalent attitudes of the society to which he belongs do condition Montaigne’s approach to the questions that preoccupy him. This conditioning may well help to explain his decision to consider in “Of the education of children” the upbringing of a well-born boy. However, it would be misleading to assume in general that the prevalent attitudes of the age wholly determine his approach, and in this particular case it would be contrary to the paradoxical spirit of the chapter itself. Montaigne’s advocacy of free-thinking in “Of the education of children” goes beyond the limits of a contribution to a pedagogical theory restricted to boys of a social elite: it invites itself to be read as part of a wider reflection on the unconstrained turn of mind that children of all ages and of both sexes should cultivate; for among these children, Montaigne counts himself and his circle of readers, and in that circle he explicitly includes women, starting of course with the aristocratic Diane de Foix, to whom he dedicates “Of the education of children.”

The final question posed above—can free-thinking be taught?—appears equally fraught with implications for the same chapter. This is because the chapter’s paradoxical advocacy of an education in free-thinking risks installing Montaigne as the new authority on education—the poacher turned gamekeeper or, if you will, the wild bee turned beekeeper—and thereby making of the chapter an authoritative statement of intellectual anti-authoritarianism. Montaigne takes care to avoid this situation by dismantling his authority on the topic even as he writes about it. The middle part of the chapter is framed by sustained expressions of authorial self-depreciation that go beyond the rhetorical demands of a captatio benevolentiae. We saw earlier how, at the beginning of the chapter, Montaigne compares unfavorably his weak faculties to those of the best ancient minds, but he also understates his own learning, claiming that any child halfway through school already knows more than he. All of this, he makes clear from the outset, compromises the position from which he presents his ideas in the chapter: “These are nothing but reveries of a man who has tasted only the outer crust of sciences in his childhood, and has retained a vague general picture of them.”31 He reiterates at the end of the chapter his failure to acquire anything more than superficial learning during childhood. His father’s plan was, as we saw earlier, to have him brought up to think with a free unconstrained mind (hence the deployment of a harpsichord for the boy’s daily wake-up call). But Montaigne goes on to say that this plan largely failed for two reasons: these are his own grindingly slow mind, which would have sent the best laid plan awry, and the fact that his father did not see his plan through, sending him instead to the Collège de Guyenne in Bordeaux, which despite being the best school in France at the time and a flourishing example of Erasmian humanist education, was for all that, Montaigne says, still school. “Of the education of children” presents its author, then, as the product of an educational experiment in free-thinking that yielded decidedly mixed fruits. In so doing, the chapter effectively calls its own authority on the topic into question, and asks to be judged with the freedom it advocates.

This posture has obvious implications for the relationship that Montaigne creates with his readers. If Montaigne’s readers are to learn from his example and, as he hopes we will, make the free-thinking phrase about Plato and other friends our own, then our privileged interlocutor, the friend to be discarded as and when the truth demands it, will on occasion be neither Plato nor Aristotle but—as he well knew—Montaigne himself.
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CHAPTER 24

MONTAIGNE ON SELF

MARIE-CLARTÉ LAGRÉE

IN English and in French, the substantive “the self / le soi” derives from the reflexive pronoun in the third person that “indicate[s] emphatically that the reference is to the person or thing mentioned and not, or not merely, to some other.”1 The self refers to “the person, the individual,”2 it designates “that which in a person is really and intrinsically he (in contradistinction to what is adventitious).”3 The first occurrences of the substantive “self” are found in the English texts at the very end of the eighteenth century, in particular in Locke’s Essay concerning Human Understanding (1689), with the French equivalent of “self” appearing in 1700 in Pierre Coste’s translation of Locke’s treatise.4

Since then numerous studies have focused on the self. They express the success of this notion and the interest borne by philosophers, psychologists, sociologists, and scientists.5 These studies show as well that not one but many conceptions of the self exist. For some, “self may be nothing than the product of brain processes,” whereas for others “what we call self involves a larger system that includes the whole body and the environment.”6 Moreover, if some conceptions consider the self as a mental structure, others see it as the fruit of a construction.7 For sixteenth-century England, this idea has been illustrated by Stephen Greenblatt’s Renaissance Self-Fashioning from More to Shakespeare (1980).8

Being the author of a book whose subject is himself, a travel journal, and a reckoning book (Livre de raison), Michel de Montaigne inevitably questions the notion of “the self,” even if he does not use this word, which makes any analysis of this topic very tricky.9

MILESTONE IN THE HISTORY OF THE SELF

Works analyzing the history of the Western representation of the self often mention Montaigne. The belief that he played a significant role in the rise of a modern self is very widespread, and the Essays are often seen as an important step in the advent of our modernity. Here are two major examples expressing the diverse interpretations made of Montaigne and his role in the history of the self.

First, the essayist can be seen as showing the assertion of the individual. In the third volume of A History of Private Life, published in France in 1986 and focusing on the period from the Renaissance to the Enlightenment, Michel de Montaigne is mentioned in several chapters. It is important to keep in mind that one of the main themes of this book is to highlight an evolution and the change from “the individual enmeshed in feudal and communal solidarities”10 at the end of the Middle Ages to a completely different situation three centuries later, as people wanted and could “seek privacy,”11 even if some forms of traditional sociability persisted. The backdrop of this volume of A History of Private Life is the question of the relationship among the group, the individual, and the family,12 and, in the introduction, Philippe Ariès underlines a modification of the mentalities during that time, “in particular their ideas of the individual [l’idée de soi], and his role in daily life.”13 Ariès lists the elements expressing these changes and he mentions the mutations experienced in the literature of civility, the development of private literature, the taste for loneliness, the importance of friendship, and a new way to conceive daily life and to organize the house.14

In this book, when these themes are broached, Montaigne is cited several times, with the authors noting the way he used his “librairie,”15 his friendship with La Boétie,16 his thoughts on corporal language and on rules of conduct,17 as well as the character of the Essays. Commenting on the end of the essay “Of idleness” (I, 8), in which Montaigne explains he has begun “to put in writing” the “chimeras and fantastic monsters” produced by his mind,18 Jean-Marie Goulemot underlines we can find in these declarations “a determination to be entirely free, an affirmation of the powers of the self and of the attention the self demands.” According to Goulemot, Montaigne would distinguish himself by his relation to knowledge as “he recognizes the existence of knowledge only in the process by which the self interrogates facts, established dogma, and wisdom institutionalized or revealed.” Therefore, the self would play an essential role: “Montaigne not only makes the reading and thinking self the foundation of all knowledge, he also transforms it into the primary object of his reflection.” Before, it was not forbidden “to speak of oneself”; nevertheless, it was not admitted that “the self could be the source of wisdom or knowledge.”19 The novelty brought by Montaigne and Ronsard would be that “the self, its freedom and its history, has become the justification for the act of writing.”20

Second, Montaigne can also be understood as a landmark innovator in the history of the self due to his way of seeing and understanding himself, and to the importance given to self-knowledge. For instance, in Sources of the Self published in 1989, Charles Taylor aims to define and describe “the modern identity” conceived as “the ensemble of (largely unarticulated) understandings of what it is to be a human agent: the senses of inwardness, freedom, individuality, and being embedded in nature which are at home in the modern West.”21 Taylor distinguishes three aspects of this identity and contends that Montaigne holds a major place for the first one, which is inwardness, understood as “the sense of ourselves as beings with inner depths, and the connected notion that we are ‘selves.’ ”22 Taylor, who emphasizes that his work is not an historical explanation,23 asserts that Montaigne has played a significant role in the belief that “our thoughts, ideas, or feelings as being ‘within’ us.”24 Chapter 10, entitled “Exploring ‘l’humaine condition,’ ” comes after Taylor has presented the ideal of self-mastery through reason that has existed since Plato, the importance of inwardness as a way to access God from Augustine, and the emergence (with Descartes) of a new position, the disengagement, which will become “a familiar modern figure.”25 The disengagement consists in “withdraw[ing] from the ordinary first-person experience,” which “involves our going outside the first-person stance and taking on board some theory, or at least some supposition, about how things work.”26 For Taylor, the Cartesian way is singular and innovative as it invites us “to objectify the world,” our own body included, and to consider it “mechanistically and functionally, in the same way that an uninvolved external observer would.”27 Taylor writes: “What Descartes calls on us to do is to stop living ‘in’ or ‘through’ the experience, to treat it itself as an object, or what is the same thing, as an experience which could just have been someone else’s.”28

Then Taylor looks into another characteristic of the modern identity—self-exploration—and he highlights how this is important in Western culture. And here comes Montaigne. In Taylor’s view, self-exploration “consists in exploring what we are in order to establish this identity, because the assumption behind modern self-exploration is that we don’t already know who we are.” Montaigne would be “the representative figure” of this turning point.29 Taylor considers Montaigne to be an essential milestone in the history of modern identity, as the essayist would be keenly aware of his “inner instability,”30 which would have led him to explore himself, without knowing in advance what he would find and without looking for a universal knowledge on human nature. In this sense, Taylor explains, Montaigne is different from Plato and Descartes because Montaigne was in search of “each person’s originality”; in addition, Montaigne pioneered the idea of coming to terms with oneself, “one of the fundamental themes of our modern culture.”31

A FORERUNNER OF MODERNITY?

On the contrary, some scholars contend that Michel de Montaigne must be kept away from an a posteriori reconstruction of a modern self, notably because this reasoning includes a danger of anachronism. For instance, in his introduction to Rewriting the Self: Histories from the Renaissance to the Present (1997), Roy Porter enjoins us to mistrust the “tale”32 that claims that individual consciousness was born in Greece, that the inner self became emphasized by Christianity, and that the Renaissance time was a period of self-discovery and self-fulfilment, expressed among other things by the proliferation of self-drawings and diaries, and by Montaigne’s Essays. In Porter’s view, this tale, which tells the steps of the story of the self until today, “has the ring of myth, even an air of soap-box rhetoric.”33 Indeed, it postulates that “the heroic self is portrayed as surmounting ridge after ridge until it reaches its peak of perfection in our own times”34 and it is based on the belief there is a unique self. In his contribution focusing on the period from Petrarch to Descartes, Peter Burke points out the limits of Jacob Burckhardt’s thesis (the birth of the individual in Renaissance Italy) and emphasizes the importance “to think in terms of variety of categories of the person or conceptions of the self (more or less unified, bounded and so on) in different cultures, categories and conceptions which underlie a variety of styles of self-presentations or self-fashioning.”35

This critical approach has been carried on by Timothy J. Reiss. With Mirages of the Selfe: Patterns of Selfhood in Ancient and Early Modern Europe (2002), he stands aloof from the idea of a universal self, of “one universal human identity,” and he considers that “what is to be a person, varies from culture to culture and over time.”36 If anthropological studies have clearly proved there are several ways to conceive the self, far away from the Western conception, Reiss aims “to show that other personhoods have existed historically in Western culture.”37 To achieve his goal, he prefers to give up the contemporary words of “self,” “subject” and “individual,” and to use “person(hood)” and “who-ness,” which are more neutral.38

In Mirages of the Selfe, Montaigne is not considered as inaugurating the rise of the modern self. The author of the Essays is studied in his own sociocultural context and Reiss makes some very interesting comments. First, he points out that when Montaigne uses the term “subject,” it is in a political sense (to be the subject of a sovereign); then Reiss highlights that “to mean the consciousness that appeared in efforts to seize thought in process,” Montaigne uses the expression of “privée fantasie”39 (private fancy) (the word “privée” meaning “not public”). Another point: for Reiss, “subject and fantasie privée were essential aspects of who-ness,”40 as these two elements are profoundly opposed to one another and as the private fantasy—deeply variable—should not enter the public space, for fear of anarchy. In fact, Montaigne, who was writing as the kingdom of France was torn by the Wars of Religion, states that “society in general can do without our thoughts; but the rest—our actions, our work, our fortunes, and our very life—we must lend and abandon to its service and to the common opinions.”41

Reiss claims firmly that Montaigne is not Cartesian nor the precursor of Descartes’s thought as we cannot find in his work the idea of a “universal being”; on the contrary, we can find the idea of an incessant instability, which leads to the fact it is only possible to describe change.42 And for Reiss, the famous quote “each man bears the entire form of man’s estate”43 does not express the belief in an identical self, always and everywhere, but refers to the soul.44 In Montaigne, there would be no conception close to the modern self, but “two selves”: “One was but an errant passage, subject to the sling and arrows to which flesh and soul were heir. The other was publicly reasonable, inserted in and subject to the sociopolitical sphere.”45

Nevertheless, the temptation of using Montaigne in the history of the self is strong, even if the essayist does not use this word. In The Rise and Fall of Soul and Self: An Intellectual History of Personal Identity (2006), Raymond Martin and John Barresi aim to tell “the story of how thinkers in the West explicitly conceived of selves, or persons,”46 and the thesis they support deals with two developments of growing importance and then two disappearances. In their view, the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries saw the death of the soul as “a scientifically useful notion”47, a shift initiated by Descartes and taken up by thinkers in the eighteenth century. According to Martin and Barresi, since this time, this notion of the soul became marginalized by scientists of the brain, but it remained of course very important in the religious field and in ethics. Martin and Barresi contend that, during this time, the notion of “self” was put forward and took the place previously occupied by the soul; and they support their idea with the works of Descartes, as he uses alternatively soul, mind (mens) and self,48 and with Locke. During the eighteenth century, the notion used by scientists was “the self,” and no more “the soul.” Martin and Barresi demonstrate as well that we have gone from a “unified” scientific notion of “the self” to a “fragmented” one, and that the change occurred in the nineteenth century. In fact, in Freud, the self is divided into the id, the ego, and the superego49, and this division is also present in works by contemporary scientists and scholars. Martin and Barresi’s book is indeed about a double rise and a double decline:

science took the I, as soul, out of heaven and in the guise of a unified self brought it down to earth. Like the soul, the self was to be the source of unity, power, freedom, control and persistence. But the fly in the ointment was analysis. So, soon enough what had been one—the I—became many. What has been real became fiction. What had been a source of explanations became itself in need of explanation. Analysis has been the self’s undoing. As a fragmented, explained, and illusory phenomenon, the self could no longer retain its elevated status.50

What is the role of Montaigne in this thesis? From a chronological point of view, he belongs to the time characterized by the notion of “soul,” and not of “self.” In Martin and Barresi’s views, the essayist is not perceived as having a main role in the rise of “the self.” Nevertheless, he is not absent in their analysis and the authors highlight how “subjective experience” is essential for him. According to them, Montaigne shows the importance that the sixteenth century granted to subjectivity and disassociate themselves from Reiss’s view, arguing that his definition of subjectivity is too narrow.51 For Martin and Barresi, Montaigne’s very negative vision of his own time along with his skepticism have led him to a “creative response,” namely, self-examination. Therefore, even if Montaigne may not be among the thinkers to have put forward the notion of “the self,” he distinguishes himself with the importance he has given to self-knowledge, and this leading to knowledge of human nature.52

THE SELF ACCORDING TO MONTAIGNE

What place Michel de Montaigne holds in the history of the Western self is extremely difficult to determine, if not insoluble. Nevertheless, Porter and Reiss give us some clues and invite us to singularly focus on Montaigne, without placing him in a larger chronology. Two points can be highlighted.

First, we may slightly loosen the very tight knot that associates the Essays with the self, and we have to keep in mind that the writing of this very emblematic book was not completed in several months but over the course of two decades. As shown by Philippe Desan, there were different editorial projects with different ends, with each of the editions corresponding to certain ambitions and particular concerns.53 The 1580 edition (which contains two books, with fifty-seven and thirty-seven chapters, respectively) was related to the wish to leave a work to his descendants; in addition, it “should be used as an introduction to a career not in writing, but in diplomacy,”54 and for this reason, “a great number of chapters in the first two books of the Essays focus on political, diplomatic, and military themes.”55 Philippe Desan explains that “the 1580 edition of the Essays can be considered in a way as a curriculum vitae that gave Montaigne an opportunity to introduce himself and make himself known to men in high places in the kingdom.”56 Therefore, in the address “To the Reader,” Montaigne puts forward his skills of analysis and judgment, in order to present himself as an ideal agent for the “Power.” Consequently, we understand better the consubstantiality between the book and its author: if the king likes the book, he likes the author.57

Montaigne failed to receive the ambassadorship in Rome that he expected, but he was elected mayor of Bordeaux in 1581. The project of the 1582 edition was different, aimed instead to spread the name of Montaigne, to reach the public of Bordeaux, and to make corrections to the previous edition. The purpose behind the writings evolved again with the 1588 edition. Disappointed by politics, secluded in the “library” of his castle, and further detached from the events of his time, Montaigne emphasized the personal dimension of his work with the addition of a third book and many other additions to the first ones. After the day he spent in prison (July 10, 1588) and during the last years of his life, this trend became more pronounced: having taken refuge in writing, Montaigne was considering a real career in writing, the only one that could give him the opportunity to preserve his name in history.58 The image he created during his last years was not one of “a man who reacted successfully to historical circumstances”; rather, his purpose was henceforth “the famous painting of the self.”59 As we can see, Montaigne’s project appeared gradually from 1585 to 1588 when Montaigne began to envision a career in writing. Consequently according to Desan, the literary purpose prevailed over the other ones and Montaigne devoted himself to the practice of “allongeails” (lengthening of the Essays), presenting the image of a “auteur au quotidien” (day-to-day author).60

Of course, since the first edition, the Essays have been a book about oneself as expressed in the address “To the Reader,” dated June 12, 1580: “it is myself I portray” Montaigne writes, and he continues: “I am myself the matter of my book.”61 However, if we keep in mind the different ends the author has assigned to his work, can we not conclude that the degree and nature of introspection were not exactly the same during all the years he had been writing the Essays?

Second, we can also wonder about the way Montaigne would have apprehended the notion of “the self.” He certainly does not use this word, but the denseness of the Essays allows us to put forward some hypothesis. When Montaigne writes in the address “it is myself I portray,” what does he mean by “myself”? And how does he understand it? Paradoxically, despite the fact Montaigne “portrays himself,” we can suppose this notion would have bothered him and that he would not have subscribed to a definition of the self as an ontological, corporal, or social entity.

In fact, for the essayist, it is extremely hard to define the human being and, particularly in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond” (II, 12), he strongly questions the Aristotelico-Thomistic and the Hippocrato-Galenic representations that were the traditional visions of soul and body. These ways of conceptualizing the body and the soul were ensconced not only in moral treatises and treatises on medicine and surgery (like the ones written by Ambroise Paré), but also in the popular literature of the time (the papers called “les canards,” for instance). If Montaigne accepts the immortality of the soul because “God alone has told us, and faith,”62 he points out “the weakness of human arguments on this subject”63 and evokes the beliefs in reincarnation and metempsychosis. He mentions a “dénombrement d’opinions” (enumeration of opinions) about the nature of the soul: for some, this is a substance that moves by itself, or a mix made of earth and water. For others, it is a spirit poured forth into the body, or a light, or again an entelechy.64 And Montaigne proceeds the same way for the question of the localization of the soul, going through a list of different theories: some place the soul in the ventricle of the brain, others in the whole body, others in the stomach or in the heart, and so forth. And Montaigne quotes Cicero (Tusculan Disputations, I, xxvii, 67): “What the form of the soul may be, or where it may dwell, must not even be inquired into.”65 Finally, the essayist supposes that the localization of the soul is in the brain, but only after having listed all the other opinions and because he has noticed when the head is hurt, then the faculties of the soul are affected.66

For the body, the reasoning is the same and Montaigne mentions the diverse theories proffered on the material that compose the human being: for some, sperm is a spinal cord fluid, for others a part of the brain substance, for others again a substance coming from the body mass, indeed cooked blood.67 This leads Montaigne to conclude that human beings cannot know themselves and self-knowledge is vain:

This is enough to prove that man is no more versed in the understanding of himself in the physical part than in the spiritual. We have set him before himself, and his reason before his reason, to see what it would tell us. It seems to me that I have sufficiently demonstrated how little the reason understands about itself.68

The injunction to know oneself was part of the European culture of that time, inherited from both Greek philosophy and the Christian tradition.69 As expressed by an engraving published by Jean II de Gourmont in 1562, entitled “Cognois toy toy-mesme” (Know yourself), which depicts a court jester adorned with several quotations (from Pliny, Herodotus, and the Bible), human beings must turn away from exterior things such as the pursuit of honors, the desire for knowledge, and the concentration on science, in order to successfully perform introspection. Through such a discipline, he can become aware of human weakness and become closer to God. The title of a treatise written by Gabriel du Préau in 1559 is very revealing of this point: De la connaissance de soi pour parvenir à celle de Dieu (On self-knowledge to reach knowledge of God). As explained by the author at the beginning of this treatise, the soul is the glory and the image of God; therefore, to know oneself is to know the perfection of the divine works, and doing so represents the first step toward God. Du Préau mentions the parable of the Hidden Treasure (Matt. 13:44) and explains how the human being is like a field that has to be ploughed and cultivated. For him, self-knowledge can be achieved only by holy meditations about body and soul. Introspection will lead human beings to be aware of their poverty, and then they will search for God. Du Préau concludes: “And so, by self-knowledge, you will take a step toward knowledge of God and will renew the image of God that is in you; by this image, you will elevate yourself to His knowledge.”70 Montaigne’s efforts lead him to a different conclusion, instead insisting on the impossibility of knowing oneself, and, by this conclusion, he moves away from the traditional vision.

If we put Montaigne’s criticism in the context of his time, it is interesting to notice it is not isolated, as we can find similar observations made by other authors. In fact, the 1580s are characterized by a deep feeling of weariness and melancholia, which must be linked to the civil war in France then raging for two decades, especially after the St. Bartholomew’s Day massacre (August 24, 1572).71 Sources give us several accounts of people intensely hurt by the state of current events. For instance, Guillaume du Vair relates that president de Thou died on November 1, 1582, of melancholia caused by the chaos that befell France.72 Nicolas Olier writes that his father died on April 2, 1597, after a long illness, attributed first and in part to “the ennui, the melancholia and the sadness provoked by the disturbances and the civil wars everywhere in France, and especially in Paris.”73 In the oration delivered on February 24, 1586, for Ronsard’s funeral, Jacques Davy du Perron affirms the death of the poet was a blessing as it prevented him from seeing the civil wars aroused in the kingdom yet again, the ruin of the state, the presence of foreign soldiers in the country, the destruction of literature, and serious dangers threatening the Church. In contrast, those who are alive are compulsory spectators of cruel tragedies and many other scenes of misery. In du Perron’s speech, Ronsard’s death was understood as the death of an era characterized by enthusiasm, optimism, and hope.74 It should be added that Ronsard’s Derniers vers were published on that occasion and that, in this text, the poet emphasizes human finiteness and his own physical degeneration, underlining that youth is a transient treasure that cannot be kept forever.

I would like to suggest this feeling challenged traditional ideas, ultimately shattering them, including images of the self.75 Following Hiram Haydn’s The Counter-Renaissance (1950), some studies have highlighted the Renaissance as an era not exclusively one of optimism and revival.76 Others have demonstrated that the end of this period was a time of decline, challenges, and crisis, and that “a deep sense of confusion as well as chaos marks French thought at the end of the sixteenth century.”77 For instance, in his book about the baroque period, Jean Rousset has underlined how the last decades of the sixteenth century are marked by the sensation of being in a world in perpetual metamorphosis,78 stressing that in the plays and ballets of that time, characters are polymorphic, experiencing sex and age changes very frequently. For instance, on October 15, 1581, that is to say a little more than a year after the first publication of the Essays, the Balet comique de la royne was performed in the Louvre castle, on the occasion of the wedding of Anne de Joyeuse and Marguerite de Lorraine. This ballet presented a gentleman escaping the enchantress Circe and her evil powers that enable her to transform humans into beasts. The gentleman had been transformed into a lion, then regained his human shape and managed to escape. One decade later, in the pastoral comedy La Diane (1592), Nicolas de Montreux related the story of Fauste, who was able to change his appearance and transform his face into that of his romantic rival, using magical water. The feeling of living in an unsteady world is also clearly illustrated by Louis Le Roy’s treaty De la vicissitude ou variété des choses en l’univers, published for the first time in 1575 and then republished in 1576, 1577, 1579, 1583, and 1584.79 In this work, Le Roy explains variableness is everywhere: in languages, in arts, in the celestial sphere, and among peoples.

This cacophony of differing opinions has corrupted knowledge about man, and several authors state that the human being is beyond knowledge or, at lease, mainly unknown. In a letter to Estienne Turnèbe, Étienne Pasquier wrote a vitriolic review of medicine and doctors, insisting that there are errors in established medical thought, pointing out that Galen mixed up the anatomy of the human body with a monkey, and that many points remain obscure (human conception, the embryo, the interior of the head). He concludes: “this man all the doctors are eager to know; this man for the care of which they give us an infinite number of precepts; this man, I am saying, who is their main aim, they hardly know him.”80 In De animorum natura (1574), the doctor Pierre Pichot makes the same statement about the soul, and he asks a torrent of questions: is the soul an aerial and transparent substance? Is it blood? Or spirit? Or a mix of diverse elements? And what are their relationships with the body? Is it temporarily in the body? Does it govern the body? And what happens after death?81 As expressed by Henri Busson, Pichot performs a complete wholesale massacre of all theories82 and eventually takes refuge in religion. Some years later, Paul Perrot de La Sale makes fun of the ancient thinkers for not being able to define and locate the soul, and he ends this work with a tribute to the monkey, as this animal hides “quelque raison divine” (some divine reason) under its visage.83

Michel de Montaigne would have certainly felt uncomfortable with the notion of “the self” as well, due to the stability, even rigidity, that the term connotes. In fact, according to him, “every human presupposition and every enunciation has as much authority as another, unless reason shows the difference between them,”84 and all must be questioned. Montaigne challenges what he calls “l’impression de la certitude” (the impression of certainty), which is nothing but “a certain token of folly and extreme uncertainty.”85 Defining “human being” is a seemingly impossible task, as he is inconstant and therefore impossible to know. As man is continuously changing, it is impossible to figure him out, and trying to “fix your thought on trying to grasp its essence” is as unrealizable as trying to grasp water.86 By nature, man “in all things and throughout, is but patchwork and motley,”87 composed of an unlimited quantity of pieces: “We are all patchwork, and so shapeless and diverse in composition that each bit, each moment, plays its own game. And there is as much difference between us and ourselves as between us and others.”88 In “Of cripples” (III, 11), Montaigne states this fact about himself: “the more I frequent myself and know myself, the more my deformity astonishes me, and the less I understand myself.”89 He claims also: “I do not portray being: I portray passing.”90 Thus his choice to write an essay and not a treaty is in accordance with his conceptions, as he aims not to deliver a stable and definitive text but a text in perpetual construction, one in which he tries his mind on different topics.91

The reception of the Essays shows that some of Montaigne’s contemporaries did not remain indifferent to such a conception. In a letter written in 1602 and addressed to Claude Pellejay, Étienne Pasquier gives his opinion on the Essays, and one of the sentences that caught his attention was: “there is as much difference between us and ourselves as between us and others.”92 However, the case of François Le Poulchre illustrates that Montaigne’s readers and followers faced difficulties in going as far as him. After having written two books about his personal life (Les Sept livres des honnestes loisirs, published in 1587, and then their Continuation, published in 1591), Le Poulchre completed another work, slightly different, entitled Le Passe-temps (1595), which was directly inspired by Montaigne and that shows that the Essays provided Le Poulchre a means by which to go beyond a strong feeling of malaise. In the dedication, Le Poulchre explains that his work is the result of a journey to Plombières and of a reflection about the condition of the human being, considered “the most miserable of all the animals living on earth.”93 And in the first pages, Le Poulchre explains that he acts “in imitation of Michel de Montaigne in his Essays.”94 Like the essayist, Le Poulchre refuses any preestablished and logical order, and he focuses his judgment on different topics, as a bee gathering from one flower to another.95 But if he condemns the five senses for their weakness, he values human reason as being the stable foundation of a possible knowledge.96 Le Poulchre’s remaining attachment to a more traditional conception of reason reinforces the particularity and originality of Montaigne’s vision of the self, as it seems the essayist never went beyond the sensation of a vanishing self.

Montaigne’s distinct perspective is also illustrated by his thorough knowledge of, but disagreement with, a theory of self in a philosophy in vogue during this time, namely, Neostoicism.97 Neostoicism was very influential during this period, leading Pierre-François Moreau at the end of the sixteenth century to call it “a system.”98 In France, one of the most famous representatives of this trend is Guillaume du Vair, author of a Traité de la sainte philosophie in 1588, La Philosophie morale des Stoïques in 1592 (and maybe in 1585), and De la constance et consolation és calamités publiques in 1594. Seneca’s works, edited by Erasmus in 1529, were published again by Marc-Antoine Muret in 1585 and by Justus Lipsius in 1605, and they were translated into French in 1595. In 1581, Guy Le Fèvre de La Boderie published Cicero’s De natura deorum in French, and in 1591 Guillaume du Vair did the same with Epictetus’s Manual. The treatises written by the Flemish thinker Justus Lipsius must also be mentioned: the De constantia, published in Antwerp in 1584, was translated into French the same year in Leiden and again in Tours in 1594, and the Politicorum, published in Leiden in 1589, were also translated into French first in 1590 by Charles Le Bert and then in 1594 by Simon Goulart.

The analysis of these texts shows the Neostoic philosophy has provided to some men a way to overcome the crisis of the 1580s and has given them tools to conceive human being in a specific way. The first point to underline is that these texts give a minor place to the body. Such a conception is in accordance with Stoic doctrine (for instance, in The Discourses, Epictetus compares the body to a corpse and a carcass), and we can assume this conception allows for minimizing the importance of the body, which was precisely an object of suffering in sixteenth-century France, plagued by the Wars of Religion. To those who think the body contributes to having a happy life, du Vair asserts that health, like wealth, creates only an opportunity “to nourish their vices and cherish them up in their wicked passions and affections,”99 and he points out that if Nature wanted happiness to depend on the body, then it would have given the same body to all.100 Moreover, by encouraging the soul not to be worried about what could happen to the body, du Vair distinguishes clearly “we” and “our body,” as if the body was not a part of us: the body is ill?—“well, it is not wee that are offended but our bodies.”101 According to him, body and goods are “things meerely without us” (“hors de nous”).102 And if du Vair describes the body as “a necessarie instrument for the preservation of mans life”103 and advises to take care of it, nevertheless he specifies we have to take care of it as “a thing which is under the protection of the minde, which must bee carefull for the safetie thereof, but no waies serviceable unto it.”104 The mind must relate to the body as a lord and not as a tyrant, and it must show that it does not live for it but cannot live without it here on earth.

Nonetheless, even as many exponents of Neostoicism acknowledged the effects of the Fall on human nature, reason and will still occupied a prominent place in Neostoic thought, a position slightly different from that of Montaigne. In their writings, they emphasize that reason is a privilege of humans, which allows them to be superior to other animals, and, for instance, du Vair remarks that the human being is the only one that possesses understanding, which gives him the possibility to choose what is best for him. These authors also hold that the human being is the most perfect creature, leading them to conclude that he must achieve the good that he seeks. Du Vair uses the distinction made by the philosophers of the Porch, between what is within human power and what is not (exterior goods, wealth, body), and he writes that all actions (to approve, to undertake, to desire, to escape) are “in our power,” as “our will hath authoritie and power to rule and governe them according into reason, till they come into the place from whence our good and happinesse must come.”105

Human beings can know what is good when their reason and their will are on the right track, enabling them to achieve true happiness as expounded by the Neostoics. According to du Vair, the good we are looking for must be in the perfection, the rest and satisfaction of these faculties, and not in health or wealth.106 And the same ideas are advocated in an anonymous treatise entitled De la constance requise aux afflictions des miseres de ce temps (1589): the happiness of human beings is intact as long as their souls are safe, and illness or loss of goods are matters of only secondary importance. By making bliss depend on human faculties, and not on the body or external events, Neostoics have found a way to step back and turn away from the horrors of war they vividly describe in their writings. For instance, the author of the anonymous treatise published in 1589 lists all the fears afflicting his contemporaries: loss of possessions, enemy cruelties, change of the state, etc. And du Vair begins De la constance by mentioning events that happened when Paris was besieged by the royal army (1589–1594): a woman hung herself for not being able to feed her children, a girl fell down dead of hunger, poor people ate a dog, soldiers were accused of eating children.

The way recommended to escape the anguish such horrors invite and to achieve happiness is self-knowledge and meditation. The Traité de la sainte philosophie begins with a description of the mire in which human beings wallow as they search for the pleasures of the senses and as their souls wander far from God and self-knowledge. Instead, a way to purge the soul of these faults and enjoy true happiness is penitence, which consists for the soul to turn in on itself (se retourner en soi-même) and in dissecting one by one all the marks that make it dirty. The text stresses that this penitence is the introduction to a good and perfect life, and it must be realized carefully and regularly. By going inside himself, by gazing at himself, a human being will become aware of his faults, will express contrition for them, and will get closer to the Creator. Du Vair ends his treatise by exhorting humans to stop their misguided behavior and, instead, turn their attention to themselves and meditate upon their bodies, their limbs, their skin, and then their brain and their soul. For du Vair, such introspection will surely guide humans toward the divine author of such wonders.

We can clearly see here that the self as it is conceived by the Neostoics is significantly different from Montaigne’s view. While Montaigne is looking for an ever-elusive self, for which no definition of the soul and the body is completely satisfactory, the Neostoics see the human being as a creature characterized by the strength of his reason and his will, and they believe that successful introspection is possible and desirable, as it is a necessary step to know bliss and God.

And it would be a misunderstanding to think that Montaigne’s distinctive viewpoint can be explained by his vision of human understanding. For example, one of his contemporaries shares with him the idea of a deeply weak and imperfect reason, but this does not lead him to conclude that self-knowledge is a vain objective. This contemporary is Pierre I Séguier, who held several important positions in the Paris Parliament during the second half of the sixteenth century. He died in October 1580 and, several months before his death, he wrote a kind of moral testimony intended for his children. Entitled Rudimenta Cognitionis Dei et Sui, this text ends with a deeply moving address to them, dated April 18, 1580. This testimony was published for the first time in 1636 and translated into French the year after under the title: Les Élémens de la cognoissance de Dieu et de soymesme. This writing is composed of eleven chapters, with first themes broached including the body, soul, and self-knowledge. For Séguier, knowledge of the body and the soul is very important, as the human being is made of these two parts. About soul, after reviewing the opinions of “the philosophers” on this issue, Séguier underlines firmly the tragic consequences of the Fall, as since Adam’s disobedience, human understanding makes errors and believes in false opinions,107 and human will is inclined to the bad.108 Because human nature is tarnished and corrupted, to achieve self-knowledge we must turn our minds and understanding toward God and then, in a reflective movement, turn toward inside ourselves.109 In his treatise, Séguier addresses knowledge of God before self-knowledge and even speaks of a “connaissance de soi selon Dieu” (self-knowledge according to God). The one who lifts himself toward God will next go deep inside himself, and, even if this process is difficult as the mind often wanders, obstacles can be overcome thanks to Christ’s help.110 As we can notice, Séguier stands aloof from the tradition inherited from Socrates and Augustine and inverts the order of the two sources of knowledge as, for him, human reason is so weak that it cannot do anything without God’s help. Séguier insists on the importance of self-knowledge, asserting that God encourages probing the soul and disapproves those who do not reflect upon themselves.111

For Séguier, gaining self-knowledge includes learning about the creation of human beings (and of original sin) and also about the life and struggles on earth (and, Séguier insists, on the numerous vices inside human beings). But the message this father wants to deliver to his children is full of hope insofar as knowledge of sin is a stimulus that leads to repentance and to the desire to correct oneself.112 Séguier also reminds his children that human beings have spiritual weapons (faith, hope, and charity) that will disperse the darkness around the soul and free the will.113 He concludes by pointing out that self-knowledge does not have to lead to self-love but to love for neighbor and God.

A negative vision of human understanding does not prompted Séguier to consider self-knowledge as impossible. On the contrary, human pettiness is the starting point of his argumentation, and he considers knowing God as a prior and necessary step to self-knowledge. In an apparently paradoxical way, we can find in Séguier a vision of a corrupted but knowledgeable—and finally steady—self, a vision not shared by Montaigne.

It is likely that Montaigne would not have subscribed to a definition of the self, as the self is a reality always moving, vanishing, and elusive, and therefore self-knowledge is a constant work in progress. Montaigne’s modernity may lie in this vision of a many-colored and inexpressible self, a self whose search for itself plunges the human being into endless study. In a sense, Montaigne has rigorously probed the problem of defining the self and has tried endlessly to understand it, just like actual scholars.
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CHAPTER 25

MONTAIGNE ON JUSTICE AND LAW

VALÉRIE M. DIONNE

IN the course of his career as a magistrate, Montaigne would have encountered numerous symbols of justice with various semantic and symbolic meanings. A particular image that Montaigne would have known is the one found in a book in his library in which justice is represented as a virtue. Guillaume Du Choul, the author of that book, pieced together an illustrated history using medals from antiquity and marble representations recovered from contemporary excavations.1 During the Renaissance, symbols of justice drew on the same images that the ancients used, including a seated woman dressed in robes holding a cup in her right hand and a sceptre in the other, while those “who hadn’t seen the representation from Antiquity” depicted the woman with a sword in her right hand and a scale in the other, thereby representing “équité” (fairness).2 Another image Montaigne would surely have seen was the one on display in the Parlement of Bordeaux where he sat, and in whose courtroom the image of Christ on the cross with the king at his feet was visible above the tribunal.3 One need hardly look elsewhere for stronger proof that the royal justice system sought to represent its power as derived directly from God’s judgment. Justice therefore finds itself alternating between a virtuous ideal and the sacred power of a king who himself is under the watchful eye of God. It is in this light that the sword of justice acquires all of its meaning and weight. For Montaigne, however, it is not divine justice that punishes, but rather a mortal judge. As we will see, Montaigne aims to demystify justice in the context of the law. He demystifies it as a way of humanizing it. For this reason, the only mention of the sword of justice in his Essays is an approving reference to the “rusty sword of justice in Marseilles,”4 for he prefers the sword that is used only sparingly.5

Something Montaigne did in 1576 indicates his own perspective on justice and on judicial institutions: he had a medal engraved with a scale whose two sides are balanced. This happened shortly after Montaigne chose to leave his office in the Parlement of Bordeaux in 1570. The balanced scale illustrates the act of judging with fairness and moderation, promoting the importance of mediation in an effort to lessen the violence prevalent during his time. Dialectics and justice share the symbol of the scale. It is up to the judge to weigh each argument—for and against—to arrive at a just decision, to come to a reasonable and informed choice. The scale can also symbolize the impartiality so sought after by the judge, an impartiality more often than not represented during the Renaissance by the figure of justice blindfolded. This symbolism is one that Montaigne recognized and criticized during his thirteen years of active judicial practice in the Cour des Aides of Périgueux, then again in the Chamber of Inquest at the Parlement of Bordeaux, believing that impartial judgment is all but impossible to attain. His mind-set is reflected by his addition to the symbol of the balanced scales his famous skeptical expression “Que sçay-je?” (What do I know?): “This idea [the impossibility of certainty] is more firmly grasped in the form of interrogation: ‘What do I know?’—the words I bear as a motto, inscribed over a pair of scales.”6 His choice to doubt or not to know stems from an impulse to question his own judgments without disregarding them entirely, thereby diminishing, as we will see, any adverse consequences attributable to justice invested with the power of the law.7 In this sense, Montaigne makes sure to separate the ideal of justice from the law:

As we call ‘justice’ the hodgepodge of the first laws that fall into our hands, and their application and practice, often very inept and very iniquitous; and as those who ridicule it and accuse it do not thereby intend to malign that noble virtue, but only to condemn the abuse and profanation of that sacred title; so in medicine I do indeed honor that glorious name, its purpose, its promise, so useful to the human race; but what it designates among us I neither honor nor esteem.8

This distinction is important insofar as Montaigne wants to see an end to the violence committed in the name of divine justice, which for him doesn’t exist, or in the name of an ideal of justice under which the tyrant has free reign.9 On the contrary, for Montaigne, Nature, like God, “always gives us happier laws than those we give ourselves.”10 Nature is good, God forgives and shows compassion. Montaigne insists, however, that judgment is subject to human fallibility and can never lay claim to the sacred power of an unerring and just God.

IS JUSTICE THE FOUNDATION OF LAWS?

When Edmund Burke complains about the French Revolution in 1790, he reveals at least one major obstacle to the creation of a lasting state: the repudiation of the historical basis for the French state founded on the permanence of its laws and traditions. Likewise, when confronted with the civil wars and government of the late sixteenth century weakened by the political divisions between the Catholic Leaguers and the Huguenots, Montaigne insists that “the laws take their authority from possession and usage.”11 On several occasions he points to the precedence of the law as the reason for its authority: “For it is the rule of rules, and the universal law of laws, that each man should observe those of the place he is in.”12 Just like with traditional customs and religion, these laws contribute to the social fabric, essentially they form “human ties”: “[It] is a very evident sign that we receive our religion only in our own way and with our own hands, and not otherwise than as other religions are received.”13 He argues for the relativity of laws, religions, and customs, attributing them to man, subject to his inadequacy, and, as a result of it, to his variety of opinions: “Another region, other witnesses, similar promises and threats, might imprint upon us in the same way a contrary belief.”14

Rather than insist that laws be followed because they are just, he cites the historic precedence of these institutions, justifying the legal relativity of the laws and customs that are specific to the populations and opinions of different societies. He comes back to this point on several occasions, citing contradictory examples to show that the law cannot possibly respond to the infinite variety of human actions. As a result, any judgment passed becomes a contingent act: each hearing is thereby unique.15 This view is shared by certain legal experts, notably Antoine Loisel, who postulates the need for a positive law suited to the preservation of the state and who denies the existence of absolute law or natural law, as presented in his Dicé ou de la justice: “Justice is not based on natural, but rather positive law in accordance with the constitution of each state, and for its conservation and usefulness.”16 Montaigne himself bears witness that natural laws, or those laws that are “firm, perpetual, and immutable” are nonexistent.17 He therefore highlights the idea that authority under the law is obtained through usage. What is considered normal according to a certain time and place is the basis of social order, and not one of the general, so-called natural laws that govern human action has ever been “universally accepted by the consent of all nations.”18

Adding to this perspective is the recent rebirth of skepticism, from which stems the principle that nothing is in and of itself just, and that institutionalized laws constitute a lesser evil for the individual: “Now laws remain in credit not because they are just, but because they are laws. That is the mystic foundation of their authority; they have no other.”19 The only reason to obey the law is because obedience is the essence of the law, the “mystic foundation,” with the goal of preserving the state: “The first law that God ever gave to man was a law of pure obedience.”20

Given the uncertainty of our judgments, Montaigne would probably align himself with the twentieth-century critic Jean-François Lyotard, who agrees with Aristotle’s Rhetoric and Nicomachean Ethics, that a judge will never have “a true model to guide his judgment.”21 His sole responsibility is to pass judgments that follow the law but in an unblinkered way. This is what Aristotle terms prudence, or phronèsis, which is the ability to find the right outcome without relying on precedent, without recourse to any supreme ideal applicable in all cases. According to this thinking, a judge using a dialectical approach can proceed case by case rather than blindly observing the letter of the law as if the law alone can establish truth.


THE IDEAL OF JUSTICE

If justice is not the basis of law, isn’t it nonetheless necessary to create laws according to a moral code in order to establish what is and is not just in the realm of the common good? To add to this question: must we sometimes permit certain lesser injustices to allow for a greater justice? Must we sometimes kill thousands of our own citizens to achieve peace? Must we do these things with as much certainty as Stalin used to proclaim “You can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs”? As Montaigne said, the “the public welfare requires that a man betray and lie and massacre,” to which one could add, that we torture or condemn with the death penalty. It is not without regret that the essayist replies to this raison d’état, adding “let us resign this commission to more obedient and suppler people.”22 Montaigne’s thinking here follows that of Loisel, which seems to answer this question: “this justice is the one which returns to each person that which belongs to him, provided that there be no other impediment, from some other more just and equitable consideration: always ceding the advantage to the part that brings the most profit and usefulness to the public.”23 It follows therefore that one may massacre for the sake of public usefulness, one may lie, betray, act as one may, all while under the guise of legality:

Truly I have often been angry to see judges, by fraud and by false hopes of favor or pardon, lure a criminal to confess his act, using trickery and shamelessness in it. It would serve justice well, and Plato himself, who favors this practice, to furnish me with other means more suited to me. That is a malicious justice; and I consider it no less harmed by itself than by others. I replied not long ago that I would hardly betray the prince for a private person, since I would be very unhappy to betray any private person for the prince. And not only do I hate to deceive, but I hate to see anyone deceived in me. I do not even want to furnish matter or occasion for deceiving.24

Montaigne’s answer is simple: he does not subscribe to this type of “justice.” Does he nonetheless resign himself to the ragion di stato?25 In the political atmosphere of intolerance during the civil wars, certain thinkers such as Montaigne were asking themselves the same question posed earlier by Erasmus in his Institutio principis christiani: what must be done, the latter asks the prince, if one discovers that “you cannot defend your realm without violating justice, without wanton loss of human life and without great loss to religion?”26

Erasmus hopes the prince would abdicate before opting for such a solution. Justus Lipsius, another thinker whom Montaigne admires, and whom he describes as “the most learned man we have left,” thinks differently.27 Montaigne read and recognized the value of the Politica. It was at that time one of the most well-known books on political governance.28 The Politica was, in the sense that Michel Senellart understands it, an anti-Contr’un, because, unlike La Boétie’s Contr’un (also titled The Discourse on Voluntary Servitude), Justus Lipsius sought a solution in governance to control the obstinate unrest of the people.29 In contrast, La Boétie sought to explain how the deeply ingrained will to serve could be used against the overall well-being of a people.30 Even if the conclusion of Politica is that the prince must stick to a policy of prudence instructed by history and experience and guided by various virtues, including clemency “which, on the basis of judgement, leans away from punishment and revenge,”31 we should ask ourselves whether Montaigne sides with Lipsius who declares that the prince is authorized to commit “legitimate fraud” and to use violence against his subjects only when it serves the common good.32 The answer is never quite so simple for Montaigne:

Those who, in our time, in establishing the duties of a prince, have considered only the good of his affairs, and have preferred that to caring for his fidelity and conscience, would have something to say to a prince whose affairs Fortune had so arranged that he could establish them once and for all by a single breach and betrayal of his word. But that is not the way it goes… . The gain that lures them to the first breach of faith—and almost always there is gain in it, as in all other wicked deeds; sacrilege, murder, rebellion, treachery are always undertaken for some sort of profit—this first gain brings after it endless losses, casting this prince out of all relations and means of negotiation in consequence of this breach of faith.33

Lipsius’s political perspective could be said to live on in those who subscribe to the rationale of the “ticking-bomb” scenario, which justifies torture because it serves the common good. Montaigne prefers to think that the prince, if well advised, would reason with a different understanding of moderation and prudence. In short, certain political thinkers, of whom Machiavelli would be the most notorious example, believe that the state possesses just reasons for using force and terror to reestablish order in the name of justice for the people. It is a question of an evil means for a good end that attests to man’s savage and unruly nature. Géralde Nakam answers in this way:

For Calvin, for Bodin, God and the political authority derived from God guarantee social order against nature, which is irrational, fallen, or diabolical. For Montaigne, social order springs not from some pre-established harmony but from man alone. Nature is not lawless. It is from society that violence arises.34

Montaigne chooses to favor the principle of an implicit social contract whose intention is to unite people in a community wherein each member benefits from sharing in that community. He agrees with La Boétie, for whom citizens desiring self-preservation seek to come together for their own good, as illustrated in The Discourse on Voluntary Servitude. This Discourse argues that man is naturally inclined toward a state of servitude, and that despite the awareness of a mutual obligation between the king and the people, when faced with passive subjects, the king can claim all power and incline toward tyranny. For this reason, according to Montaigne, the prince must not place himself above the law and break the social contract: Princes “are equals with, if not masters of, the laws,” but if they are corrupt, or behave as tyrants, “what justice could not do to their persons, it should rightfully be able to do to their reputations.”35

The ideal of justice associated with laws is for Montaigne a mirage. The stability of the state depends upon those legal institutions whose goal it is to create social cohesion, even if the results sometimes appear to contradict justice. If one thinks the results are unjust, it may be out of a certain moral blinkeredness about what one considers just:

To follow the laws of our country—that is to say, the undulating sea of the opinions of people or a prince, which will paint me justice in as many colors, and refashion it into as many faces, as there are changes of passion in those men? … What of a truth that is bounded by these mountains and is falsehood to the world that lives beyond?36

It is man’s very “inadequacy,” adds Montaigne, and his inability to create laws rooted in justice that invite lawmakers to forsake these very laws by cloaking them with “empty ceremony” or “lying opinion” in order to “curb” the people. “In this way, the arbitrary is arbitrarily overwhelmed, by a deceptive transcendence,” as Thomas Berns eloquently puts it.37 The mystical nature here lies in an illusion since people obey laws for the simple reason that they believe them just:

Since men, because of their inadequacy, cannot be sufficiently paid with good money, let false be employed too. This means has been practiced by all lawgivers, and there is no polity in which these is not some admixture either of empty ceremony or of lying opinion to serve as a curb to keep the people in their duty. That is why most of them have their fabulous origins and beginnings, enriched with supernatural mysteries.38

Recognition of this mystification of the law gives the author reason to pursue what he considers unjust under the guise of justice and to seek to demystify the institution of justice. Rather than insisting on the power of justice as a solution to disorder, Montaigne sets himself the task of rethinking laws and judicial institutions in order to facilitate their reception and to reinstitute their power by reducing the violence of their application.


THE CENTRALIZATION OF THE STATE AND THE SANCTITY OF JUSTICE

To improve order in the state, would it not be necessary to centralize legislative power and create a uniform collection of laws? As Jacques Derrida observes: “one founding violence of the law or of the imposition of state law has consisted in imposing a language on national or ethnic minorities regrouped by the state.”39 Such is the case with the Villers-Cotterêts ruling of Francis I in 1539, created with the aim of reforming the legal system by imposing one common language for all French people in all administrative and legal matters. From this point on, the French language replaced Latin as the judicial language, marking a separation between the church—for which Latin remained the primary language—and the state. Henceforth, all decisions, judgments, proceedings, legal contracts, testimonies, and all official acts were conducted and recorded in French (articles 110 and 111). The problem however, was that, despite this revolutionary change and the attempt to render all these decisions “clers et entendibles” (clear and understandable), the French language remained foreign to most patois-speaking countrymen, the very subjects who were supposed to be represented by these laws. Even though this ruling allowed all citizens of the land the right to legal representation by a lawyer-interpreter, this service was not free and therefore not available to all. Montaigne draws attention to the difficulty encountered by the people when they are asked to follow a law that differs from their customs:

what can be stranger than to see a people obliged to obey laws that they never understood, bound in all their domestic affairs, marriages, donations, wills, sales, and purchases, to rules that they cannot know, since they are neither written nor published in their language, and whose interpretation and use they must of necessity purchase?40

He implies, with this commentary, the need for justice free of charge.

Law during the sixteenth century was undergoing significant rethinking, and it seemed right to demand a reform of legal procedures and judicial language. Montaigne supported this demand for reform, due to the two legal systems coexisting in France at the time: Roman law and customary law. The extent of the problem varied from region to region, but in the case of Guyenne, these two legal systems were relentlessly competing with one another, thereby generating confusion in legal proceedings.41 As a result, Montaigne sided with a group led by Guillaume Budé, who, by analyzing the text, concluded that those responsible for compiling the Corpus Iuris Civilis had corrupted the meaning of the text with Roman law, thereby making it difficult to understand.42 This is also what François Hotman had raised in his Antitribonian, noting that French law was codified in part by Justinian and Tribonian legal texts, and that this mixture, written in Latin and produced outside of the historic and linguistic context, led legal consultants to different interpretations. It thus seemed necessary to make existing laws more French in order to give rise to a Gallic system of justice that would ensure the freedom of regional Parlements with regard to Roman law, and also take into account the frequency with which regional customs arose in the context of Roman law. Montaigne shows his support of this proposal when he insists: “I am grateful to fortune that, as our historian say, it was a Gascon gentleman, and from my part of the country, who first opposed Charlemagne when he wanted to give us Latin and imperial laws.”43

At the same time many were working to strengthen the power of the state and the king. Montaigne was undoubtedly aware of the long-winded work of his colleague Antoine Loysel, who had compiled his Institutes coutumières consisting of 958 maxims based on customary laws but with a Roman structure. His desire was to create a rule of law that was, above all, French, in order to produce a more centralized corpus of laws for the king to use in his entire kingdom.

In response to the rising national conscience looking to centralize power at the heart of the kingdom, the state grabs hold of legislation still heavily marked by canonical law. Justice that was at one point applied in the name of God is henceforth delivered in the name of the king, allowing royal judges to reclaim the trials in which the temporal element overrides any spiritual one. Henceforth the church must limit itself to judging only that which is of a uniquely spiritual jurisdiction. As a result, the royal justice system finds itself taking on matters of canonic law, such as heresy, magic, adultery, or cohabitation by nonreligious persons, all of which would become cases of lèse-majesté, condemnable to death, because only the state had the right to spill the blood of criminals.44 As we will see, Montaigne’s Essays condemn this violence mostly in relation to the mutilation of the human body as part of spectacular punishments, violent deterrents designed to dissuade others from committing the same crimes. For Montaigne, this legal cruelty in the name of justice cannot be separated from the idea of vengeance. As an act of retaliation, it perpetuates a cycle of physical violence that the state should avoid. If Montaigne does not criticize the force of the law, he condemns violence in the name of justice and illustrates that justice as an ideal is problematic.

JUSTICE AND VENGEANCE

One case in which the state must impose its legal authority while separating itself from any divine premise is that of the duel, the trial by ordeal, which still carried the stigma of God’s judgment at the time of Montaigne. During this period of war and religious fervor, the duel was considered a way to allow justice to triumph: One seeks to put oneself in the hands of God in order to make manifest the supernatural and the absolute, a way of letting justice reveal itself as truth in a contingent world.45 In this sense the duel is a scandal for the church, and Montaigne agrees, for it means calling on God to decide conflicts: “ ‘Forgive us,’ we say, ‘as we forgive those who have trespassed against us.’ What do we mean by that, if not that we offer him our soul free from vengeance and rancor? However, we call on God and his aid to conspire in our faults, and invite him to our injustices.”46

With the formation of an increasingly centralized state in the sixteenth century, the duel becomes an act of social rebellion, of social fracturing. In other words, settling disputes by means of dueling is felt by some to be an “anti-social contract”;47 for others, it is at the same time a unifying and integrating rite of passage for members of the nobility: “Derived from a decision settled by two men, with a shared indifference for the laws of civil and religious society, the duel seals in blood a sort of pact of complicity between the rival combatants.”48 The rise of duels occurs in France during the Wars of Religion, a time of a power vacuum marked by a child-king, a regency, and a political crisis. This is true to such an extent that, by the end of the sixteenth and beginning of the seventeenth centuries, a tension is created between the monarchy and the nobility, perpetuating a precarious balance between the power of the state, looking to centralize in Paris, and the nobility, who hold firmly to their feudal rule; this tension prevents the king from becoming tyrannical just as it keeps the nobility from slipping toward oligarchy.49 Yet, on the subject of duels, Montaigne bases his criticism on these two political powers, siding more with the justice of the state than with that of the nobility. What is most important for Montaigne is to reaffirm the power of the state’s system of justice, whose responsibility it is to maintain social order and the well-being of its citizens. He includes in his criticism the disastrous social repercussions of a nobility that is destroying itself. This he does while speaking to his peers, this nobility to which he himself belongs as indicated by his use of “we.” The speaker gives the impression of addressing his equals in order to highlight his feeling of regret. Yet, in truth he is criticizing the old nobility of the Sword from his standpoint within the new nobility of the Robe, choosing to favor the continuation of a system of justice necessary for stability, and a respect for royal orders brought forth by Charles IX in 1566 and Henri III in 1578 and 1579.50

Shooting at the butts, tournaments, tiltings, practice at warlike combats, were the exercise of our fathers. This other exercise is all less noble as it regards only a private end, which teaches us to destroy one another, contrary to the laws and justice, and in every way always produces harmful results. It is much more worthy and fitting to exercise at things that strengthen, not injure, our government, and that regard the public safety and the common glory.51

He rather clearly likens the act of dueling to a passion for vengeance carried out by those who seek justice without any consideration of mediation. Their attitude is in and of itself toxic to social order. He goes on: “I would like to have someone justify by reason these laws of honor that so often clash with those of reason and confuse them.”52 Fencing should have a purpose more “popular and civil” than private.53 He adds that the search for public recognition in worthwhile acts does not have the same meaning for the author of the Essays as the will to act virtuously according to one’s own conscience. It is the same with the word “honor,” which, in an aristocratic world, should be defined as a fusion of virtue and glory, and which he aims to associate with the virtue of justice. The nobleman who is supposed to be virtuous, also feels obliged to appear so. Glory is thus an outward sign of virtue projected in an aristocratic world where courage take the form of futile acts of vengeance, while in the following antanaclasis true virtue lies in one’s power to forego this demonstration of honor: “Any person of honor chooses rather to lose his honor than to lose his conscience.”54 Montaigne contrasts the two meanings of the word “honor,” between one’s own conscience and the image of a public glory. Thus true glory is the one that contains justice, this virtue among all virtues that is expressed only to benefit others. In this sense, Montaigne realizes that humanity’s biggest undertaking lies in replacing vengeance with justice, and duels with court rulings.

Yet all is not so simple. Justice requires a conflict and a third party to separate the interests at stake. The judge is deemed impartial in this “mediation” as the third party. The question asked by Paul Ricœur is to know in what ways this arbitration may break the link between justice and vengeance. Can one ever really see a clear separation between the two? This last point is especially relevant in cases of convictions:

punishment as a type of penalty reopens the way to the spirit of vengeance, in spite of the fact that it came about through a mediation that took time and involved the whole trial process, because the trial process in no way completely suppressed or abolished this spirit of vengeance.55

Montaigne sees the problem in the same light. He places himself in a long line of thinkers for whom sensitivity justifies moderation and the use of correctional punishment over capital punishment. He is keen to align his discourse around the immorality of cruelty or vengeance. These are excesses that have no place in a so-called impartial judgment. Concerning matters of justice, Montaigne becomes most critical when he affirms that, unfortunately, these laws are not only written, but also often put into practice by fools. He cites the example of children who are arrested after having imitated voices of spirits “under the altar of the church.” The author concludes that they found themselves imprisoned paying “the penalty for the common folly”; adding he knows not if “some judge will avenge himself on them for his own stupidity.”56 Judgments carried to this sort of extreme reveal a judicial imbalance and fall outside the moderate norms that Montaigne supports, wherein human dignity is also considered when weighing the crimes between victim and accused. Nonetheless he is aware that “the very laws of justice cannot subsist without some mixture of injustice,” as it would be like cutting “Hydra’s head” to want “to remove all drawbacks and disadvantages.”57 He makes clear the need to accept the imperfections in the law when contrasted with the hermeneutic profusion similar to verbal disputes recurrent among Protestants: “I have observed in Germany that Luther has left as many divisions and altercations over the uncertainty of his opinions, and more, as he raised about the Holy Scriptures. Our disputes are purely verbal.”58


VINDICTIVE JUSTICE: A PUNISHMENT WORSE THAN THE CRIME?

Montaigne reproaches the judicial system for allowing laws to be treated like merchandise: “What is more barbarous to see than a nation where by lawful custom the charge of judging is sold.”59 During his lifetime, members of the judicial system, with the exception of lawyers, became royal or seigniorial officers only after paying a hefty sum of money, then, once they had acquired the position, they could in turn sell it or more often transfer it to a member of the family. Parliamentary positions most often belonged to members of the nobility, who for the most part inherited them.60 Montaigne, aware that the dishonesty of these offices is more a function of their prestige, reproaches the magistrates who litigate for their own gain as being incompetent. As Philippe Desan states, the justice system of Bordeaux gradually metamorphosed into “a plutocracy,” since the inherited nature of all offices assured that the local, financially well-off elite could protect all the interests of the notable families of which they were part and who naturally preferred to maintain control of the judicial offices for this reason.61 This tendency was not without consequence: the venality of the judicial offices went against a system of justice that was charged with protecting those who are innocent, the poor as much as the rich, while insisting on equality before the law without consideration for religious affiliation or social class. In practice, that ideal was not achieved, as Montaigne bemoans a nation in which “judgments are paid for in ready cash, and where justice is lawfully refused to whoever has not the wherewithal to pay.”62 In this passage, Montaigne echoes Jean Calvin, who saw in the system of justice a useful tool for protecting the innocent regardless of their religious or social background: “Justice consists of welcoming the innocent into one’s protection, sustaining, defending, supporting and delivering them.”63

What can be done to respond to the call of justice when justice itself warrants condemnation? Reform the judicial structure? Not until the night of August 4, 1789, would the selling of judicial and municipal offices be abolished once and for all. In his chapter “Of experience,” Montaigne tells the story of a few peasants who had come to him to unburden their guilty conscience. They had crossed paths with a fatally injured man who asked them for help. Despite their desire to help him, they could not save him, for they had been overwhelmed by the fear that he would die in their arms and they might be accused of murder. With this story, Montaigne shows the need for careful assessment based on experience: such is the nature of legal power in the hands of a judge who must acknowledge that the only just verdict is one that is free from all forms of discrimination—religious, social or moral—for more dangerous than the power of the law is a violent and abusive interpretation of that law by a judge.64 The fallibility in the law’s application explains the idea according to which man must not live necessarily according to the law, be it moral or legal in nature, but rather with the law. Because law and justice are not the same, one needs to live according to a judgment safely guided by one’s own experience, and achieved by nature’s “prudence,” a balance between individual consciousness and laws.65 It is instead reasonable to think that these peasants would be unable to buy a verdict of innocence, and that they would therefore be inclined to live according to an individual conscience ruled by a justice fallible when it comes to recognizing innocence, and even sometimes purposefully criminal:

What could I say to them? It is certain that this act of humanity would have got them into trouble. How many innocent people we have found to have been punished… . Here is something that happened in my time. Certain men are condemned to death for a murder, the sentence being, if not pronounced, at least decided and determined. At this point the judges are informed by the officers of an inferior court nearby that they have some prisoners who confess outright to this murder and throw a decisive light on the whole business. They deliberate whether because of this they would interrupt and defer the execution of the sentence passed upon the accused. They consider the novelty of the case and the precedent it would set in suspending the execution of sentence; that the sentence has been passed according to law, and that the judges have no right to change their minds. In short, these poor devils are sacrificed to the forms of justice.66

This passage raises another issue, that of the death penalty. Montaigne laments the sentencing to death of many who were later found to be innocent once the real perpetrators had been identified. It is worth noting that the judges in these cases were “without remorse” and thought that the innocents would serve above all as examples. The very last line, “these poor devils are sacrificed to the forms of justice,” reveals the absurdity of this double perspective: first, through a sensitivity to the “poor” men’s fate, and, second, by the accusatory labeling of “devils” who become victims of the untouchable rationality of the judicial machine. They are “sacrificed to the forms of justice”—the term “sacrificed” here adding a sacred quality, much like the victim of a sacrificial offering to God, in order to associate justice with the indoctrinated mysticism of religion—though this association perverts justice—as well as with a rationale for what was understood to be unreasonable because of its lack of compassion.

Faced with the tyrannical power of the law, Montaigne condemns those who are incapable of outsmarting the law and instead follow it to the letter without any human consideration, thus giving rise to the paradox of a society of men that strive to be angels but who change into beasts: “some condemn men to die for crimes that they do not regard as faults.”67 Take the absurd example of the judge, who, “from the same sheet of paper on which he has just written the sentence against an adulterer … steals a scrap for a billet-doux to his colleague’s wife.”68 A judge conscious of the relativity of laws should recognize that it is “better to make the laws will what they can do, since they cannot do what they will.”69 Thus he would follow the example of Philopoemen, the Achaean general: “he knew not only how to command according to the laws, but how to command the laws themselves, when the public necessity required.”70 Judges must be strong and above all responsible. In which case, what should we make of incest, in the absence of universal natural laws? And so, how can one justify capital punishment based on an arbitrary moral judgment?

Even recently, Claude Lévi-Strauss concluded that incest is forbidden in all societies,71 while Montaigne insists on the relative nature of all moral judgment, affirming that in his country, if marriages between “close relatives” are “capital offenses,” elsewhere these unions “are in honor,” to quote a passage from Ovid’s Metamorphoses. He adds that history provides many examples to show that incest is not a marginal act but rather marginalized by society thanks to Plato, who succeeded in encouraging poets to sing the immoral nature of this unnatural act72:

Thanks to this same prescription even the most beautiful daughters no longer attract their fathers’ amorousness, nor do brothers whose beauty is outstanding attract the amorousness of their sisters; for the very fables of Thyestes, Oedipus, and Macareus have, through the pleasure of their song, infused this useful belief into the tender brains of children.73

Montaigne acknowledges the power of the tradition whose tyranny can also have atrocious consequences. He adds that recognizing the need to let go of “this violent prejudice of custom,” “like Chrysippus, who in so many places strewed his writings with remarks displaying the little account he took of incestuous unions,” can bring “things to truth and reason,” and even if found to be at odds with majority opinion, it will be “nevertheless restored to a much surer status.”74 To put it simply, subjecting traditional moral judgments to skeptical examination makes for a better judge.

SUFFERING INJUSTICE: TORTURE AND DEATH PENALTY

How many condemnations I have seen more criminal than the crime? All this reminds me of these ancient notions: that a man is forced to do wrong in detail if he wants to do right in gross, and injustice in little things if he wants to achieve justice in great ones; that human justice is formed on the model of medicine, according to which all that is useful is also just and honest.75

For Montaigne what is useful is not necessarily just or honest. He condemns society for responding to behavior that strays from the norm with unbelievable corporal punishments, spreading terror, and capital punishments that are meant to be exemplary, for “we do not correct the man we hang; we correct others through him.”76 Montaigne denounces the cruelty of the punishments common in his time. It was common practice, for example, to burn heretics alive, to boil counterfeiters, to mutilate bodies, to pierce the tongue of liars with hot iron, to sever the hands of iconoclasts in a symbolic way, to draw and quarter the body of anyone accused of a capital offense, to impose the wheel on murderers and thieves, and to rely on torture in the initial investigation as a means of getting to the truth in the absence of witnesses.77 Meanwhile beheadings were reserved for members of the nobility. Montaigne felt that all punishments should be executed “avec poix et discretion” (with deliberation and discernment) otherwise they qualified as acts of “vengeance.”78

Concerning the widespread use of torture, Montaigne’s voice is the only one raised against the practice, one favored by all his contemporaries. His argument rests on the writings of Augustine in City of God, wherein the latter shows the paradoxical use of torture as serving the “good” conscience of the judges in the absence of sufficient proof. The accused finds himself subjected to the worst torture for a crime he may well not have committed: Thus “the ignorance of the judge is very often a calamity to the innocent.”79 To which Montaigne adds: “To tell the truth, torture is a means full of uncertainty and danger.” He knows full well that pain often leads even innocent people to lie: “Whence it happens that the man whom the judge has tortured so as not to make him die innocent, is made to die both innocent and tortured.”80 This last sentence was added by Montaigne after returning from his trip to Italy, where his condemnation of torture had already been criticized by the Vatican’s censor.

While taking into consideration the differing degrees of physical and moral suffering, and the fact that some endure agony better than others,81 Montaigne still bears witness that the use of torture and torment is a breach of human dignity by defining them as the ultimate in unfair judicial practice, a kind of “legal” sacrifice. Torture is especially ineffective since both the toughest and the most sensitive person can withhold the truth, the former because he can endure suffering, and the latter because he can allow himself to be dominated by it to the point of surrendering his life: “Are you not unjust when, in order not to kill him without a cause, you do worse to him than kill him?”82 Montaigne seeks above all to raise the awareness of the judges, his colleagues whom he addresses directly with the use of the personal pronoun “you.” He questions how one can trust a system of justice that seeks to free itself from a guilty conscience. The author supplements his case by concluding this chapter with a tale of surprising cruelty. Montaigne relates the story of a young woman who had accused an enemy soldier in front of his general, who enjoyed a reputation for justice. She charged the soldier with eating the last of her food, which had been meant for her children. The essayist makes a point of adding, “Of proof there was none.” Faced with the stubborn insistence of the woman, the general decides to have “the soldier’s stomach opened up to get light on the truth of the matter. And it seems the woman was right. An instructive condemnation!”83 As numerous as the interpretations of this story may be, Montaigne offers it as a parallel to the judge, who, confronted by uncertainty in a trial without proof, chooses torture as though it would have the power to open the head of the accused to read his conscience. There is much irony in the affirmation: “An instructive condemnation!” With this story, is Montaigne not questioning penal justice that demands that the symbolic sword comes down in an unduly cruel way not only on the innocent, but also on every defendant in general, and all in the name of the king?

Concerning capital punishment in the judicial system, Montaigne believes that if the verdict calls for the death penalty, there must be clear proof: “To kill men, we should have a sharp and luminous evidence!”84 This is the case in trials for witchcraft, and in the strange case of Martin Guerre. This belief in a higher standard of proof prompted Montaigne to favor rationality with regard to a topic as difficult as that of miracles and the supernatural. He maintains that one cannot be granted the right to punish, to torture, or even to kill a man because of the power of his imagination, or for his supernatural speculations: “After all, it is putting a very high price on one’s conjectures to have a man roasted alive because of them.”85

The chapter “Of cripples” is undoubtedly one of the most important when it comes to illustrating Montaigne’s moderating modernity in his stance against witchcraft trials and witch hunts. In this chapter, the former magistrate definitively condemns man’s gullibility and his collective folly. He aims to show that it is best to choose doubt over certainty when it comes to that which is difficult to prove, especially when the consequences can be fatal and lamentable. He does not hesitate to condemn witch hunts, adding that what seems like witchcraft in some women is more often proof of madness or a powerful imagination.86 Once, when presented with poor women accused of sorcery in an effort to “beat down [his] incredibility,” Montaigne remarked that one of them was “a real witch in ugliness and deformity.” He concluded by deeming that he “would have prescribed them rather hellebore than hemlock,” in the aim of curing a madwoman rather than killing a witch.87

To avoid passing a judgment with disastrous consequences, it is of primary importance to exclude all cases pertaining to the realm of beliefs: “If sorcerers thus dream materially, if dreams can thus sometimes incorporate themselves in reality, still I do not believe that our will should be accountable to justice for them.”88 Montaigne hopes that his readers will recognize the unreliability of their own judgment, and that the state will refuse to legitimize a radical form of justice that turns to torture or death, especially in matters concerning belief in the supernatural. A preferable outcome would be to conclude with the irreducible nature of man’s opinions and the folly of his imagination. Moderation of the punishment can be a feasible solution. As an example, Montaigne cites the death sentence imposed by Jean de Coras, a judge at Toulouse, on Martin Guerre, whose real name was Arnaud du Tilh, who was accepted and welcomed as the real Martin even by his “spouse.” Although the sentence was carried out on the imposter Martin, who was declared guilty of fraud and, indeed, of sorcery, Montaigne questions the validity of the final judgment. The judge, Corras, concedes ten years later, how difficult it had been for him to decipher the true from the false, and opines that he should have been less severe in his sentencing, suggesting the galleys or banishment rather than the death penalty.89 Montaigne, too, recalls his doubt about the sentence:

I remember (and I remember nothing else) that he [Corras] seemed to me, in describing the imposture of the man he judged guilty, to make it so marvelous and so far surpassing our knowledge and his own, who was judge, that I found much rashness in the sentence that had condemned the man to be hanged.90

On the topic of uncertainty, Montaigne acknowledges: “Truth and falsehood are alike in face, similar in bearing, taste, and movement; we look upon them with the same eye.”91 Given the uncertainty about this case expressed by both the judge and Montaigne, we may ask ourselves whether it would have been more just to prefer the counterfeited money accepted by the woman and her family, who took it for the real thing, if not better than the real thing.

Montaigne takes up this story to conclude that justice should have refrained from sentencing following the example set by the Areopagites when faced with a lack of proof. At issue here is a paradoxical form of judgment that suspends all form of judgment. He favors a moderate judgment and a respect for a rationality that becomes more equitable when it recognizes its own fallibility. It is not so much from justice that we must demand more justice, but rather from our interpretation of the law, and from our personal judgment, in order to avoid condemning another based on our own follies and beliefs especially in the name of justice.

RESTORATIVE JUSTICE

The first law that God ever gave to man was a law of pure obedience; it was a naked and simple commandment about which man had nothing to know or discuss; since to obey is the principal function of a reasonable soul, recognizing a heavenly superior and benefactor.92

We have seen that the essence of the law for Montaigne lies in obedience. This passage, which Montaigne borrows from Raymond Sebond, refers to original sin, the first principle that man disobeyed, which was to obey. During Montaigne’s lifetime, justice was beholden to the belief that all disobedience was not only an expression of original sin, but also a disruption of the natural harmony intended by God. Under this interpretation, the law was justified in its use of violence in part due to its responsibility to restore the natural order. Thus, its authority is based on a system of justice that must restore order even if by means of violence and cruelty.

Yet it is precisely a demystification of the system of justice that Montaigne argues for, as a means of stripping the law of its justified use of vengeful acts to show that laws are made by man for man, not in the image of a God as purveyor of an absolute justice. Montaigne therefore seeks to alleviate the violence of the law by humanizing it. He wants a system of justice in the image of a human king, one that represents society in all its diversity to the best of its ability and makes it accessible to all: “Women are not wrong at all when they reject the rules of life that have been introduced into the world, inasmuch as it is the men who have made these without them.”93 To this end, he criticizes the venality of judicial offices, the inaccessibility of laws, and the lack of legal representation for the people, and especially the absence of all human dignity as evidenced in the law’s violence, as cruel to the human body as it is detrimental to the social body that the king must heal. In a manner reminiscent of, if not indebted to, the Essays, Paul Ricœur muses on a conception of justice that rejects vengeance: Justice must restore order by humanizing itself, in other words by restoring the dialogue between victim and accuser in cases of arbitration. The judge, “representing the third party,” is no longer the one “who punishes,” but rather should be the one who presides “over conciliation,” adding nonetheless that “the demythification of a vengeful justice system calling upon God has yet to be achieved,” a process that invites us to consider the restorative justice found in Anglo-Saxon countries.94 Montaigne clears the path for a way of thinking still current today regarding alternative solutions to punishment and to understanding the ideal of justice.
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CHAPTER 26

MONTAIGNE ON VIOLENCE

CYNTHIA NAZARIAN

“I want my voice not only to reach my listener,” the essayist writes, “but perhaps to strike him and pierce him.”1 This forceful inversion of the traditional captatio benevolentiae suggests how attuned Montaigne is to the rhetorical possibilities of violence. The most striking example is perhaps his condemnation of atheists in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond.” Here, his lines spit derisively, “they will not fail to clasp their hands to heaven if you stick them a good sword-thrust in the chest.”2 While neither citation advocates real violence, both mobilize its imagery to convince and to authenticate. Although he condemns it as a particularly human evil, the following essay will argue that Montaigne does not portray violence as either universally destructive or lacking in value. Rather, the Essays shows how violence’s very unruliness and destabilizating potential render it productive and revelatory, and allow it to provide central grounds for ethical self-definition.

What is violence? The paucity of its synonyms already suggests violence’s exceptionality, its incommensurability with ideas that approach or approximate it. The Oxford English Dictionary defines it as “the deliberate exercise of physical force against a person, property, etc.; physically violent behaviour or treatment; (Law) the unlawful exercise of physical force, intimidation by the exhibition of such force.”3 Le Grand Robert says more succinctly that it is “a brutal force to subdue someone.” The English definition emphasizes will and physicality, while the French highlights subjugation and directionality, all of which are central to Montaigne’s own conception.4 Although modern critics have expanded the meaning of violence into increasingly symbolic realms, for Montaigne and for my purposes here, violence is an exertion, a movement, a vector. It cannot be, as Slavoj Žižek suggests, a universal “dark matter” because violence is not a state.5 It implies displacement and force; it has victims and agents. As such, violence in the Essays represents a simultaneously ethical and corporeal intervention, one that may have social, psychological, political, or other causes or consequences, but one that fundamentally engages both physical bodies and moral principles.

On the whole, these principles and bodies are human. Although Montaigne admires the natural armor and valor of various animals as well as the fierce battles of honeybees and other insects, for him war “is the greatest and most pompous of human actions,” as well as a “testimony of our imbecility and imperfection; as indeed the science of undoing and killing one another, of ruining and destroying our own species, seems to have little to make it alluring to the beasts who do not have it.”6 Where the animal kingdom is characterized by order and natural law, the ubiquity of violence among humans leads Montaigne to ask “isn’t man a miserable animal?”7 He observes that we seek to alloy all our pleasures with some measure of misery, and bring pain and violence even into our dealings with our gods, whom we assume to be as bloodthirsty and cruel as we are. For Montaigne this represents a fundamental misreading brought about by human arrogance:

Antiquity thought, I believe, that it was doing something for divine greatness by likening it to man … and to reconcile it to our vicious passions, flattering its justice with inhuman vengeance, delighting it with the destruction and dispersion of things by it created and preserved.8

Rather than being universally systemic or divinely ordained, violence is a human insertion, a symptom of our failure to comprehend both divine truth and our own flawed nature. In this same vein, Montaigne criticizes flagellation and other ascetic mortifications, a position both striking and politically pointed within the context of sixteenth-century Catholic devotional practice, particularly at the court of Henri III. “It was a strange fancy to try to pay for divine goodness with our affliction… . Besides, it is not up to the criminal to have himself whipped at his own rate and time; it is up to the judge.”9 Once again violence, even when turned against oneself, signals human misprision and the will to destruction.

Implicit in these behaviors, for Montaigne, is the application of violence as a form of control, a faulty assertion of order and comprehensibility that belies fallen human understanding. Rather than strength, it reveals weakness. In “Cowardice, mother of cruelty” he announces this clearly from the first line: “I have often heard it said that cowardice is the mother of cruelty. And I have found by experience that the bitterness and hardness of a malicious and inhuman heart are usually accompanied by feminine weakness.”10 Its misogyny notwithstanding, the citation now divides cruelty from the human. Similarly dehumanizing vocabulary appears elsewhere to define bloodthirstiness, “I could hardly be convinced, until I saw it, that there were souls so monstrous that they would commit murder for the mere pleasure of it.”11 Therefore, while the appetite for violence is predominantly human, it also degrades that very humanity through the loss of moral strength and identity.

Violence poses a lifelong threat to the individual, both from within and from without. Montaigne locates the roots of cruelty in childhood: “our being is cemented with sickly qualities … indeed even cruelty, so unnatural a vice. For in the midst of compassion we feel within us I know not what bittersweet pricking of malicious pleasure in seeing others suffer; even children feel it.”12 The term “desnaturé” emphasizes the perversion that a thirst for violence implies. Violence used against children is especially destabilizing. “Of the education of children” deplores pedagogical violence, the preferred practice of Montaigne’s day. Not only does it render learning itself unpleasant and painful, but it also effects a more fundamental transformation of the victim. “Away with violence and compulsion! There is nothing to my mind which so depraves and stupefies a wellborn nature. If you would like him to fear shame and chastisement, don’t harden him to them.”13 Pedagogical violence subverts its own regulatory function; once applied, it swiftly moves beyond control and undoes both the one who applies it and the one against whom it is used.

This is a degeneration that worsens over time, as signs of violent propensities in children foreshadow future brutality. “Of custom, and not easily changing an accepted law” criticizes parents who interpret their children’s aggression toward animals or servants as signs of future martial prowess. On the contrary, “these are the true seeds and roots of cruelty, tyranny, and treason; they sprout here, and afterwards shoot up lustily, and flourish mightily in the hands of habit.”14 Here, violence is not only denaturing, but also self-proliferating.15 Similarly, as Montaigne turns from considering the impact on the individual to society at large, violence becomes increasingly destabilizing and unruly. Wars have deplorable, inane causes and armies prove surprisingly weak, while one individual’s propensity toward quarrel can have massive consequences when unleashed on society. “The souls of emperors and cobblers are cast in the same mold,” he warns us in the “Apology,” “the same reason that makes us bicker with a neighbor creates a war between princes; the same reason that makes us whip a lackey, when it happens in a king makes him ruin a province.”16 Once violence is unleashed, it only grows: “the first cruelties are practiced for their own sake; thence arises the fear of a just revenge, which afterward produces a string of new cruelties, in order to stifle the first by the others.”17 Social violence in the Essays seems to foreshadow René Girard’s cyclical conception of it, but without a mechanism to purge it.18 In Montaigne’s own time, instead of finding an external outlet, which foreign wars once provided, it has turned inwards, as his repeated references to the corrosive disruptions of the Wars of Religion, to which he is a firsthand witness, demonstrate:19

Monstrous war! Other wars act outward; this one acts also against itself, eats and destroys itself by its own venom… . All discipline flies from it. It comes to cure sedition and is full of it, would chastise disobedience and sets the example of it; and employed in defense of the laws, plays the part of rebel against its own laws. What have we come to? Our medicine carries infection… . In these epidemics one can distinguish at the beginning the well from the sick; but when they come to last, like ours, the whole body is affected, head and heels alike; no part is free from corruption. For there is no air that is inhaled so greedily, that so spreads and penetrates, as does license.20

Montaigne’s tone channels Lucan in its emphasis on disorder and upheaval. Boundaries have been blurred beyond recognition, and cures are now worse than their diseases. Just as violence that seeks to correct children instead hardens them to cruelty, violence applied for social control often backfires. Although the passage describes communal conflict, Montaigne’s imagery repeatedly suggests a single organism bent on undoing itself. The effects of violence on the individual and on society are analogous: for both it is destabilizing, denaturing (monstrueuse), and increasingly self-destructive.

The term “licence” emphasizes an additional effect of collective violence: a rupture of rules of conduct, a usurpation of illicit freedom. The ethical degradation of the individual becomes the political breakdown of society. Montaigne applies the term repeatedly to describe the civil wars, emphasizing the weakening of civic law and order and institutions. With this in mind, although the essayist imposes strict limits on the practice of violence in other situations, in the case of disruptive, societal conflict, he does the opposite. The essay “Of custom, and not easily changing an accepted law” defends the status quo for the sake of public order, even when existing institutions can be justifiably criticized. Nevertheless, there is an important exception:

[B] And when you resist the growth of an innovation that has come to introduce itself by violence, it is a dangerous obligation and a handicap to keep yourself in check and within the rules, in all matters and places, against those who are free as air, to whom everything is permissible that can advance their plan, who have neither law nor order except to follow their advantage… . [C] The law-abiding pace is a cold, deliberate, and constrained one, and is not the kind that can hold up against a lawless and unbridled pace… . [A] For in truth, in these ultimate necessities where there is nothing more to hold on to, it would perhaps be more wisely done to lower your head and give way a little to the blow, than, by struggling to let nothing go when this is impossible, to give violence an occasion to trample everything underfoot; and it would be better to make the laws will what they can do, since they cannot do what they will.21

That Montaigne should have added to these comments in each version of the Essays indicates their importance and the growing immediacy of the subject over the course of the civil wars. Once again, what is at issue is a violent licence presented as a threat to civic order. As in the previous citation, the impact is felt at the level of the laws. In his “Critique of violence” Walter Benjamin argues that “all [state] violence as a means is either lawmaking or law-preserving. If it lays claim to neither of these predicates, it forfeits all validity.”22 Although Montaigne’s proposed response seeks to preserve order, his response to lawless violence is lawlessness in return. His call to suspend the laws to save the laws positions Montaigne, centuries before Carl Schmitt or Giorgio Agamben, as an early theorist of the state of exception.23 He proposes to confront lawless violence on its own terrain, through praxis rather than avoidance.

That violence should provide the arena for this theorizing is especially significant. Once again, although the Essays often deplores violence, it nonetheless represents an important analytical tool, one that diagnoses the existing weaknesses of the very order it threatens. In the same essay, Montaigne uses violence as a lens through which to criticize the incommensurability of the nobility’s traditional honor-based codes and the nascent state’s laws that seek to control violence through its juridical apparatus.24 The same is at work in Montaigne’s discussion of violent propensities in children: while these early signs of violence may be disturbing, they also perform an important analytic and predictive function. Violence may proliferate and destabilize, but it also provides the means for its own diagnosis and control. Indeed, it represents a unique space for analysis and critique because of its combined destabilizing and diagnostic functions. Violence’s very unruliness can be repurposed—paradoxically, if not hypocritically—to establish stability. Its deep connection to flawed human nature allows it to reveal the weaknesses in human ethics and institutions.

The efficacy of violence as a diagnostic and analytic tool derives from its privileged though deeply ambivalent relationship to truth. Montaigne explores this connection most directly in his discussions of torture. Although modern colloquial usage has expanded the meaning of the term, torture was originally an investigative rather than a punitive tool,25 a forensic procedure that inflicted pain to uncover truth. In classical Greece, torture specifically sought to elicit confession, the “queen of proofs.” This standard spread to the Roman Empire, and thence via Roman canon law into continental Europe from the thirteenth century onward.26 In France, the Ordinance of Villers-Cotterêts of 1539 codified torture, which then increased exponentially in practice during the French Wars of Religion. However, commentators as far back as Aristotle had already cast doubt on its effectiveness, arguing that torture would compel a victim to say whatever a torturer wished. Montaigne is of the same opinion, as he declares repeatedly in his essay “Of conscience”:

Tortures are a dangerous invention, and seem to be a test of endurance rather than of truth. Both the man who can endure them and the man who cannot endure them conceal the truth. For why shall pain rather make me confess what is, than force me to say what is not? …I think that the basis of this invention rests on the consideration of the power of conscience. For the guilty man’s conscience seems to abet the torture in making him confess his fault, and to weaken him; whereas the innocent man’s conscience seems to fortify him against his torture. To tell the truth, torture is a means full of uncertainty and danger.27

Montaigne could not be clearer in doubting the efficacy of violence in accessing truth. Nevertheless, he also acknowledges a connection between torture and conscience that suggests how the latter may find a voice through violence.

The key to this seeming contradiction lies in Montaigne’s phrase “test of endurance rather than of truth.” As torture was considered investigative rather than punitive, it established a kind of contest between torturer and victim: should it fail to elicit a confession, the accused would go free. The Ordinance of Villers-Cotterêts not only required the defendants’ release, but also allowed them to sue any private party that had accused them.28 Thus, when Montaigne refers to torture as a test, he locates the possibility of agency in two different positions, in the tester and the tested. He clearly condemns the torturer, not only because his practice is cruel, but also because his results are too unreliable to justify the application of violence: “After all, it is putting a very high price on one’s conjectures to have a man roasted alive because of them.”29 However, Montaigne’s position on the tortured is more complex.30 In fact, in pivoting from the application to the endurance of violence, he allows that its connection to truth strengthens considerably: whereas violence fails as an investigative tool, it can succeed as a means of self-justification. “It is a common practice in many nations of our time for people to wound themselves intentionally to give credit to their word.”31 Closer to home he finds additional examples in the annals of Christian piety and martyrdom, from which he concludes that from the victim’s perspective violence channels emphasis and authentication, thereby affirming the connection between violence and conscience implied in his critique of torture.

Furthermore, the endurance of violence plays an important critical role by shifting power between agents and victims of violence. In “Defense of Seneca and Plutarch” Montaigne gives numerous examples of people undergoing extremes of violence without faltering. One, a Spanish peasant who refuses to confess under torture, escapes his captors and kills himself as an act of defiance. In his 1592 revision, Montaigne adds another describing a woman named Epicharis who endured Nero’s tortures, then succeeded in killing herself. He asks, “having the courage to die thus and escape more tortures like the first ones, does she not seem to have lent her life purposely to this test of her endurance in order to mock this tyrant and encourage others to a like attempt against him?”32 This reasoning opens a space within violence for critique and resistance: although the one who inflicts it is dehumanized and destabilized, the one who endures it is paradoxically strengthened, even in death.

These dual possibilities suggest how violence can be productive even in destruction. Its truth lies in revelation, as it uncovers the ethical makeup of both its practitioners and victims. It is deeply significant that almost all of the numerous examples in “Of virtue” depict self-harm or killing. Simply put, the essay posits violence as the arena in which to think through virtue. Furthermore, the potential for self-justification is not limited to endurance but also applies to practice: Montaigne does not condemn all violent action. On the contrary, his most common exempla of greatness throughout the Essays are military commanders ancient and contemporary. In “Of virtue” among the individuals mutilating themselves to control their appetites and the numerous descriptions of honorable women, all either self-harming or willing to undergo brutalization for the good of their husbands, we also find assassins:

There has not yet occurred within our memory a more admirable act of resolution than that of those two who plotted the death of the prince of Orange… . Certainly he employed a very determined hand and a courage moved by a vigorous passion… . That that man ran to a certain death I have no doubt; for the hopes with which he might have been beguiled could find no lodging in a sober understanding; and his conduct of his exploit shows that he had no lack of this, any more than of courage.33

The essay makes no pronouncement on the justice or motivations of this act; rather, it focuses on the assassin’s steadfastness in the face of danger. In this way, it fits him among other exempla of resoluteness and endurance, even though he is an aggressor rather than a victim of violence. He is not alone, either:

the essay ends with the assassins, who are considered among the Mohammedans as being of supreme devoutness and purity of morals. They hold that the most certain way to deserve Paradise is to kill someone of a different religion. Since they scorn all personal dangers in order to carry out so useful a mission, there have been many instances in which they presented themselves … to assassinate … their enemy in the midst of his forces.34

Montaigne’s striking illustration of virtue by means of self-mutilating, self-harming, as well as murderous figures suggests a common idea underlying both the practice and the experience of violence: that it provides ideal grounds for proving oneself ethically.

These observations complicate the critical perspective that sees in the Essays an argument for pacifism or a politics of concession or compassion.35 Beyond the enormous amount of space that Montaigne grants to examples of martial valor, discussions of battlefield techniques and innovations, and his full-throated praise of military life in the essay “Of experience,” the fact remains that he defines valor as the true vocation of both the nobility and the ruler.36 Furthermore, Montaigne comes to the defense of his younger brother, Bertrand de Mattecoulon, both in person and in the Essays when the latter is imprisoned for his involvement in a bloody duel in Rome.37 Rather than condemning dueling as so many of his contemporaries did, Montaigne criticizes only the use of seconds; on the contrary, he notes in a later essay that “vengeance is a sweet passion, whose impact is great and natural.”38 Rarely is Montaigne as direct as he is in stating that

our nation gives valor the highest rank among the virtues, as its name shows, which comes from value …when we say a very valuable man, or a worthy man, in the language of our court and our nobility, we are saying nothing else than a valiant man. …The proper, the only, the essential, form of nobility in France is the military profession.39

Moreover, Montaigne is pragmatic in discussing the utility of violence throughout “Of evil means employed to a good end.” Here, he even interprets the brutal spectacle of Roman gladiatorial combat as exemplary, the means by which “the Romans trained the people to valor and contempt for dangers and death.” Rather than condemning, he praises:

It was in truth an admirable example, and very fruitful for the education of the people, to see every day before their eyes a hundred, two hundred, even a thousand pairs of men, armed against one another, hack each other to pieces with such extreme firmness of courage that they were observed never to let slip a word of weakness or commiseration, never to turn their back or make even a cowardly movement to avoid their adversary’s blow, but rather to extend their neck to his sword and offer themselves to the blow.40

Although the essay’s title conveys Montaigne’s recognition that violence is a distasteful means of accomplishing most things, its utility is equally clear. Within even the extremes of violence, there is the potential for revelation.

In this citation, Montaigne once again focuses on the notion of fortitude (“si extreme fermeté”) in the face of violence, as he did in his many examples of virtuous self-harm, where synonyms such as “resolution,” “determination,” “constance,” and “perseverance” abound. Ethical exemplarity derives from the ways in which one withstands violence’s destabilizing, dehumanizing effects: the Essays repeatedly frames immovability and the unwillingness to yield in the face of violence as forms of resistance and ethical modelling. The famous essay “Of cannibals” engages in an almost lyrical praise of fortitude in the context of violence, one that distinguishes it from a purely physical strength:

[A] The worth and value of a man is in his heart and his will; there lies his real honor. Valor is strength, not of legs and arms, but of heart and soul; it consists not in the worth of our horse or our weapons, but in our own. He who falls obstinate in his courage, [C] if he has fallen, he fights on his knees (Seneca). [A] He who relaxes none of his assurance, no matter how great the danger of imminent death; who, giving up his soul, still looks firmly and scornfully at his enemy—he is beaten not by us, but by fortune, he is killed, not conquered. [B] The most valiant are sometimes the most unfortunate. [C] Thus there are triumphant defeats that rival victories… . The role of true victory is in fighting, not in coming off safely; and the honor of valor consists in combating, not in beating.41

In each version of his book, Montaigne adds to this remarkable passage, honing his praise of fortitude and reinforcing the centrality of violence as the means through which it is proven: violence’s instability provides the arena for trying the stability of the soul.42 However, this raises an important question: what allows violence, which fails to compel truth, to nonetheless succeed as a testing grounds for it? The key lies in the last line of the citation: Montaigne claims that the true ends of honor and valor are struggle, not victory. This conception of violence aligns closely with Montaigne’s view of virtue itself. Therefore, it is no coincidence to find that he states his thesis on the nature of virtue in the essay “Of cruelty,” as

what I was trying to prove: that virtue refuses facility for her companion; and that the easy, gentle, and sloping path that guides the footsteps of a good natural disposition is not the path of true virtue. It demands a rough and thorny road; it wants to have either external difficulties to struggle with …by means of which fortune takes pleasure in breaking up the unwaveringness of a man’s career; or internal difficulties created by the disordered appetites and imperfections of our nature.43

Those disordered appetites might very well describe the human impulse toward violence. Indeed, Montaigne’s conception of honorable violence virtually tracks this deeply agonistic conception of virtue; it requires identical opposition against which to prove itself:

‘Valor, whose effect it is to act only against resistance’—‘Nor is it joy to kill the bull unless he fights’ (Claudian)—stops on seeing the enemy at its mercy. But pusillanimity, in order to say that it is also in the game, having been unable to take part in this first act, takes as its part the second, that of massacre and bloodshed… . And what causes so many unheard-of cruelties in wars in which the people take part is that the beastly rabble tries to be warlike and brave by ripping up a body at their feet and bloodying themselves up to their elbows, having no sense of any other kind of valor … like cowardly curs, that in the house tear and bite the skins of wild beasts that they did not dare attack in the fields.44

The destabilizing, dehumanizing chaos of violence that turns the populace into “curs” and a “beastly rabble” also allows the valorous to distinguish themselves by resisting it. As Arlette Jouanna notes, “ce qui l’intéresse dans la vaillance, c’est sa différence, c’est-à-dire sa capacité à distinguer, à séparer.”45 However, as violence has become more widespread during the Wars of Religion, so too has valor; indeed, for Montaigne valor seems the only virtue prized in his fallen, cruel age.46 Nevertheless, for all that we might wish to see in this position a rejection of valor or of violence itself, it remains true that Montaigne’s highest exemplum of virtue, Socrates, is praised in the last book of the Essays not as a sage but as a fighter.47 Another of Montaigne’s favored exempla, Epaminondas, shows how the ethical practice of violence, rather than its avoidance, provides the means for overcoming its destabilizing effects:

Truly that man was in command of war itself, who made it endure the curb of benignity at the point of its greatest heat, all inflamed as it was and foaming with frenzy and slaughter. It is a miracle to be able to mingle some semblance of justice with such actions; but it belongs only to the strength of Epaminondas to be able to mingle with them the sweetness and ease of the gentlest ways, and pure innocence.48

Although Montaigne remarks that the virtue that may be accessed through violence is by no means its most elevated form, he shows that in these brutal, fallen times it may well be the most human.49

The reason for this lies in violence’s straddling of the ethical and the corporeal, as the struggle that allows violence to test virtue plays itself out in the arena of human flesh. Although some of us are unafraid of death, as Montaigne wishes us to be, we are all susceptible to immediate danger and to pain, which Nature has contrived to test us, and to remind us of our mortality and infirmity.50 In “That the taste of good and evil depends in large part on the opinion we have of them” Montaigne dwells at length on the problem of pain, which he defines as a universal vulnerability:

Shall we make our skin believe that the lashes of a stirrup strap tickle it, and our palate that aloes is Graves wine? … Shall we violate the general law of nature, which can be observed in all that lives under heaven, that we shall tremble under pain? The very trees seem to groan at the blows that are given them.51

Montaigne adds in a later essay a call to set aside judgment of those who cry out in pain.52 We might see in these gestures a humanist precursor to the theory of precarity recently proposed by Judith Butler, one that would advocate a compassionate ethics and politics in the midst of the French Wars of Religion.53 However, this is not the response that Montaigne proposes to human vulnerability: his is neither lamentational nor compassionate, but once again agonistic:

Thus let us deal only with pain. I grant them, and that willingly, that it is the worst accident of our being; for in all the world I am the man who bears it the most ill will and who flees it the most, the more so because until now, thank God, I have had no great association with it. But it is in us, if not to annihilate it, at least to lessen it by patience, and, even should the body be disturbed by it, to maintain nevertheless our soul and reason in good trim. And if this were not so, who would have brought into credit among us virtue, valor, strength, magnanimity, and resolution? Where would these play their part, if there were no more pain to defy?54

Montaigne’s discussion of pain, much like his explorations of violence, emphasizes its utility and ethical efficacy. Like violence itself, physical vulnerability provides an opportunity for ethical self-distinction, another struggle through which to “acquire the advantage we wish to have over the common herd.”55

Montaigne himself uses vulnerability as a way to counter violence’s destabilizing effects. He argues that he has kept his properties free from the upheavals of the Wars of Religion, which raged very close to his seat,56 by leaving them entirely defenseless rather than fortifying them. In so doing:

I have weakened the intent of the soldiers by taking from their enterprise the elements of risk and military glory, which customarily served them as pretext and excuse. What is done courageously is always done honorably, in a time when justice is dead. I make the conquest of my house cowardly and treacherous for them.57

His counterintuitive attitude to the threat of violence is to combine fortitude and deliberate vulnerability, as he continues to do even in the last essays, where he describes two violent threats—a neighbor who plans to invade his home and a hold-up by a ligueur brigand—both of which he escapes not by defending himself but rather by “my face and my frankness.”58 Rather than fleeing or bemoaning susceptibility, Montaigne redeploys it as resistance against violence. In his critique of armor, he paradoxically transforms vulnerability into a mark of valor even in the very heart of battle.59

Although valor, because of its relation to violence, is an imperfect, fallen virtue, it nonetheless appears in the Essays to be among the best that we can do as humans. It is so moving, in fact, that Montaigne proposes it as an alternative to humankind’s abject vulnerability as a way of resolving violence: where compassion fails, admiration succeeds in soothing the victor’s bloodlust. He notes:

it may be said that to subdue your heart to commiseration is the act of an easygoing indulgence and softness, which is why the weaker natures, such as those of women, children, and the common herd, are the most subject to it; but that, having disdained tears and prayers, to surrender simply to reverence for the sacred image of valor is the act of a strong and inflexible soul which holds in affection and honor a masculine and obstinate vigor.60

What resolves violence is not the recognition of sameness in shared vulnerability, but rather the individual distinction that honorable responses to torture, war, cruelty, or pain afford. Rather than turning universally to lamentation or to pacifist alternatives, Montaigne’s Essays posits violence as a central ground for ethical contest: at once so human and so dehumanizing, it is nonetheless deeply revelatory and productive. Proposing an agonistic conception of violence that tracks an equally agonistic vision of virtue, the Essays uses violence’s destabilizing forces to try and, ultimately, to prove the stability of the soul.
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CHAPTER 27

MONTAIGNE ON VIRTUE AND ETHICS

ULLRICH LANGER

IF Montaigne’s Essays have something to say to us today, it is not primarily because they treat questions of logic, epistemology, natural philosophy, pedagogy, poetics, and religion, as well as of legal or political philosophy; neither is it because they constitute a record of life as an educated nobleman in wartorn times of early modern France or because they contain information about Renaissance attitudes toward death, antiquity, the New World, medicine, sexuality, food, and so forth. Montaigne’s Essays have something to say to us today because they seem to transmit a way of living, and more specifically a way of living that we recognize as likeable, attainable, and good. Of all the characters who inhabit our theater of the early modern period, Montaigne stands out as someone we find, as the French would say, sympa (for sympathique, agreeable and easygoing). He is someone whose life lessons, conveyed in his informal and meandering writing style, in his mixture of varied examples and personal asides, we are willing to listen to. Hence, the success of recent portraits of Montaigne as a friend to us, someone we would like, as Aristotle puts it, to “eat salt with,” or more relevantly, sit next to on a long airplane flight. Antoine Compagnon’s Un été avec Montaigne (s.l.: Éditions des Équateurs, 2013) is an explicit example of this portrait of the essayist as a smart but relaxed co-vacationer, and although Sara Bakewell’s How to Live, or, a Life of Montaigne in One Question and Twenty Attempts at an Answer (New York: Other Press, 2011), sports a more didactic title, it transmits this similar good feeling about the former mayor of Bordeaux.

One option, then, when treating the subject of virtue and ethics in the work of Montaigne is to take this approach: since most modern readers are charmed by the Essays, and this charm rests on an ethos of the writer, let us detail what we find charming in the sayings and recounted actions of Montaigne. The assumption is that we share with Montaigne notions of “ethics” that we need not define, since we (as Montaigne, too) know goodness when we see it and when we can spend some time with a good person. The Essays can then be used to renew our acquaintance with the good person and to collect selected tips for leading a more aware and possibly better life ourselves.

Another approach is to assume that in spite of their truly varied and sometimes self-contradictory nature, the Essays can be fitted into the mold of a systematic moral philosophy. That is, Montaigne can be understood as proposing theses that he defends through various arguments or proofs or examples or as proposing theses that he fails to defend adequately some of the time, although he could very well do so (were he a better philosopher). In proposing these theses, he is aligning himself with, or opposing, various systematic classical moral philosophies that were available to him: Stoicism, Epicureanism, Aristotelianism, and skepticism. Or, on the other hand, he is foreshadowing modern systematic accounts of certain problems in moral philosophy, or at least the questions on which these systematic accounts are based.1 A question that is common to early modern moral philosophy, although it is not formulated in the same way today, is that of the highest good, summum bonum.2 What is the nature of that end which we place before all others, and the attainment of which brings us a contentment not matched by the other ends determining our lives?3 Montaigne refers to this debate in “That to philosophize is to learn to die” (1, 20). Philosophy, according to Cicero (that is, according to Montaigne’s account of him), is nothing but preparation for death. The essayist feels that one can interpret this two ways: either by comparing the practicing of philosophy to a kind of separation of the soul from the body, which resembles the soul leaving the body, or by saying that all the wisdom that is a result of practicing philosophy can be condensed into learning how not to fear death. Montaigne seems to agree with this second option, and he seems to understand not fearing death as being equivalent to happiness and living well; indeed, this is what philosophy should do:

In truth, either reason is a mockery, or it must aim solely at our contentment, and the sum of its labors must tend to make us live well and our ease, as Holy Scripture says. All the opinions in the world agree on this—that pleasure is our goal—though they choose different means to it. Otherwise they would be thrown out right away; for who would listen to a man who would set up our pain and discomfort as his goal? The dissensions of the philosophic sects in this matter are merely verbal… . Whatever they say, in virtue itself the ultimate goal we aim at is [pleasure].4

Philosophy should be concerned exclusively with our well-being, which means that it is, in the way that Montaigne sets out here, actually rather useless. Any philosophy that does not come up with living well and comfortably as its highest good would be dismissed out of hand, as we already know that we all strive for pleasure above all else. Hence, in a twofold sense, philosophy, on this subject at least, is superfluous. First, any goal other than pleasure would not correspond to actual practice (so what is the use of deliberating about it, if there is already a consensus?). Second, even if philosophy could demonstrate that a different goal should be pursued, no one would do so (and if moral philosophy is not “listened to,” and cannot and will not be put into practice, what is it there for?). Indeed, moral philosophy of Montaigne’s time had distinguished virtue only (excluding at least sensual pleasure), a mixture of virtue and pleasure, and pleasure alone as the highest good, depending on whether one adhered to Stoicism, Aristotelianism, or Epicureanism. Montaigne dismisses these debates as “verbal,” that is, as not concerning the “res,” the matter of the highest good, which, as measured by what we practice, is simply pleasure. Even virtue, which Montaigne does accept in the following lines as an essential component of living well and which some philosophers held to be incompatible with many forms of pleasure, can and should in the end be thought of as pleasure. So why bother with philosophical argument on this point at all? That seems to be the sense of these passages. Montaigne is not rejecting here a Stoic and adopting an Epicurean position, as many commentators have supposed.5 He is not making the point that Stoics or Aristotelians are wrong, but that they, too, in the end live in a way that assumes pleasure as the highest good, so you might as well call virtue pleasure and get it over with.6 And rather than engage in philosophical debates, get down to the business of living well.

In other words, the second option, Montaigne as addressing moral questions such as virtue qua philosopher, does not account for what is happening in the Essays. Instead, I would like to propose a third option, defining what it means in the early modern period, to most everyone, in the most commonly shared way, to live well, and see how Montaigne’s writings both emerge from that default position and differ from it. This default position is not necessarily our position today, and in this sense it differs from the vague sense of Montaigne’s being “friends” with us that I referred to at the outset.

Living well, in the early modern period, indeed concerns virtue and the virtues, and before turning to Montaigne I need to define what is meant by these terms. In doing so, I will follow the Aristotelian account, which, as can be argued cogently, is the most elaborate and relevant account of moral life available to the early modern period, both in the secular and in the religious domains. Moral virtue is first of all an activity, not the apprehending or contemplation of a concept or value. Moreover, it is not an isolated action, derived from a sense of what is right or wrong, nor is it produced by applying a rule or precept. It is “acting well” rather than “doing the right thing.” One “acts well” when one realizes oneself as a human being, by showing that one possesses prudence, temperance, justice, and fortitude.7 Virtues, and their possession by a living human being, are discerned through the praise that human society bestows on them: they do not exist independently of our lives, which are rooted in both a tradition and in a present collective political entity. Although we can describe the prudent, temperate, just, and courageous man, and to some extent the virtues of prudence, temperance, fortitude and especially justice with some degree of rigor, the knowledge that these descriptions give us is of a probable and variable nature. It is not “scientific,” since over time and in different contexts some variation in what we consider to be virtuous behavior can introduce itself.

Virtue is habitual action that has come to be so by rational deliberation and enactment over time. We are not born virtuous or vice-ridden, nor are we transformed into virtuous persons by revelation or sudden discovery of the good in itself. We acquire the habit of virtue through rational action, often simply by imitating those who already are deemed virtuous or observing what others do and have done before us.8 Virtue is also a certain self-realization, in the sense that virtuous action corresponds to what nature has made into our highest, quintessentially human faculties. Virtue is an “excellence” of the human. But if they are not practiced and formed, their mere existence cannot guarantee this realization of the human being. Pleasure—indeed the best form of pleasure—accompanies virtuous activity, as either an added goal, something we also strive for, or as a kind of natural supplement to virtue.9 Hence, in the Aristotelian account, a virtuous man, that is, one who has acquired the habits of virtue and is either in activity or has acceded to a state of contemplation among friends, can be called “happy” and this happiness includes pleasure.

The virtues of prudence, temperance, fortitude, and, to a lesser extent, justice are habits of mastery of oneself (and others) in the face of contingency, that is, in face of the “challenges” that life throws at us, events that can be fortunate or unfortunate for us and for those around us. Moral life is not reflection on a final meaning or preparation for judgment after death; rather, it is our dealing best in this world with difficult and imperfect circumstances. Prudence is memory of the past, applied to exact perception of the present and the choice of best action in the future, given its uncertainties. Temperance is self-mastery, not allowing emotions and senses to get the better of us, the ability to feel pleasure without going to excess, and balancing between our needs and those of others. Fortitude is physical courage when we and our friends are faced with unavoidable danger. Finally, justice is a practice of equality toward others, friends but also associates and simply the members of a small or large community. And it is, subjectively, a “lawfulness,” a willingness to obey laws a community has adopted. In addition to being perceived and learned by praise and example, some of these virtues can be determined, more or less, by thinking of them as means between excesses that are condemned. For example, courage is a mean between timorousness and foolhardiness, temperance a mean between insensibility and debauchery.

This is, in an abbreviated version, the default setting of “living well” in the early modern period, that is, of being “virtuous.” Two aspects of this setting should be emphasized. First of all, virtue is intimately connected with rationality, and with communication of that rationality, even if its practice is only a semi-deliberate “habit.” When you are prudent, and have demonstrated your prudence in real circumstances, you are able to say why you acted the way you acted, and this makes sense to others. You don’t act virtuously by simply reacting in a spontaneous, completely unthinking way. Second, virtuous action can be encapsulated or transmitted in stories: indeed, it lends itself to the logic of narrative. Hence, we find a massive literature of examples (and of novellas, tales, etc.) emerging from this culture of virtues; a moral culture of precepts or abstract rules is much less fertile ground for this type of literature. From the ancient Valerius Maximus’s Dictorum factorumque memorabilium exempla to the recent Dominicus Nannus Mirabellius’s Polyanthea (many augmented editions from 1503 on), Jean Ravisius Textor’s Officina (1520) and Theodor Zwinger’s Theatrum vitae humanae (1565, with several expanded editions), early modern printed culture is replete with collections of examples or collections of references to examples, often organized under moral rubrics such as Amicitia, Avaritia, etc.10 The advantage of the “example” mode of moral thought is its connection with narrative; the disadvantage is the tendency for such examples to differ from each other, and even to contradict each other. Similarly to the use of proverbs or adages, the pursuit of examples can easily lead in wildly different directions; the abundance of small narratives often precludes a grand narrative. Montaigne used many of these books, much material in the Essays reproduces examples he found in them, and the centrifugal tendency inherent in this literature is exploited with some gleefulness by the essayist.

When we peruse the table of contents of the Essays, the titles of the chapters occasionally do seem to illustrate the organization of moral knowledge around virtue. The chapters “Of constancy” (I, 12), “Of friendship” (I, 28), “Of moderation” (I, 30), “Of cruelty” (II, 11), “Of glory” (II, 16), “Of presumption” (II, 17), “Of virtue” (II, 29), “Of anger” (II, 31), and “Of the useful and the honorable” (III, 1), were they to be found elsewhere, could all enclose a set of examples common to the moral literature tradition. But these titles are in a small minority, and the vast majority of titles seem more haphazard and circumstantial, recalling moral miscellanies such as Pedro Mexía’s La Silva de varia lección (1544), translated into French from the 1550s onward; Jean Des Caurres’s Œuvres morales, et diversifiées en histoires (1575); and the late ancient Aulus Gellius’s Attic Nights; or the ever popular Moralia of Plutarch, for whom Montaigne voiced great affection. An additional difficulty in treating the Essays like a compendium of moral thought is the tendency of chapters to veer off from their announced subject; instead of proposing a string of examples related to a given virtue, Montaigne will meander through material often distant from the initial question.

In full awareness of the above reservations, I propose to look at three examples of specific treatments of virtue in the Essays, “Of cruelty” (II, 11), in which Montaigne discusses the relation between virtue and the overcoming of vice; “Of virtue” (II, 29), in which he treats the problem of excessive virtue; and “Of constancy” (I, 12), which deals with the connection between courage and prudence. In all three cases Montaigne remains within the conceptual framework of virtue; he does not propose alternatives to classic accounts of moral activity as I outlined them, although he complicates our perception of each virtue when they are the object of detailed analysis. Then I will turn to the figure of the essayist himself, as composer of the Essays: does he convey a portrait of himself as a practitioner of virtue?

“Of cruelty” is vaguely inspired by Seneca’s De clementia, and I emphasize “vaguely,” since Montaigne is much less interested here in mercy as an instrument of good statecraft than is his Stoic predecessor. He is more interested in the overcoming of the individual human impulse toward cruelty as a by-product of vengeance and as gratuitous infliction of suffering. Overcoming an impulse for vengeance is an effect of virtue, presumably the virtue of temperance or moderation. It can also be thought of in connection to justice, following Seneca’s definition of cruelty as the opposite of mercy: “It is cruelty, which is nothing less than harshness of mind [atrocitas animi] in exacting punishment.”11 Montaigne does not mention temperance or justice explicitly; rather, he focuses on the effort it takes to overcome the impulse not to be temperate or just. Comparing the seemingly nonchalant Socrates and the tense Cato (one no less temperate or just than the other), he ends up distinguishing three levels of “beautiful” virtue, in descending order:

Now I do not think there is any doubt that it is finer to prevent the birth of temptations by a lofty and divine resolution, and to have so formed oneself to virtue that the very seeds of the vices are rooted out, than to prevent their progress by main force, and, having let oneself be surprised by the first commotions of the passions, to arm and tense oneself to stop their course and conquer them; and that this second action still is finer than to be simply provided with a nature easy and affable and having an inborn distaste for debauchery and vice. For it certainly seems that this third and last type makes a man innocent, but not virtuous; exempt from doing ill, but not apt enough to do good.12

The three levels of virtue, arguably exemplified by Socrates, Cato, and Montaigne himself, can be summarized by effortless virtue through prior eradication of vice, strenuous virtue resulting from a victorious struggle against vice, and innocence, a natural disposition not prone to vice, but possibly unprepared to act against it when necessary. From the point of view of classical virtue theory, this segmentation is particularly appropriate to the virtue of moderation, the mastery of physical pleasure and pain, and the particular temptation of cruelty is the pleasure it produces, whether it arises from revenge or from what we would call sadistic enjoyment of others’ suffering, unmotivated by revenge.13 Aristotle, too, distinguished the truly temperate man, who finds pleasure in abstinence from physical pleasures, from the man who is not truly so, who finds pain in abstaining from physical pleasure. Similarly, the courageous man will face danger with pleasure or in the absence of pain, whereas the cowardly man will face dangers with pain.14 On that basis, Socrates is indeed more admirable than Cato, since the habit of virtue is more deeply acquired. Montaigne’s third (and most common) level is troubling, though, not because it falls completely outside considerations of virtue but because the essayist will insist on the accidental, nondeliberate nature of this disposition, and, implicitly, on its phenomenal resemblance to the highest level of virtue. Why would a sweet and gentle disposition, if it is not put to an extreme test, not be indistinguishable from that of Socrates? Furthermore, the naturally gentle but intelligent or otherwise capable person might be indistinguishable from the truly stupid or unconsidered or physically diminished person. One can be chaste and temperate because one is no longer physically capable of these pleasures.

One can also be contemptuous of mortal danger if one fails to realize the extent to which the danger is indeed mortal, and this occasions a longer discussion. “Thus want of apprehension and stupidity sometimes counterfeit virtuous actions,”15 Montaigne observes. The problem is epistemological: how do we know that someone is courageous when he might just be stupid? Even if a virtue is a habit, and can be exercised almost involuntarily, rational deliberation is still a key element: the courageous man will recognize and evaluate danger, and act accordingly. A stupid man lacks this rational capacity and cannot be considered to be courageous. In the same sentence Montaigne invokes the classical criterion of praise as the determination of the virtuous man: “as I have often seen it happen that people have praised men for something for which they deserved blame.”16 It is not that praise by many should not be used to determine who is virtuous, just that we often base our praise on perceptions that are false. Not only can the criterion of rationality be lacking in the person and the determination by praise be faulty, but different nations behave differently when confronted with danger. The Italians are the most prescient and thus most sensitive to potential risks, the Germans and the Swiss are the least sensitive. Montaigne concludes: “That is why when we judge a particular action we must consider many circumstances and the whole man who performed it, before we give it a name.”17 The essayist’s critique is not directed toward virtue per se as an element of living well, and he abstains from proposing an alternative way of understanding moral action; the critique focuses on our judgment of others’ virtue. The problem is the evaluation of a single action hic et nunc. Only a thorough knowledge of the circumstances and of the person permits us to evaluate, that is, to praise or to blame, an action that we identify as stemming from a habit of virtue. So “Of cruelty” goes on to allow us just such a thorough knowledge, it seems, by presenting Montaigne himself as an example of the temperate man: “To say a word about myself.”18. He shows that his friends, those who know him well, sometimes judge his actions falsely, and that, according to the tripartite scale that he set up, he cannot even arrive at the second level (the victorious struggle against vice), mainly because he is exempt from vehement passions (and thus temptations to vice). In other words, he is temperate by nature, or rather, accident, not by rational choice: “My virtue is a virtue, or I should say an innocence, that is accidental and fortuitous.”19 He is perhaps closer to the stupid man than to Socrates or Cato.

Does this mean that Montaigne is not praiseworthy, hence not virtuous? The essayist lists various reasons for his lack of penchant for vice: his “fortune” (the meaning of which wavers between “good luck” and “destiny”), his noble family and good father, good examples and education when he was a child, and simply because he was born this way. All of these circumstances are praiseworthy, in the classical rhetorical sense,20 and two quotes from Horace in this section underline the slightly ironic, slightly self-deprecating presentation of a “mediocre” character, of someone likable and on the whole honest. These are natural advantages Montaigne enjoys. As Quintilian would have put it, the important thing is not their possession (Montaigne did not choose them, as he shows) but the “good use” to which he has put them.21 The good use of such a disposition, in this context, is to condemn in the strongest possible terms the exercise of cruelty, a condemnation to which the essayist will devote most of the chapter, extending his good will even to animals and plants and trees.22

“Of virtue” (II, 29) is also about extreme forms of virtue, but more so on the model of Cato than on the model of Socrates or an innocent Montaigne. In a sense, it is not about virtue at all, if one conceives it as a mean and as a habit, since extreme virtue is neither a mean nor, in most common cases, a habit. For Aristotle, excessive virtue is said to transform men into gods. Analogously, excessive vice is a kind of bestiality.23 Montaigne, too, distinguishes between “bounds and sallies of the soul” and “a resolute and constant habit,”24 and he allows that the former can make us resemble God. For this sallying forth of excessive virtue to be a true (human) virtue, it needs to become a habit. Montaigne gives one example of this habit of excessive virtue, although it is not one we would expect. The results of a philosopher attempting to make extreme (presumably intellectual) virtue correspond to his own life, in an enduring way, are truly comic. Pyrrho the skeptic attempts to live as if nothing external mattered or, rather, as if his judgment on external things needed to be continually suspended. Transformed into an ethic, then, this skeptical attitude means that Pyrrho finishes his sentence even when his interlocutor has left the room, and his friends have to keep him from falling off cliffs. But even Pyrrho can get into a fight and defend himself against a dog. The other examples that Montaigne gives in this chapter all concern heroic gestures, and they do not qualify as a virtue in the sense of a semi-rational character disposition. These heroic gestures are often gruesome: a young man cutting off his genitals after experiencing impotence, wives joyfully allowing themselves to be incinerated so as to join their husbands in death, assassins doing their deed knowing that they will be taken, tortured, and killed. Montaigne’s brief discussion of God’s foreknowledge of contingent events25 and his allusion to the religious wars underline how little rational choice seems to accompany these gestures. When divine foreknowledge is used to encourage troops to fight bravely, since the moment of a soldier’s death is already determined, this is of limited usefulness: “That is fine to say, but find a man who will act upon it.”26 In other words, most of us are of the “human” variety: we are neither Pyrrho trying to live his (thoroughly impractical) principles nor fanatics able to sacrifice ourselves. What is most striking here is that Montaigne, in a chapter titled “Of virtue,” is interested exclusively in what hardly qualifies as virtue in the sense that we have outlined.27 He does not treat the obvious examples of nonextreme and noncomic virtuous living: Epicurus and his bread and water (and occasional cheese), the perennial Socrates, and contemporary examples such as Étienne de la Boétie, the chancellors François Olivier and Michel de l’Hospital (both praised in II, 17)28, or, finally, himself.

“Of constancy” (I, 12) also claims a ground that moral compendia fill with many standard examples. The title and the initial version of the chapter reflect and anticipate the growing attraction to Stoicism manifest in the legally trained milieus of the French court and cities in the last decades of the 16th century and in the early decades of the century following.29 The Neostoic philosopher Justus Lipsius will entitle his major work De constantia (1585), and he gives the following definition of the eponymous virtue: “Constancy is an upright and unmoved solidity of a soul neither raised nor lowered by external and fortuitous things.”30 Further definitions of constancy by Lipsius emphasize “patience” (in the sense of an ability to undergo adversity) and endurance. Constancy, for the Neostoics, is above all a firm passivity of the soul, taking as their model the letters of Seneca to Lucilius (especially LXVII, which discusses courage as the enduring of intense suffering). Montaigne will focus on the “unmoved” part of constancy in this chapter, but taking it initially not in a moral sense (the repression of all emotion, as the Stoics and their Renaissance acolytes would have it) but in a sense of physical movement. Should we not move our bodies when facing danger (e.g., an army advancing toward us)? And the beginning of the chapter conveys a ludic tone, which is surprising, given the rather horrific scenarios that Seneca and the Stoics habitually evoked:

The [law] of resoluteness and constancy [does] not state that we must not protect ourselves as much as it lies in our power from the evils and troubles that threaten us; nor consequently that we should not fear being taken by surprise. On the contrary, all honorable means of safeguarding ourselves from evils are not only permitted but laudable. And [the game] of constancy is played principally in bearing troubles patiently where there is no remedy. So that there is neither any bodily suppleness, not any move with hand weapons, that we should despise if it serves to safeguard us from the blow that is struck at us.31

Seen through the screen of virtue theory, this passage is both traditional and not. The measure of a behavior’s virtuousness is the extent to which we praise it: avoiding evils is praiseworthy, and therefore physical movement or use of weapons intended to do so are not thought to be bad. Montaigne does seem to distinguish between “honest” ways of avoiding harm and those that are not, but he gives no example of the latter in this chapter. Hence, almost anything goes, when you can avoid harm, and you can even be afraid of being taken by surprise by danger. What the “law” of constancy does cover is, on the Senecan model, passive and firm endurance of harm when it is unavoidable.32 Montaigne has rephrased the initial proposition, however: constancy is no longer a “law” but a “role” in a play, or even a “game.” A game is what children play, what adults do when serious business does not need attending to. In other words, the serious business is not what the law of constancy covers, namely, the unavoidable; instead, we should look seriously at what can be avoided. Here is where we rejoin virtue theory, at least as the virtue of courage is concerned. In this theory, courage is always coupled with prudence. An imprudent man can be physically aggressive and willing to expose himself to danger, conforming to what many of us feel is courage. However, when his physical aggression is not exercised at the right moment in his best interests and in the best interests of the people surrounding him or depending on him, then he becomes foolhardy and is not called courageous. Courage involves a calculus of risk, thus also a sense of when it is best to avoid confrontation.33 So Montaigne has moved the discussion from simplistic “firmness” or “steadfastness” to the virtue of courage (and, implicitly, prudence) in which the choice of means to attain the end of victory or survival is very flexible. Many examples can confirm this, continues the essayist, and Socrates himself makes fun of his interlocutor Laches, whose definition of courage anticipates Senecan immobility, but this time in battle. How silly to stand firm against an opponent, when strategic retreat or movement can ensure victory.

But, continues the chapter, can we really exercise prudence and courage in some modern battlefield situations, and specifically, when faced with guns? This is where things start to break down. Guns seem to have reversed the classic prudential situation, in which risks can be foreseen and measured to some extent and actions can be taken to avoid them:

However in cannonades, once you are in the line of fire, as the chances of war often bring about, it is unbecoming to move because of the threat of the shot, inasmuch as because of its violence we consider it unavoidable. And there is many a one who, for having either lifted his hand or ducked his head, has at least given a laugh to his companions.34

Being faced with guns on the battlefield is a frequent scenario in warfare, emphasizes Montaigne; the common judgment on behavior in this situation is that it is “unbecoming,” “improper” (“messeant”) to move. Hence, physical movement has been ridiculed by witnesses. The essayist has shifted moral evaluation from praise or blame to ridicule and its absence. The following examples show, however, how seriously the consequences of movement or lack of it can be. Sudden movement indeed saved some important personages, and had Lorenzo de’ Medici, father of the future queen of France, not “plunged like a duck” during a siege, he would have received a (probably fatal) wound in the stomach. Montaigne admits that these fortunate movements, occasioned by fright, could just as easily be unfortunate, and they could as easily project the soldier into the line of fire as save him from it. These movements really cannot be made “avecques discours,” produced by reasoned judgment—it is, in the end, a matter of chance.

Montaigne has removed from the evaluation of courage, in these (frequent) battlefield situations, the element of prudence. No amount of reasoning can help you make the right move, as it were, given how fast things happen. We react with “constancy” or with sudden movement by reflex. In these cases, what matters for the Stoics would not be the fact of movement but the “consent” our soul gives to physical reaction. The more immobile the soul can remain, the better. The Peripatetic (i.e., Aristotelian) allows for the soul to be affected, Montaigne concludes, but tempers (“modere”) those affects, and the essayist seems to agree.35 We end the chapter, then, with a hesitant endorsement of the virtue of moderation and with a rejection of Stoic immobility, either in the psychological or in the physical sense of steadfastness. What has been lost, though, is the possibility for true prudential calculus in these admittedly extreme circumstances. Virtue is unquestionably a good thing, but maybe some of modern life makes it impossible for virtue to operate the way it used to.

Given that many chapters in the Essays contain personal anecdotes and commentary by the author about himself, can we say that Montaigne represents himself as a virtuous man? I think that this question can be answered in two ways. The first involves looking at anecdotes recounting situations in which Montaigne’s virtues were put to a test, the second considers the writing of the Essays themselves as a proof of certain virtues.

In the Essays,36 the two most telling personal anecdotes concerning Montaigne’s virtues (as a man, a nobleman, head of a household, and an ally of other noblemen constituting a party) are recounted in the third book, in a chapter that does not have a primarily moral title, “Of physiognomy” (III, 12). In fact, Montaigne claims, it is because of his agreeable, open, and nonchalant physical appearance and demeanor that he was able to deal successfully with two situations in which his life was in danger, not because of his superior prudence. These two incidents are examples of a general natural advantage he possessed: “It has often happened that on the mere credit of my presence and manner, persons who had no knowledge of me have placed great trust in me, both for their own affairs and for mine …”37 During the continual religious and civil troubles—and Montaigne’s château was in the heart of them—a neighboring nobleman decided to take his domain by subterfuge (and presumably kill its owner). Taking advantage of Montaigne’s sense of hospitality and his obligation to help an “ally,” he was able to introduce himself, and then a substantial number of his soldiers, into the courtyard of Montaigne’s château, thus effectively taking possession of it. All that prevented him from carrying out his plan, he later says, were “my face and my frankness.”38 Montaigne alleges that his own survival and success owe much more to “fortune,” to his face and his instinctively nonchalant demeanor than to the calculus that is prudence.

When we look closely at the recounting of this incident, however, it really is a demonstration of the noble châtelain exercising fortitude and prudence—not in the sense of defending actively and militarily his château (something he says he was intentionally not prepared to do), but in the sense of ensuring that he and his family and his household survive and remain in possession of the domain. When the traitorous neighbor arrives at his door, there is no reason not to let him in, as he was known to Montaigne, and an “ally”: Montaigne himself might have to rely on him on future occasions. When some of his men arrive, given that he has let in their lord, Montaigne cannot not do the same for them. When too many men arrive for the initial story given by his neighbor to be credible, Montaigne indeed becomes suspicious, and he draws on his knowledge of circumstances (the violent times), the value of his own château, and examples of other such betrayals. However, he is no longer in a position to do anything but let them in as well, since to not do so would be to “break everything” (“tout rompre”), sunder his relations with the ally, and provoke the violence that the traitorous neighbor had come to wreak perhaps in any event. In the end, choosing “the most natural and simple course”39 is, in this particular case, the only prudent way to proceed. Doing this in the most “natural,” “simple,” and “soft” or “naive” way was also a strategy of prudence, in the sense that for his neighbor to go through with the betrayal, he would be forced to break drastically with noble bonds and kill someone seemingly unsuspecting and child-like. The stakes were made much higher for the traitor (on whose personal decision, fortunately for Montaigne, the whole enterprise depended, since the armed men themselves might have felt no such obligations). In fact, the strategy succeeded and the large company of soldiers ended up leaving, with no harm done.

In this episode Montaigne has demonstrated relevant memory (examples of past incidents), knowledge of the present (of the violent times, of the value of his possessions, and astute observation of the behavior of the men), and a certain choice of means directed to the future (he started something, and there could be “nothing to be gained by having begun to be pleasant if I did not go through with it”).40 The three components of prudence are all there, although one can reasonably argue that there is less foreseeing of the future than in some classical scenarios of prudence.41 Another, implicit virtue that Montaigne demonstrates, and that undoubtedly made his performance more convincing, is his equanimity, his slowness to anger, his willingness to give the benefit of the doubt and, following the incident, his reluctance to take revenge. In fact, it appears that he did not reproach his neighbor, in later, safer circumstances, for what he had attempted to do, even after the latter had talked about his decision not to take over Montaigne’s château. These are some characteristics of the “equitable” man,42 and, once again, the afterlife of the incident demonstrates additional prudence on the part of Montaigne, since it was no doubt in his interest to not create hostility when no harm had been done and to maintain good relations with the neighbor and “ally” in such troubled times.

The second incident recounted in this chapter follows the outlines of the first: Montaigne was attacked by masked noblemen during a voyage and was in danger of losing his possessions, of being held for ransom, and possibly of losing his life. Again, he is unable to put up a fight, and merely insists on the right to safe passage, without agreeing to a ransom. He ends up being released by the leader of the group, somewhat surprisingly, and the only hint at a reason is what the leader told him several times: “I owed my deliverance to my face and the freedom and firmness of my speech, which made me undeserving of such a misadventure; and he asked me to assure him of similar treatment should the occasion arise”.43 What saves him is his noble demeanor—the terms “liberté,” “parolles,” and “indigne” are all socially marked as aristocratic—and his abstaining from otherwise provocative and violent behavior. Prudential calculus is similarly present, on all sides: Montaigne relies on his knowledge of noble ethos to get out of this bind, and presumably he did not turn the bandit down when he asked for a favor in return, should the occasion arise. The demonstration of “constancy” when danger was unavoidable, and the deliberate use of noble “dignité” and its attendant obligations to other nobles, won the day for him. Despite Montaigne’s avowed skepticism concerning the efficacy of prudential action, when we get to the level of personal manifestation of courage and prudence in real-life situations, the essayist is a reasonably good example of these virtues, at least if one follows his representation of himself in the Essays.

A much more vexed question is whether the actual writing of the Essays manifests the activity of virtue. The answer to this question involves, perhaps, the extent to which we allow the skepticism so prevalent in large portions of the book to corrode attempts to derive an ethos from its writing. If such attempts at constructing an ethos consistently run up against our radically uncertain knowledge of others’ behavior, motivations, and circumstances, and if this radical uncertainty extends even to one’s own behavior, motivations, and circumstances, then the material that we can use to deliberately behave justly, prudently, and even temperately is simply not sufficient. When Montaigne writes his essays, his attempts—he habitually entertains contrary examples—and refuses to decide among them, invoking the weakness of human judgment and knowledge and the constantly changing nature of the world and of ourselves. His piling up of contradictory examples and exceptions to general rules can be seen as an attempt to prevent the forming of any precipitate of moral behavior.

Even his self-reflections are meant less for others than for himself. Possibly the most significant personal experience in the Essays is his near-death experience, after his fall from the horse. Contrary to noble, tense, and steadfast Romans he does not need to tell all others what it is like to die, and he does not expect others to learn from his example: “What I write here is not my teaching, but my study; it is not a lesson for others, but for me. And yet it should not be held against me if I publish what I write. What is useful to me may also by accident be useful to another.”44 At best, his essays are a “study,” not a doctrine to be taught, not a systematic, sclerotic presentation of knowledge. “Study” in the sense of the Latin “studium,” an energetic application of oneself, a devotion, a pursuit of something, is much like the teleological activity that is virtue. If others can benefit, so much the better, but if this happens, it is less by rational means than “par accident,” a case-by-case procedure. We cannot use Montaigne’s activity, say, in the construction of a syllogism with any propositions that have universal import, such as: “Whatever Montaigne does is right. Montaigne does X. Therefore X is right.” All we can say is “Montaigne does X” (and it apparently worked for him).

Two virtues do stand out, as manifested by the writing of the Essays, and they seem to resist the onslaught of skepticism. The first is judgment. Clearly, the essayist is one who judges well, and often, and whose judgment it would be difficult to dismiss. Judgment is an element of prudence, as well as of justice (especially distributive justice, that which accords goods to the more or less “dignified” to receive them). Montaigne’s “attempts” are demonstrations of his judgment, and they can be seen as both a selling of himself as judge and as a propaedeutic of judgment.45 The second virtue is moderation or temperance, and the final chapter of the last book can be read as a paean to the virtue (and pleasure) of rational self-limitation: “Greatness of soul is not so much pressing upward and forward as knowing how to set oneself in order and circumscribe oneself. It regards as great whatever is [sufficient], and shows its elevation by liking moderate things better than eminent ones.”46 Aristotelian “greatness of soul” is formulated paradoxically by Montaigne; it is reminded of the middle and of that which is sufficient and not excessive, and the greatness is more in the finding of that middle than in the grand gestures that the vulgar—and to some extent Aristotle—associate with “magnanimity.”47 Montaigne thus adds a layer of moderation to the classical virtuous man. However, in both of these ways—the Essays as manifestations of judgment and as praise of self-limitation—Montaigne as essayist does not, finally, stray far from the constellation that is the theory of the virtues in the early modern period.

The pleasure that reading the Essays conveys is bound up with this form of moral reasoning. The natural meandering from example to anecdote to commentary, the recourse to praise and blame, and to what we commonly praise and blame, the interjection of “daily life” and of personal health and tastes (the management of oneself), the admission of deficiency as an act of good judgment, the skepticism toward rigidity and distaste for violence that are also acts of good judgment: all of these characteristics of Montaigne’s “writing” can be related to this miscellaneous mode of moral discourse that are the virtues. These characteristics have made him charming to us, not, undoubtedly, because we also practice noble prudence and fortitude and are concerned with temperance as household management but because for all their classic desuetude the virtues are conceived not as ideas or ideals or rules removed from practice of living but as faculties and activities we can share as human beings here and now.
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46 III, 13, 852 [1110], translation modified: “La grandeur de l’ame n’est pas tant à tirer à mont et tirer avant comme sçavoir se ranger et circonscrire. Elle tient pour grand tout ce qui est assez, et montre sa hauteur à aimer mieux les choses moyennes que les eminentes.”
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CHAPTER 28

MONTAIGNE ON FAITH AND RELIGION

ALAIN LEGROS

OVER the centuries, Montaigne has been a Catholic by tradition, a sincere Christian, a fideist, a crypto-Protestant, a deist, an agnostic, a concealed atheist, a Marrano by birth, a Buddhist by affinity, a Counter-Reformation activist, or indifferent in religious matters altogether. It is no doubt characteristic of great works to be interpreted according to beliefs, affiliations, and ideologies. Even the most informed critic is not immune to the prejudice that leads the reader to seek in a text that which resembles himself and to construct thereupon a self-satisfied, coherent reading, even if it means from the outset excluding certain statements from the moment they should embarrass him. The author of the Essays says of this kind of reader that he has a “worried” mind, but Montaigne’s first-person text functions more than others as a mirror, wherein each risks contemplating his own image.

Must we confound Montaigne and his book, even if the latter is “consubstantial with its author”?1 Unlike a memoir, it was not conceived for chronicling the events of life but rather as an intermittent record of his thoughts over the course of twenty years on all subjects. This includes religious ones, which he addresses both in passing and by dedicating some chapters to this theme.2 We must then, if not separate, then at least distinguish the engagement of Montaigne in the history of his age from the free exercise of his judgment in the Essays, the book of an author who speaks “as an ignorant enquirer,” who does not teach but “tell,”3 and who does not exhibit a stationary thought but a “thinking” that is always in motion.

After the examination of his book by the censors in Rome in 1581, Montaigne recalled this distinction, one fundamental to the beginning of “Of prayers” in 1582, then with insistence in an addition to this chapter in the Bordeaux Copy: “I set forth notions that are human and my own, simply as human notions considered in themselves … matter of opinion, not matter of faith; what I reason out according to me, not what I believe according to God … in a lay manner, not clerical, but always very religious.”4

MONTAIGNE’S POLITICAL AND RELIGIOUS ENGAGEMENT

During the second half of the sixteenth century, France was agitated by troubles—the word by which one designates eight civil wars—the Wars of Religion—punctuated by fragile peace treaties. Even putting aside the necessity of editorial prudence, writing about religion during “so unpleasant a season”5 is hardly the same thing as doing so in a more serene period, especially when one is, like Montaigne, attached to the Catholic house of Foix, itself a vassal of the Protestant king of Navarre, cousin of the “Tres-chestien” king of France.6 The three sons of Gaston de Foix, Montaigne’s protector, will die on the same day in the service of Navarre.7

Amid such complexity, the Lord of Montaigne had to take a side. If he received Navarre twice at his home, first in 1584, just after the latter’s victory in the battle of Coutras over the Catholic army, then again in 1587 with his entire suite of Huguenot nobles, it was nevertheless in the name of the Catholic Montpensier that he had intervened in the Grand Chamber of the Parlement of Bordeaux ten years before, “dispatched from the encampment at Sainte-Hermine” where the duke had installed the royal army against the Protestant troops of La Noue. Twelve years before that, on June 12, 1562, he had declared his Catholic faith in the Parlement of Paris before an image of the Passion of the Christ. He was thus perceived among the parliamentarians of Bordeaux as one of those intransigent Catholics who reproached the president for his indulgence toward adherents of the Reformation. In 1571, his admission to the Order of Saint-Michel obliged him to attend Mass daily.8 He would do so in his chapel, on the ground floor of the tower where he installed his beloved “library.” At the very top of the tower was a campanile, from which a bell continued to sound the Ave Maria morning and evening in a country won over to the Reformation.

During his two terms as mayor of Bordeaux (1581–1585) and beyond, Montaigne faithfully served Matignon, lieutenant-general of the king, not only by foiling the attempts of the Catholic Leaguers to take control of the city, but also, while on his estate, by informing the marshal of the activities and projects of Navarre or of the troop movements known to him. He used his influence over Navarre’s mistress, the Catholic countess of Guiche, to bring about the conversion of Henri, who had become heir apparent to the throne of France. In his last letter to Matignon on February 16, 1588, he recounts how he was robbed near the forest of Villebois, near Angoulême, by a certain Lignou, a name that we encounter again the following year in the forest of Loches, where he is found pillaging and mistreating the Carthusians of Liget. This Huguenot gang leader saw that he was dealing with two Catholics, Montaigne and Thorigny (the son of Matignon). On the order of Condé, a Protestant party leader who had been Montaigne’s host, he was forced to let them go. It was a misjudgment that landed Montaigne in prison the following summer at the request of the Duke of Elbeuf, “in retaliation for a relative of his,” from the Catholic League who had been detained by the king at Rouen. In response to the entreaties of Catherine de’ Medici, Montaigne was liberated by order of the Duke of Guise, the Catholic party leader who controlled Paris at the time. Without high-level protection, it was not easy to be moderate among the partisans of either side: “I was belabored from every quarter; to the Ghibelline I was a Guelph, to the Guelph a Ghibelline.”9

The Travel Journal introduced Enlightenment readers to an unexpectedly devout Montaigne, one who is seen kissing the pope’s foot, visiting the famous courtesan Veronica Franco in Venice, attending an exorcism and Lent sermons, then going on pilgrimage to Our Lady of Loreto, where he attends Mass, takes communion, and leaves a votive tablet for himself and his family. He speaks most highly there not only of the Jesuit scholars, whose growing influence he still admires at this time, but also of the “uneducated” Jesuati, whom he likes to visit.10 His secretary does not neglect to emphasize his theological competence, for example at Isne, during a debate with a Protestant doctor of theology about the Eucharist and the different modes of Jesus’ presence.11 He had displayed similar dispositions in Basel during a dinner with Platter and Hotman. If Montaigne is not a theologian, his knowledge of theological controversies is far from negligible and his curiosity embraces the Protestant churches in all their diversity, the Christians of the Orient, and the Jewish religion (he attends a Lutheran baptism and a circumcision, and he frequently visits the Patriarch of Antioch). During the second conversation at the Sacro Palazzo, even Sisto Fabri and his colleague Lancio, both Dominicans, pay homage to Montaigne’s knowledge, asking him to ignore the censor’s notes on his book: “they honored both my intention and affection for the Church and my ability … . They urged me to help the Church by my eloquence.” By which they only confirmed what the pope himself had said to Montaigne.12 Even if for the traveler as for his secretary these are stock phrases, they at least allow us to see on which side the French nobleman was officially situated, what qualities were recognized in him, and even what service was expected of him.

Seven years later, in letters sent from Paris in February 1588, the ambassadors of England and France confirm Montaigne’s affiliation with the Catholic party, even though he is, at the time, at the head of a Protestant delegation.13 The first, Stafford, comments to his superior on “the arrival of a certain Montaigne, sent on behalf of the king of Navarre with the son of Matignon,” and he observes that this mission makes all of the Protestants jealous because “the man in question is Catholic.” The second, Mendoza, provides his king with the same information: “There has arrived here, they say, Monsieur de Montaigne, who is a Catholic nobleman, and who follows Navarre under the direction of Matignon.” Like Stafford, he thinks that Montaigne is working toward the conversion of the king of Navarre by using his influence over the Countess of Guiche.

Finally, we must recall two final testimonies about Montaigne’s Catholic death and tomb. There are doubts concerning the late and indirect account of his final moments by Étienne Pasquier: “he had the Mass said in his bedroom; and as the priest reached the elevation of the Corpus Domini, this poor nobleman threw himself headlong, the best he could, onto his bed, his hands joined.”14 The proponents of an unbelieving Montaigne have difficulty admitting this edifying end, where the wafer—indubitably a Catholic marker—plays an eminent role. The other testimony is engraved in two epitaphs on the marble of Montaigne’s tomb, formerly installed at the Feuillants in Bordeaux. The Greek epitaph makes him speak in the first person: “I joined pyrrhonian doubt to Christian doctrine.” This no doubt is how the “Apology” was read at the time, particularly those pages where it is affirmed that this form of skepticism, far from undermining the bedrock of the Christian faith, ruins the dogmatic philosophies and offers to God “a blank tablet” on which to engrave whatever pleases him.15 The Latin epitaph salutes in the deceased the friend of kings and princes, specifying that among the latter must be numbered also “the dissident party leaders, while he himself maintained an absolute fidelity to the laws of his fathers and to the religion of his ancestors.” Too often unknown, these two texts record the very first posthumous reception of Montaigne. It is not until 1676 that the Essays, having been meanwhile exploited by the libertines and censured by the Jansenists, will be placed on the Index of Forbidden Books, where they will remain until its abolishment in 1965.

THE COMMITMENT OF THE ESSAYS

Several phrases in the Essays constitute veritable declarations of faith and of religious affiliation. The most famous of these is found in the preamble added in 1582 to the chapter “Of prayers” and later amplified by this manuscript addition: “since I hold it as execrable if anything is found which was said by me, ignorantly or inadvertently, against the holy prescriptions of the Catholic, Apostolic, and Roman Church, in which I die and in which I was born.”16 Is this simply an agreed formula, inserted by a cunning free spirit to beguile foolish censors? This declaration is often interpreted as such in our time. In Montaigne’s time, certain Protestant friends of his might likewise have thought that he was a “nicodemite,” that is, a practicing Catholic, but a Protestant at heart. A bit later, he answers them sternly:

How fantastic seemed to me the imagination of those who in recent years had the habit of reproaching each and every man in whom there gleamed some light of intelligence and who professed the Catholic religion, with dissimulation! They may take my word for it: if anything were to have tempted my youth, ambition for the risk and difficulties that attended this recent enterprise would have played a good part in it.17

It seems that in his youth Montaigne was attracted by the Reformation (one of his early reading notes in a work of Giraldi mentions Melanchthon), but, as this hypothetical sentence suggests, he did not succumb to the temptation. “I suspend judgment”—such is the meaning of the Greek verb épékhô, that pyrrhonian refrain that he made into his motto and which he translates thus: “I hold back, I do not budge.”18 Again in the “Apology,” another declaration registers the same constancy: “Thus I have by the grace of God, kept myself intact, without agitation or disturbance of conscience, in the ancient beliefs of our religion, in the midst of so many sects and divisions that our century has produced.”19 The Christian faith of Catholic observance is one of the rare elements of stability that he claims to find in himself, as though it has stood the test of time. And yet, in this century of extreme instability, theology itself is also unstable, even within the internal debates at the Council of Trent.

Montaigne recalls on occasion which side he is on in the current conflict, for example when he describes his adversaries thus: “those who are not of our Church nevertheless,”20 “those of the so-called Reformed religion.”21 He speaks of doctrinal controversy in terms that evoke battle or dueling:

It seems to them that they [the Catholics] are being very moderate and understanding when they yield to their opponents some of the articles in dispute. But, besides the fact that they do not see what an advantage it is to a man charging you for you to begin to give ground and withdraw, and how much that encourages him to pursue his point, those articles which they select as the most trivial are sometimes very important.22

If the Catholic Leaguers are in his eyes guilty of having subsequently surpassed them in violence,23 do the Protestants not still bear the primary responsibility for the hostilities?

[The innovation] that has been oppressing us for so many years is not the sole author of our troubles, but one may say with good reason that it has accidentally produced and engendered everything, even the troubles and ruins that have been happening since without it, and against it; it has itself to blame.24

The Essays counter several of these doctrinal “innovations” introduced by the Protestants. To begin with the dogma25 of salvation by faith alone (sola fides), independently of works: “surely this faith, of which our mouths are so full, is marvelously slight in our times, unless the contempt it has for works makes it disdain their company.”26 This quip of Montaigne does not target faith, which he elsewhere declares indispensable to salvation (“the virtuous actions of Socrates and Cato remain vain and useless because they did not direct them toward the end of loving and obeying the true creator of all things, and because they did not know God”27) but emphasizes that it is works—deserving ones or not (he does not pronounce upon this knot in theological debate)—that reveal the quality, the authenticity of this faith. Without good works to embody it, the sola fides gives only one view of the spirit, indeed a mere display.

The aversion of certain Protestants (Zwinglians, Calvinists) to pious images leads them to “a purely intellectual religion,” as though disembodied:

the human spirit cannot keep on floating in this infinity of formless ideas; they must be compiled for it into a definite picture after its own pattern… . I could hardly be made to believe that the sight of our crucifixes and the pictures of that piteous agony, the ornaments and ceremonious movements in our churches, the voices attuned to the piety of our thoughts, and that stirring of the senses, do not warm the souls of the people with religious emotion very beneficial in effect.28

One could speak here of a Catholic aesthetic, one which closely associates the body with the spirit in the practices of devotion, as is the case in the Mass, where the officiant invites the faithful to rise to hear the word of God: “It must be a premeditated and sober action, to which we should always add this preface of our service, sursum corda, and always bring even the body disposed in a demeanor that attests a particular attention and reverence.”29 By an inverse movement, the Protestants retain only the symbolic cross, without the body of the crucified and the compassion it inspires. Yet one of the characteristics of Montaigne’s translation of Sebond is the importance accorded, by amplification, to the “edifying spectacle of the Passion.”30 Religion is also a matter of emotions.

The Christian names with which the Protestants want to replace those of the saints show that their desire for “reformation” also has political implications, always more or less associated with religious considerations in Montaigne: “[the Protestants] have gone so far as to combat our ancient baptismal names, Charles, Louis, François in order to populate the world with Methuselahs, Ezekiels, and Malachis, which smack much more of the faith.”31 As the three Christian names cited are those among the last deceased kings of France (Louis XII, Francis I and II, Charles IX), one may well wonder if Montaigne did not perceive in these changes of name the sign of a large-scale cultural revolution, as damaging for the French monarchy as for that Catholic church whose periphrasis for Mary he scrupulously takes up on the previous page: “the sacrosanct name of the Virgin Mother of our Savior.”

“The freedom of conscience” that the Protestants made one of their first political demands serves as a title to the chapter of the Essays in which the author attempts to rehabilitate Julian the Apostate. Some critics, adducing the central position of this seventeenth chapter in Book II (though it is in fact the “Apology” that is physically at the center of the volume), have made Montaigne into the champion of this demand, which in fact he here learns to mistrust as a slogan liable “to kindle the trouble of civil dissension, that same recipe of freedom of conscience that our kings have just been employing to extinguish it.”32 Today we would speak of co-optation, or indeed, in the language of political communication, of “talking points,” and Montaigne would perhaps add to his book, at least for the French readers, a chapter “Of the freedom of expression.”

The translation of the Bible into the vernacular is one of the centerpieces of the Protestant faith. The question having been debated, but not really decided, by the Council of Trent (“The universal Church has no judgment more arduous and solemn to make”33), the author of the Essays can give his opinion, in this case a conservative one: “It is not everyone’s study: it is the study of the persons who are dedicated to it, whom God calls to it… . Comical folk, those who think they have made it fit for the people!”34 Against the naivety of the Protestants and of certain Catholics on this point stands the prudence of the Jews and the Muslims, whose religions are firmly anchored to a sacred language. Vulgarization runs the risk of profanation. So it is, for example, with the Psalms, which young apprentices everywhere hum like fashionable songs:

It is not without good reason, it seems to me, that the Church forbids the promiscuous, reckless, and indiscreet use of the holy and divine songs which the Holy Spirit dictated to David… . Nor assuredly is it right to see the holy book of the sacred mysteries of our belief bandied about a hall or a kitchen. Formerly they were mysteries; at present they are sports and pastimes.35

The separation of the profane and the sacred is one of the points on which Montaigne most insists. It seems that for him the existence of a clergy is the condition sine qua non of the possibility of a secular speech concerned only with profane matters. The Protestants tend to blur this distinction by encouraging free inquiry, even among women and children. One choice at a time, one concession at a time, one slips imperceptibly toward that “execrable atheism”36 that Pierre Bunel had seen dawning on the horizon of the “innovations of Luther”: “the common herd … when once they have been given the temerity to despise and judge the opinions that they had held in extreme reverence, such as are those in which their salvation is concerned … will soon after cast easily into like uncertainty all the other parts of their belief.”37 The only possible barrier against these spiritual excesses is to found faith on obedience to the Magisterium: “We must either submit completely to the authority of our ecclesiastical government, or do without it completely. It is not for us to decide what portion of obedience we owe it.”38 The author addresses these words to the “mestis,” those half-breed philosophers who (like himself, as he says39) disturb the world. Let them submit or resign—religion has no need of their wisdom!

AUDACIOUS REMARKS AND QUESTIONINGS

Montaigne had previously experimented with free inquiry himself: “In other days I exercised this freedom of personal choice and selection, regarding with negligence certain points in the observance of our Church.”40 Later, he adds, “learned men” gave him to understand the importance of these, but his book always clearly kept something of the quality it had taken—perhaps under the influence of the regents at the College of Guienne—in his youth.

He thus sometimes agrees with certain Protestant opinions, for example when they forbid the overuse of God’s name (“in which I think they are right”41) or recommend public confession (“In honor of the Huguenots, who condemn our private and auricular confession, I confess myself in public, religiously and purely”42). On subjects as sensitive as sin, repentance, prayer, and the resurrection of the body, he dares to give a personal opinion as well. The crimes perpetrated by Christians of all confessions lead him even to doubt their faith, and indeed his own, and to call into question the specific character of Christianity.

Contrary to what one often reads, the notion of sin is not foreign to Montaigne; indeed, he recognizes certain sins as “mortal,” in accordance with the established terminology. Whatever other names he gives it (presomption [presumption], cuider [thinking], curiosité [curiosity]), he ruthlessly denounces the sin of pride, the original sin in the story of Genesis and principal target of the “Apology” insofar as it leads man to reduce God to his conjectures and analogies (this conceptual anthropomorphism is for him the worst of all):

Christians have a particular knowledge of the extent to which curiosity is a natural and original evil in man. The urge to increase in wisdom and knowledge was the first downfall of the human race; it was the way by which man hurled himself into eternal damnation. Pride is his ruin and his corruption.43

It is no doubt this sin of the mind that he would like to see placed at the top of the list in the confessors’ manuals, well above sins of the flesh: “Confusion about the order and measurement of sins is dangerous… . Even our teachers often rank sins badly, in my opinion.”44 But if it is natural and common to all men, how can one avoid it? As for the sins into which one ceaselessly relapses, and those bound up with the profession one practices, what good is it to confess them regularly and frequently, as the Catholics do, if one does not have the intention or the power to break free of them?

It is also sometimes argued that he never repents, yet he himself says, in “Of repentance,” that he repents “rarely.” As his conception of “repentance” is a rigorous, demanding one, implying rupture and conversion, he carefully distinguishes it from “regret,” the simple desire to be different from what one is. In “Of prayers,” he specifies that there is neither “forgiveness” nor “reconciliation” without “repentance” and “satisfaction,” thus without “visible and palpable reparation”: so many theological terms that exhibit his knowledge of the different components of the sacrament of penitence. He returns elsewhere to the question of modes of confession, only to go beyond it by secularizing it: “We speak our thoughts religiously to God, and to our confessor, as our neighbors do to the whole people. But, someone will answer, we speak only our self-accusations. Then we speak everything: for our very virtue is faulty and fit for repentance.”45 In the rest of this long manuscript addition, he removes his own project of self-writing—more medical than pious—from the strictly religious context of confession: “I expose myself… . It is not my deeds that I write down; it is myself, it is my essence.”46 Written and published, this confession admits everything, qualities and faults, down to the small details of bodily life, but without repentance or indeed much regret. No longer concerned with anything but authenticity, he paves the way for Rousseau.

The chapter “Of prayers” was at first a commentary on the Pater noster. As the prayer privileged by all Christians,47 it is for Montaigne the sole model for all valid prayers, for it says “all that is necessary” with properly divine words: “a certain form of prayer has been prescribed and dictated to us word for word by the mouth of God.”48 The attribution of these words to God—words that Matthew and Mark attribute to Jesus—could not shock a reader who believed in the divinity of Christ. What is problematic is that they are detached in this way from the whole of the biblical texts, as though they had a special status. When he cites these texts, the author of course attributes them to the Holy Word (“Saincte Parole”) or to the Holy Spirit (“Sainct Esprit”), but he also says that they have been accommodated to our capacities by God: “It is for God alone to know himself and to interpret his works. And he does it improperly in our human language, in order to stoop and descend to us, who are on the ground, prostrate.”49 Revealed writings, placed at the disposition of men, show in human language what relations they must maintain with God and with each other but teach them nothing about God himself that is not marked by “an extreme loss and fall of [his] divine greatness.”50

Having reworked the very end of the “Apology” several times, it is with the word “metamorphosis” that Montaigne finally decides to close it. For the well-read, it evokes Ovid, but it is also the word used by Matthew and Mark in Greek to designate the transfiguration of Jesus on Mount Tabor and by Paul for that other transfiguration to which the Christian—following his lead—is called on the Last Day. Such also is the theological meaning that the context invites us to retain, starting from an opposition between Stoic pride that wishes to elevate man above humanity—without ever reaching that point—and Christian humility that allows itself to be lifted by the hand of God alone but at the cost of a radical transformation of its being. This short explicit thus ties in with certain statements from earlier in the chapter, where it is said, starting from a quotation from Paul, that we cannot even conceive with our imagination the nature and mode of such a transformation:

“Eye cannot see … neither can it have entered into the heart of man, the happiness which God hath prepared for them that love him” … it must be by so extreme and universal a change that, according to the teachings of physics, it will no longer be ourselves… . It will be something else that will receive these rewards.51

Faith may well make the believer hope for a glorious body after the promised resurrection; but if this properly unimaginable body no longer has anything to do with his actual one—individual, sensitive, desiring—how can he feel concerned by such an abstract perspective?

Another passage from the “Apology” may lead the reader to similar perplexity: that in which the author draws up a long list of troubling similarities between the Christian religion and those of the New World: similarities of belief and custom (“belief in a single first man, father of all nations,” Original Sin and its punishment, the flood, “worship of a god who once lived as a man in perfect virginity,” celibacy of priests, fasting, Lent, final judgment, purgatory), of cult objects and rituals (“surplices, holy water, sprinklers, funeral crosses), even of the words themselves (“You have come from dust and will return to dust”).52 Montaigne adheres, it seems, to the theological explanation (of missionary origin), which sees a divine preparation of the peoples of the New World for reception of the Gospel by pathways specific to themselves, foreign to the Judeo-Christian tradition, with which they had had no contact prior to the arrival of the Europeans: “these empty shadows of our religion … testify to its dignity and divinity. It has insinuated itself to some extent … into these barbarous ones as by a common and supernatural inspiration.”53 For a contemporary, in short, these resemblances confirmed the excellence of the Christian faith, but the fact that these examples are intertwined with others that are clearly profane or that recall certain customs of other religions could also be considered irreverent by a modern reader.

Many critics see in the famous declaration “We are Christians by the same title that we are Perigordian or Germans”54 the perfect expression of Montaigne’s relativism in religious matters, even to the point of making it the Montaignian dogma par excellence. Such an interpretation is encouraged by the arrangement of this sentence in those editions where, as a 1588 addition to the 1580 text, it is set apart like a maxim, whereas the 1588 edition simply places it within the continuity of the text without making it into a separate paragraph. Stylistic examination, moreover, allows one to resituate it within the continuous development of those six pages of the “Apology,” where, in a discourse structured by hypotheticals (“If we held to God by the mediation of a living faith, if we held to God through him and not through ourselves, if we had a divine foothold and foundation …”55), and punctuated with reproaches (“We ought to be ashamed,” “I say it to our great confusion”56), the author hammers home that the true faith, a pure gift of God, must not be confused with that which one mistakes for it and which rests on contingencies alone (“Those considerations should be employed in our belief, but as subsidiaries”57). Montaigne thunders like a preacher against his co-religionists: “Some make the world believe that they believe what they do not believe. Others, in greater number, make themselves believe it, being unable to penetrate what it means to believe.”58 Does he apply to himself this second reproach, at bottom more troubling than the first? Does he apply it to all Christians? The true faith comes from an “extraordinary infusion” and not from “human ties” alone. But into the heart of this vigorous account of true faith, doubt has insinuated itself: “I am afraid that we enjoy it only in this way.”59

There exist for that matter people whose lifestyle suggests that they have received the gift of foi vive (living faith), exceptional people whose renunciation of corporal pleasures is explained by an intense desire to participate, even in this life, in the fruitio Dei. They constitute a digression in the diatribe at the end of the Essays against those who, in spite of their “subterranean conduct,” say sublime things under the occasional pressure of their “transcendental humors”: “I am not here touching on, or mixing up with that brattish rabble … those venerable souls … who, anticipating, by dint of keen and vehement hope, the enjoyment of eternal food, final goal and ultimate limit of Christian desires… .”60 Montaigne perhaps thought while writing these lines of certain monks and clerics whom he had met in Bordeaux or elsewhere, for example the austere Feuillants, a recently organized group of reformed Cistercians.61 As though by premonition, or having already decided on his burial place, he writes after 1588 that he imagines himself “very well into their place,” adding: “and I love and honor them all the more because they are different from me.”62 This last remark points particularly at their vow of chastity—clearly admiration does not imply imitation. The pleasant phrasing of this praise of difference must not, however, make us forget what this difference implies in Montaigne’s eyes: to live according to the evangelical counsels is possible only for monks and clerics, those tied to God by vows, withdrawn from the world, and subject to a rule (which is not the case for secular priests); common people must seek “a road in another direction”63—if not for their faith, then at least for their mores—especially in a time when Christianity shows itself less and less the path to humanity.


A VERY RELIGIOUS SECULARISM

What remains in the way of available language for talking about religion for one who, though not ignorant of such matters, has decided to leave theological discourse to professional theologians? It would be tempting to answer: silence. Montaigne would not disagree:

And might it not reasonably be said that an order against writing on religion, unless very reservedly, for any but those who make this their express profession, would have some appearance of utility and justice; as perhaps would an order to me, at the same time, to hold my peace about it?64

Yet the use of the hypothetical sufficiently shows that he has not done this. Speaking under the eye of potential censors, and paradoxically authorizing himself, by this eventual possibility of correction, to venture rash statements,65 he occasionally uses theological terms, including those of apophatic or negative theology (this he prefers to all others because, unable to say what God is, it says what he is not), but he scatters them among the words of poets and historians.

He justifies this usage, which is not exclusive to himself, in a famous 1588 addition to the chapter “Of prayers,” to which he again adds, in the Bordeaux Copy, a brief quotation from Saint Augustine: “that human speech has lower forms, and should not make use of the dignity, majesty, and authority of divine speech. I for my part allow it to say, in unsanctioned terms, ‘fortune,’ ‘destiny,’ ‘accident,’ ‘good luck,’ and ‘bad luck,’ ‘the gods,’ and other phrases, in its own way.”66 This is—with the difference of just a few words—the list one finds in 1590 in the note “To the reader” in an edition expurgated by Lelio Capilupi, where they are admitted as metaphors, subject to a reading per allegoriam. If Augustine tolerates the use of these improper terms, it is because they “adumbrate” the truth—in other words, because they at least paint its hazy, projected shadow.67 Montaigne wishes to reserve “human speech” for “humanists”—the word by which he designates those who have taken man as their subject of study—and also to relegate the theologians to the study of God and his word, thus to “divine speech,” which has no need for the support of human philosophy. The rule of the separation of styles that he decrees is consequently established on the basis of a distinction of classes, according to whether one is a cleric or a layperson.

Among the inappropriate terms freely used by Montaigne figures the word “fortune,” which he prefers by far to that other—too stoic—term, destin (fatum). The Roman censors asked him insistently to substitute for this word another, more suitable one. They were doubtless thinking of “Providence,” which indeed one finds in a 1582 addition, whose significance is greater than might have been expected: “It is an act of divine Providence to allow its holy Church to be agitated, as we see it is, by so many troubles and storms, in order to awaken pious souls by this opposition … .”68 “Providence” is also found in the Bordeaux Copy, but the tone has changed: “If sometimes divine Providence has passed over the rules to which it has necessarily constrained us, the intention was not to give us any dispensation from them … acts of its character, not of ours.”69 Beyond these two cases, not only does the author almost never correct the offending word (objectionable also to the Protestants), but he even makes it proliferate in all subsequent states of the text. Is this a gesture of rebellion? A desire, rather, not to engage his book in the service of propaganda, of whatever sort it be—which would not have failed to happen had he replaced the many occurrences of “fortune” with “providence,” a word that both sides abuse according to their successes and their interests (this is no doubt, for Montaigne, the real impiety). The fictive dialogue that he continued to maintain with the Roman censors probably enabled Montaigne to specify, in the first place for himself, the deliberately secular status of his book.

An anthropologist avant la lettre, the “humanist” Montaigne considers the human aspect of Christian faith and religion to be within his purview, just like any other belief or religion in the world, “for it is man that believes and prays.”70 Of Jesus Christ himself, God become man, he retains above all the humanity, and proposes to the believer to make him a companion.71 He is attentive to rituals, which put the body into play, to ancient theology, at once poetic and mythic, and to the articulation of the political and of the religious, for “every polity has a god at its head.”72 Though affirming his Christian faith, he readily speaks as a natural philosopher73 or as a pagan poet: nature teaches us that animals are our friends, that man is not at the center of the world, that death is a dissolution (dissolvi, as Lucretius and the Vulgate have it74). Apollo Citharede warms with his rays the sad, somber image that Christians often give of their God.75 Such apparent deviations found a sort of support in the long tradition of Christian humanism renewed by Budé, but at the time of the Essays, as much among Protestants as among Catholics, it was thought necessary to purge the Christian religion of any pagan traces. The following century will be more severe still.

Montaigne will be increasingly reproached with according little place to Christian morality, for example in areas as important as education, reflection on death, and sexuality. To speak only of the latter two, he even challenges it by allowing suicide in the case of unbearable pain (I, 40 and II, 3) or by cultivating imaginary eroticism as a health practice (III, 5). The Essays are the place where, over the course of twenty years, a “probity” attempts to elaborate itself, one which owes nothing to the precepts of Christianity, yet which does not, for all that, reject its dogmas: “What I like is the virtue that laws and religions do not make but perfect and authorize, that feels in itself enough to sustain itself without help, born in us from its own roots, from the seed of universal reason that is implanted in every man who is not denatured.”76 To be sure, the dogmatic philosophers have muddled the footprints77 (piste) of nature in us, but that which is still perceptible can allow us to elaborate an ethics founded on “the preservation of human society,”78 where pleasures, and indeed even certain vices, have a place beside virtues. Reason is primary here, which leads one “to play the man well and properly.”79 Faith and religion only come afterward, in order to validate or perfect this quality of humanity. Jesus opens the way to heaven—in this life, even, for the “venerable souls”—but it is Socrates and experience that teach others, believers of common faith, how to live humanely.80

In the last pages of the Essays, nature and God tend to be, if not indistinguishable, at least in harmony in a vibrant Montaignian homage to life:

As for me, then, I love life and cultivate it just as God has been pleased to grant it to us… . I accept with all my heart and with gratitude what nature has done for me, and I am pleased with myself and proud of myself that I do. We wrong that great and all-powerful Giver by refusing his gift, nullifying it, and disfiguring it. Himself all good, he has made all things good… . There is no part unworthy of our care in this gift that God has given us.81

To those melancholy spirits who, under cover of religion, despise corporal pleasure even though they live in the world, the author responds that one must, on the contrary, join one’s soul with this offered sweetness (douceur), “study it, savor it, and ruminate it, to give proper thanks for it to him who grants it to us.”82 Montaigne’s prayer, if there be one—a prayer of the heart, which needs no words, perhaps not even a precise address—is a prayer of thanksgiving. As for God, it is never a “question” for Montaigne.83

Though consubstantial, the Lord of Montaigne and the author of the Essays have always been two people (less clearly separated, it is true, than Montaigne and the mayor of Bordeaux). The former, a loyal Catholic, remained firmly faithful to the party that he deemed “the justest.” The latter, whilst validating this commitment, nevertheless admits that, this healthy limb having also contracted gangrene, one can no longer really trust it, especially when seeing it advocate rebellion against the prince as its adversary had done only recently. The criticism even extends to all Christians in the exhortation in the “Apology” already evoked: “There is no hostility that excels Christian hostility… . Our religion is made to extirpate vices; it covers them, fosters them, incites them.”84 One thinks of the pages on the expulsion of the Jews from Portugal, the violence of the Spaniards in America, the witch-burnings in Europe, the pious massacres that “dismember” France. No religion is spared by the attentive reader of Lucretius that is Montaigne.85 He exclaims with him: “Tantum relligio potuit suadere malorum!”86 On the same page, he recalls that the Persians, the Achaeans, the Spartans, the Romans, the Thracians, the Gauls all practiced the sacrifice of humans—or indeed of small children, as with the Carthaginians and the Aztecs—in honor of a god. He even thinks that there is no nation “innocent of having tried this.”87 The “Assassins” of Phoenicia, considered the most religious of the “Mohammedans,” engage in suicide attacks with the certainty that “the most certain way to deserve Paradise is to kill someone of a different religion.”88

On the other hand, he finds in various forms of worship the symbols of a religiosity more to his taste: adoration of the Sun (transcendence), the temple to the Unknown God in Athens (mystery), the statue of Apollo the musician (cheerful wisdom). He does not deem them incompatible with the Christianity he professes. Of this he particularly likes the belief in a God who gives and forgives, whom one cannot see but of whom ancient witnesses affirmed that he had formerly embodied himself in a man of beautiful, perfect humanity, whose friends they had been. To this God, some have devoted their lives, which he admires without necessarily wanting to follow suit. He speaks with fervor of Christian faith, at least of what it should be, and yet he allows his mind to venture among men without it in order to seek out what is human. In this way, a deliberately secular ethics is little by little elaborated, one that makes of moderation and compassion the two principal virtues, of pride, cruelty, and lying the three principal vices, and of the culture of the body and sensual pleasures the indispensable counterweight to the slidings of the mind. This is perhaps for him the best way to keep his faith intact. Founded on submissiveness (perhaps for lack of anything better?), humility, and fidelity, it enjoys its advantage apart, set back from discourse. I, his reader, do not have access to it.

“We are, I know not how, double within ourselves, with the result that we do not believe what we believe, and we cannot rid ourselves of what we condemn.”89 Inspired by Saint Paul, this vertiginous sentence, which divides consciousness in two, can by itself make us understand why the Essays were read both as a sort of Christian gentleman’s breviary and, on the contrary, as a war machine against all religions, beginning with the Christian one. Both orientations are found in it, that of religious traditionalism and that of free thought—for Montaigne’s book is the product of an experimental Montaigne,90 a potential, audacious, bold Montaigne. The one orientation agrees with his biography, insofar as we know it; the other provides the sworn enemies of religion with ammunition that the author himself perhaps never thought of offering them.

Translated by Trevor Tucker
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CHAPTER 29

MONTAIGNE ON TRUTH AND SKEPTICISM

JAN MIERNOWSKI

MONTAIGNE was viewed, already by his earliest readers such as Charron and Pascal, as a source of true wisdom and a staunch proponent of skepticism. Yet among the diverse titles of his essays, ranging from “Of sadness” to “Of vanity” and from “Of cripples” to “Of liars,” “Of truth” and “Of skepticism” are nowhere to be found. Truth is neither a distinct topic nor a defining feature of Montaigne’s considerations. He is not particularly interested in discussing the nature of truth nor does he promise to reveal the truth to the reader. In fact, the Essays are not presented as a book “Of truth” but as a book “Of good faith.” “C’est icy un livre de bonne foy, lecteur” is the first sentence the author addresses to the reader, which Frame chose to translate by stressing the role of the author himself: “This book was written in good faith, reader” (italics mine). In sixteenth-century France, very much like in Roman legal culture, “good faith” was not a synonym of truth but referred to the subjective attitude toward what someone considered to be true and, most importantly, declared to be so. For instance, according to the Institutes, if you purchased a piece of land from a person who, bona fide, you thought to be the owner of the property, but who in fact was not, you would not have to give up the crop you have harvested from this land when the rightful landlord turned up and claimed his possession. The contract of purchase might be voided when true ownership was restored, yet you would not be penalized for having acted in good faith on a premise that was untrue.1

THE CLAIM OF GOOD FAITH

“Good faith,” thus, denotes not merely a subjective truth, an individual opinion, but refers to a belief, a person’s sincere trust in something that, in fact, may not be true at all. It pertains to interpersonal, more specifically, contractual relationships between people in which the expression ex bona fide, “of good faith,” marks the extent as well as the limits—as narrow as they may be—within which a person acts as an individual and self-proclaimed guarantor of truthfulness. In the case of the Essays, those limits are set at the beginning of the book in the address “To the Reader”: the circle of family and friends to whom Montaigne declares he destines his book as well as by the ostensibly modest ambition of the opus in which he intends solely to depict himself in his “simple, natural, ordinary fashion,” free from any concerns of worldly glory and scholarly fame. He promises to accomplish this by being as truthful to his authentic nature as possible, as if he were as naked as one of the newly discovered natives who live “in the sweet freedom of nature’s first laws.” Thus, Montaigne’s claim of good faith in the first sentence of “To the Reader” frames the problem of truth in the Essays not as an abstract discussion about epistemology or logic but in terms of faith in truthfulness, an intimate trust hopefully shared by two specific people: Michel de Montaigne and the reader whom he addresses.2 In this chapter I will present the literary and philosophical premises upon which Montaigne based his faith in truthfulness, and I will propose what he wanted his claim of good faith to mean for the reader of the Essays.

Before we explore the premises and the implications of Montaigne’s claim of good faith in the incipit of the Essays, let us pause for a moment to consider some of the serious questions it raises. As already noted by Pasquier and Malebranche, one has to doubt the apparent sincerity of an author who begins his book by bidding his reader an emphatic farewell at the end of the very first paragraph of his voluminous book: “Thus, reader, I am myself the matter of my book; you would be unreasonable to spend your leisure on so frivolous and vain a subject.”3 Moreover, one can wonder how to reconcile Montaigne’s declarations about the limited readership and scope of the Essays with the editorial care with which he published and republished his work and the essential role he wanted it to play in a carefully planned public career, both symptoms of far-reaching literary and political ambitions masterfully studied by George Hoffmann and Philippe Desan.4 The further one progresses through the Essays, the more the “good faith” with which Montaigne wants to lead his reader toward the simple and natural truths of his inner and domestic life is marred with contradictions. As one soon discovers, the bare nakedness of the cannibals, with whom the author would like to compete for genuine naturalness of mores, is in fact thickly coated by layers of testimonies piled on by travelers whose truthfulness may be subject to doubt. The author eventually had the chance to directly converse with some Brazilian good savages (albeit through a not entirely trustworthy interpreter) during a temporary break from the Wars of Religion, but as if by a stroke of bad luck, he cannot now remember that part of the conversation that may have touched upon the dogma of transubstantiation, that is, the most fundamental truth of the Catholic faith, at the center of the bloody conflict tearing up his country.5 Similar doubts are raised by the concept of “nature,” which is one of the leitmotivs of the Essays and that is referred to in one form or another at least three times in the short address “To the Reader.” Despite Montaigne’s programmatic aspiration to free his self-portrait of any artifice, he admits in “Of physiognomy” that we have abandoned nature and “sophisticated her with so many arguments and farfetched reasonings that she … has lost her own constant and universal countenance.”6 By blurring the classical distinction between nature and culture, Montaigne does not manifest any sympathies toward Renaissance occultism but anticipates the revisionist trends in anthropology launched by Bruno Latour and Philippe Descola.

If nature, to which he initially wants to entrust his reader, is so evasive, is Montaigne himself a fortunate exception to this universal deterioration? This is what he seems to suggest, since, as he notes at the end of “Of physiognomy,” his good-natured and open character are clearly displayed on his face and in his speech. This has served him well: “It has often happened that on the mere credit of my presence and manner, persons who had no knowledge of me have placed great trust in me, both for their own affairs and for mine.”7 The natural advantage of his physical appearance was fortuitous especially during the civil wars. He recounts how he was released from captivity into which some masked marauders had taken him, because, as they confessed, they were impressed by “[his] face and the freedom of [his] speech.”8 Yet should this be an argument for the reader to take Montaigne’s programmatic claim of good faith—literally—at face value? Let’s not forget that despite the author’s repeated assurances of consubstantial identity existing between himself and his book, his opus is merely a mediated substitute for his physical presence. We do not see Montaigne’s face on the printed pages of this discursive portrayal, nor do we hear his words reverberating in the written lines of his book even if he would like the reader to believe his voice to be audible: “I speak to my paper as I speak to the first man I meet.”9 Not only does Montaigne lend an “attentive ear to books,”10 he would like others to hear his words directly from himself as well: “If my face did not answer for me, if people did not read in my eyes and my voice the innocence of my intentions, I would not have lasted so long without quarrel and without harm, considering my indiscreet freedom in saying, rightly or wrongly, whatever comes into my head, and in judging things rashly. This habit may with reason appear uncivil and ill adapted to our usage, but I have not known anyone who judged it to be injurious or malicious, or who took offense at my freedom if he had it from my own lips.”11 Conversing in person with his reader would be badly needed to corroborate his programmatic claim of “good faith.” Yet for obvious reasons such direct, physical presence is impossible, as it is not possible to see the ugly body of Socrates, which, according to existent testimonies and contrary to any principle of physiognomy, was the receptacle of a beautiful soul. Socrates’s face and voice are even less perceptible than those of Montaigne, since we know about the Greek philosopher’s words and deeds only from witnesses, not from his own writings. No wonder that Montaigne needs the entire essay “Of physiognomy” to ponder over signs that are far from being necessary or natural.12 Their dubious character, as well as the mediated status of nature, shed a shadow of suspicion on Montaigne’s bona fide declarations.

STRUCTURAL IRONY

The doubts raised by Montaigne’s claim of “good faith” demonstrate that the fundamental problem of the Essays is not so much what he says but rather how he says it. Unlike an author of a philosophical treatise who enunciates truths for the reader to acquire, Montaigne cares more about enunciation itself. Such focus on literary form stems from his fundamental epistemological assumptions. Truth is beyond human reach, and it is solely the search for truth that is in our purview:

Agitation and the chase are properly our quarry; we are not excusable if we conduct it badly and irrelevantly; to fail in the catch is another thing. For we are born to quest after truth; to possess it belongs to a greater power. It is not, as Democritus said, hidden in the bottom of abysses, but rather elevated to an infinite height in the divine knowledge.13

Such radical transcendence of truth can be understood in different ways. In accordance with the widely diffused scholastic tradition going back to Anselm and Thomas Aquinas, Montaigne might have had in mind the conformity of things with the intellect of their Creator, an intimate adequatio rei ad intellectum that humans cannot fully understand nor emulate.14 Under the influence of Augustine, he might have considered truth as transcendental, in other words, as a mode of God’s absolute being, along with “one” and “good.” More radically, in line with the negative theology of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, he might have viewed truth as an ineffable name of the One that supersedes Being itself.15

Given textual and historical evidence, to which I will come back in the next section, the latter option seems the most likely. For now, let us point to the negative and positive epistemological and discursive consequences of the absolute inaccessibility of truth in the Essays. By running after any and all glimmers of truth, the human mind becomes entangled in the swirl of its own oozes, like a silkworm in its cocoon or a mouse drawn in a pitch barrel.16 Our intellect rushes to find elaborate reasons for something that may, in fact, not even exist.17 Yet at the same time, the inaccessibility of truth leaves open a space in which we can indulge in our hunt for it. The way we conduct this chase is our responsibility. It is the “order” of our discursive quest that matters, not the prey, which mostly we either miss or catch by mere chance: “Any man may speak truly; but to speak with order, wisely, and competently, of that few men are capable.”18

Montaigne’s focus on the textual forms of enunciation at the relative expense of its content has sparked a flurry of extremely valuable research on the discursive ways in which he conducts the pursuit of truth in the Essays. Ian Maclean has studied the relationship between Montaigne’s modes of reasoning and the ways truth was investigated in early modern sciences and arts. He concludes that the categories of scholastic logic and the argumentative practices inherited from university education are clearly perceptible in the Essays, yet Montaigne diverts from their traditional use in order to provide a backdrop for his critique of human epistemological ambitions. As demonstrated by Marie-Luce Demonet, Montaigne tends to loosen up the rigorous procedures of scientific reasoning, for instance, by favoring enthymemes over syllogism.19 Most importantly, he draws upon practical arts, such as law, in order to cultivate a never-ending irresolution. In that respect, André Tournon’s research on Montaigne’s extensive experience as conseiller of the First Chamber of Inquests is of fundamental importance. This judicial position required Montaigne to assess hundreds of testimonies coming from both sides of a case, yet refrain from passing a judgment, which was the purview of the judges of the Grand Chamber. According to Tournon, such legal practice shaped the open-ended, dubitative dynamic of the Essays, which keeps the readers in a state of permanent vacillation and prevents them from resting on any conclusive truth. As further demonstrated by Olivier Guerrier, particularly symptomatic in that respect is Montaigne’s use of historical accounts and fictional stories as testimonial narrations. Their truthfulness or lack thereof provides an excellent testing ground for skeptic puzzlement.20 Such studies of the modes of enunciation in the Essays have resulted in a rich catalogue of rhetorical strategies used by Montaigne to indefinitely prevent his book from reaching any final resolution of the questions under discussion: self-commenting loops of the text, polyphonic effects of discording quotations and hesitantly assumed prosopopoeiae, hidden intertextual references undermining the apparent assertiveness of the essayist’s voice, etc. These techniques of “structural irony,” as Tournon puts it, are carefully crafted by Montaigne in order to obstruct the fluidity of the text, entangle the paths of reasoning, and split and disharmonize the narrative lines, thus preventing any assertion from stopping the movement of thought. Similar strategies of metatextual dubbing and compositional disturbances take place at the grammatical level; Kirsti Sellevold has studied the modal expressions of doubt in the Essays, while André Tournon reconstructed the original punctuation that Montaigne introduced in the Exemplar of Bordeaux in order to disrupt the discursive flow with additional scansions.21

The inaccessibility of truth has not only shaped the literary enunciation of the Essays. It has also laid the foundation for Montaigne’s epistemology and his psychology of cognition. Montaigne’s position in that respect could be qualified as a kind of early modern “correlationism,” a term used by Quentin Meillassoux to qualify the post-Kantian philosophy that links being and thinking and which unbreakably ties together the object and the subject.22 Montaigne’s correlationism does not imply, however, that the Montaignian subject has access to things that are meant to be the objects of cognition. Truth, defined by scholasticism as adequatio rei ad intellectum, is impossible to attain not only because, as we have seen, the adequation of things to God’s intellect is out of human reach, but also because the correlation between things and human intellect proves to be unachievable as well. And this is so for two reasons, one pertaining to the subject and the other to the object of cognition.

First, the true nature of things is inaccessible because to know it, human intellect would have to know itself. This is the critique that Aristotle addresses to Protagoras in Metaphysics, X, 1–2, 1053a–b. Contrary to Protagoras’s famous maxim, man is not the measure of all things, for the simple reason that to be so, he himself would have to be measured in the first place. Aristotle does not exclude such possibility, and Thomas Aquinas gives it a systematic form within his rational theology. Divine intellect measures natural things like an artisan measures his productions; on the other hand, these natural things become the measures of human intellect that cannot measure them in return but that can measure its own artificial productions.23 In Montaigne’s eyes, such elaborate adequatio rei ad intellectum proves to be impossible for the simple reason that human intellect is completely unable to measure itself. This is precisely the conclusion that Montaigne comes to in that part of the “Apology for Raymond Sebond” (II, 12) that demonstrates that humans are incapable of knowing either their body or their soul:

Truly Protagoras was telling us some good ones, making man the measure of all things, who never even knew his own… . Now, he being in himself so contradictory, and one judgment incessantly subverting another, that favorable proposition was just a joke which led us necessarily to conclude the nullity of the compass and the compasser.24

We fail to measure our intellectual capacities when we are confronted with God’s creations as well as when we consider the products of our own mind. When writing of the tour of his library that he gives his reader in the essay “Of books” (II, 10), Montaigne warns that it is meant “to declare the measure of my sight, not the measure of things.” This is neither empty rhetoric of humility nor a positive discourse on the method. He readily admits that truth and judgment are disconnected one from the other and that they function independently. It is judgment, and more specifically his own judgment, that Montaigne intends to present to his reader since the true nature of things remains out of reach. The problem is, however, that such judgment, which should reveal the true measure of Montaigne’s self, cannot be represented in the form of systematic assertions or negations but consists merely of “fancies” (fantasies).25

The correlation between the intellect and things is thus impossible not only because of the deficiency of the knowing subject, but also because of the evasiveness of the objects of human cognition. “Fancies,” “phantasies,” phantasmagoric images, and not things, are ultimately what the human mind is confronted with. This is the second reason why the adequation of things and human intellect cannot be achieved. “Things in themselves may have their own weights and measures and qualities; but once inside, within us, [the soul] allots them their qualities as she sees fit.”26 Hence, “it is folly to measure the true and false by our own capacity” and we should keep in mind “that the taste of good and evil depends in large part on the opinion we have of them.”27 Such relativism does not mean, however, that our volition can effectively control the phantasms of our mind; even Stoic philosophy cannot cure us from our fear of death or from physical pain. No philosophy can because reason is nothing but “a tincture infused in about equal strength in all our opinions and ways.”28

Most importantly for the proclaimed bona fide goal of the Essays, self-knowledge proves to be impossible in a world where reason is dispersed among contradictory opinions and where truth is inaccessible either because of the deficiency of the subject or because of the phantasmagoric character of the object of cognition. The fundamental precept of Renaissance humanism, “know thyself,” should at least help us realize the magnitude of our ignorance. Yet we seem satisfied with what we know, which is the most telling proof that we know nothing, including the very fact that we know nothing. Moreover, this unconscious ignorance should logically include the person who laments its boundless universality, in other words, Montaigne himself. However, acknowledging the limits of self-understanding would contradict the truthful character of his ignorance and potentially turn his self-analysis into a dogmatic assertion. Montaigne cannot thus explicitly claim that he does not know himself, since a negative knowledge would still be some kind of knowledge.29 Epistemologically, therefore, Montaigne is bound by the “Platonic subtlety, that neither those who know need inquire, since they know, nor those who do not know, since in order to inquire they must know what they are inquiring about.”30 Rhetorically, like a liar who openly acknowledges his lies, he is caught between the act and the content of his enunciation:

Let us take the sentence that logic itself offers us as the clearest. If you say ‘It is fine weather,’ and if you are speaking the truth, then it is fine weather. Isn’t that a sure way of speaking? Still it will deceive us. To show this let us continue the example. If you say ‘I lie,’ and if you are speaking the truth, then you lie. The art, the reason, the force, of the conclusion of this one are the same as in the other; yet there we are stuck in the mud.31

Montaigne has to proclaim his ignorance about himself without turning it into knowledge, as negative as it may be; he must undermine his assertion while enunciating it at the same time. The way he does this is by the use of “structural irony” so masterfully analyzed by Tournon.32 In the essay appropriately titled “Of presumption,” Montaigne overtly, and with a measure of pride, proclaims his ignorance: “Now I find my opinions infinitely bold and constant in condemning my inadequacy.”33 Yet this declaration cannot be taken as bona fide knowledge about himself, since it is preceded by a long development that undermines it in advance:

the only thing that makes me think something of myself is the thing in which no man ever thought himself deficient: my recommendation is vulgar, common, and popular, for who ever thought he lacked sense? … That would be a proposition implying its own contradiction… . To accuse oneself would be to excuse oneself in that subject, and to condemn oneself would be to absolve oneself. There never was a porter or a silly woman who did not think they had enough sense to take care of themselves.34

The reasoning comes full circle while inscribing the contradiction between what is enunciated and the act of enunciation. This is exactly what is needed to keep the search for truth ongoing indefinitely, in other words, to keep alive the “zetetic” way of Pyrrhonist skepticism, a branch of skepticism that the Essays greatly helped popularize in early modern Europe.

SKEPTICISM AND FIDEISM

Stopping at the “fancies” without trying to progress toward the things that may have produced them is an attitude characteristic of Pyrrhonist skepticism. Understood as passive impressions (kata phantasian pathètikèn), such “phantasies” are independent of human volition. As such, they are not disputed by Sextus Empiricus, who instead focuses his attack on the dogmatic claim that representations are true reflections of things.35 For Montaigne, on the other hand, phantasies are the very building blocks of the Essays: “I put forward formless and unresolved notions [des fantasies informes et irresolues], as do those who publish doubtful questions to debate in the schools, not to establish the truth but to seek it.”36 This is only one of many differences between Montaigne and Pyrrhonism. The cornerstone of this endeavor is the “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” the longest essay in Montaigne’s book, in which he inserts the opening section of Sextus Empiricus’s Outlines of Pyrrhonism that he could have read in Henri Estienne’s 1562 translation alongside Gratian Hervet’s 1569 version of Sextus Empiricus’s Pros mathêmatikous. In this introductory fragment, Sextus distinguishes between the dogmatists who think they have found truth, the Academic skeptics who do not think that truth can ever be found, and the Pyrrhonist skeptics who keep searching for truth since they refuse to give their assent to any assertion be it affirmative or negative. Besides carefully differentiating between Pyrrhonism and other schools of philosophical thought, Sextus systematically lays out the modes of investigation (skepsis) and search for truth (zètèsis) that lead to equality between two opposing representations (isostheneia) and to the refusal of assenting to any one of them. In turn, this results in the suspension of judgment (epokhè). Although Montaigne explicitly favors Pyrrhonism, his objective is certainly not to promote any given philosophy, as anti-dogmatic as it may be. Far from subscribing to the Pyrrhonist (or for that matter, to the Academic) school of skepticism, Montaigne uses Pyrrhonism to his own specific ends.37 At first sight, those ends appear to be mainly rhetorical and ideological, and they have traditionally been viewed that way. I would like to argue that they are mainly ethical and that they pertain directly to the problem of good faith presented by Montaigne to his reader at the beginning of his book.

First, let us examine the rhetorical role of Pyrrhonism within the argumentative scheme of the “Apology for Raymond Sebond.” Given the title of this essay, the reader might expect Montaigne to embark on a defense of Sebond, in particular his treatise Liber creaturarum, more widely known as Theologia naturalis. This popular work in rational theology, written prior to 1436, was circulating in many manuscripts, several Latin editions, and even one French translation when Montaigne published his own translation of it in 1569. Montaigne presents Sebond’s treatise as a compendium of Thomism, written in bad Latin yet quite useful to anyone who would like to refute the malicious argumentation set forth by Protestant theologians in their attack of the foundations of Catholic faith. Sebond’s work is more likely inspired by Lull and Anselm than Thomas Aquinas in the sense that it attempts to demonstrate the fundamental conformity between the Book of Creation and the Bible, proposing that one can access the highest truths of Christianity through the powers of God-given, natural reason.38 Sebond’s confidence in human abilities to understand the mysteries of faith was so blatantly optimistic that his book was censured by the pope in 1559, a condemnation revised in 1564 to include only the prologue.39 In his “Apology,” Montaigne apparently intends to defend Sebond’s theology against those who think that Christian faith should be nourished by faith alone and, on the other hand, against those who argue that it should be subject to rational justification, although these opponents do not think Sebond is up to the tasks. To the first, Montaigne replies that given the complete faithlessness of Christians, seeking the help of reason is justified, while to the second he responds that their critique of Sebond’s reasons is pointless, since not only their arguments, but all human rationality is completely devoid of value. It is within this reply to the second group of Sebond’s opponents that the paraphrase of the opening section of Sextus’s Outlines takes its place.40 After devoting a considerable part of his argumentation to the comparison between the reason of animals and the reason of humans (to the detriment of the latter), Montaigne focuses his attention on the select group of men who have raised their intellects to their most admirable heights. These wisest thinkers are, indeed, the Pyrrhonist skeptics, and their highest achievement was to jeopardize, as best as they could, any human pretense at achieving wisdom through reasoning. Obviously, in regards to the task of “defending” Sebond’s rationalism, the praise of Pyrrhonism proves to be an intentionally suicidal strategy. Through his “zetetic” argumentation, Montaigne efficiently prevents any would be opponents of Sebond from mounting their attack, yet by undermining human rationality he also jeopardizes Sebond’s own pretense of rationally justifying Christian faith.

Does this rhetorical efficiency of Pyrrhonist skepticism in the “Apology” mean that Montaigne has found a philosophy he can truly adhere to? Not at all. Pyrrhonism is yet another “phantasy” that Montaigne offers to his readers, despite its incoherence and obscurity.41 In fact, there is no much real difference between Pyrrhonism and other philosophical schools since philosophy as a whole is nothing but a playful game, and even dogmatism is just a “Pyrrhonism in an affirmative form.”42 Understandably, Pyrrhonism is not true in and of itself. According to Montaigne, it is just the most probable doctrine and a useful way of emptying humans of any pretense of knowing. By annihilating their judgment, Pyrrhonism readies them to receive faith from above: “[Pyrrhonism] presents man naked and empty, acknowledging his natural weakness, fit to receive from above some outside power, stripped of human knowledge in himself, annihilating his judgement to make more room for faith.”43 Seen from the perspective of Renaissance apologists of religion such as Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola, Agrippa von Nettesheim, Guy de Bruès or Gentian Hervet, who used arguments drawn from skepticism and whose ideas may have inspired the Essays, the ideological role of Pyrrhonism is to serve as a propaedeutic of Christian faith. Indeed, since the ground breaking research by Richard Popkin, it is understood that the reemergence of skepticism in the Renaissance was closely linked with the promotion of fideism. Scholars are divided on whether or not Montaigne favors a “skeptical fideism,” in which skepticism merely plays a heuristic role or whether he aims at “fideist skepticism,” in which theological considerations serve as introductions to Montaigne’s skeptic anthropology.44 Others, following in the footsteps of Pierre Villey, frame the question of the mutual relation between fideism and skepticism in the Essays in terms of Montaigne’s intellectual biography. According to this approach, Montaigne had a “skeptic crisis,” which resolved not so much into fideism but rather into Academic skepticism.45 The most far-reaching interpretation is proposed by Frédéric Brahami, who insists on the complete destruction of reason at the expense of faith. According to Brahami, Montaigne’s fideism makes the antagonism between dogmatism and skepticism obsolete and reduces reason to the status of speech deprived of any theological and, indeed, logical foundations. God evades not only human understanding, but also remains, properly speaking, unthinkable. Thus, God cannot play the role of guarantor of truth, as he does for Descartes. A human being is not a thinking subject but rather a “believing thing” (chose croyante). Truth cannot be referred to a transcendent order or even revealed by any mystical illumination; rather, it consists of the conformity of the mind to the spontaneous and contingent flux of life.46 Brahami traces the historical roots of this radical fideism not to the Augustinian tradition, as Elaine Limbrick does, but to negative theology stemming from the writings of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite.47

To Brahami’s thesis I shall add that in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond” negative theology constitutes the compositional setting of the presentation of Pyrrhonism borrowed from Sextus Empiricus. Moreover, among different currents of negative theology that were available to Montaigne, of particular importance was the metaphysics of Nicolas of Cusa, whose works Montaigne purchased during his voyage to Italy and whose influence on the Essays has been noted at least since Henri Busson.48 I would argue that the main benefit of Cusa’s metaphysical speculations for Montaigne was to provide him with an ontological framework that allowed him to escape the rule of noncontradiction considered to be universally biding not only by Aristotelians, but also by nominalist theologians of the Middle Ages. It is thanks to Cusa’s coincidence of contraries that Montaigne was able to free God from the logical rules of human reasoning:

It has always seemed to me that for a Christian this sort of talk is full of indiscretion and irreverence: ‘God cannot die, God cannot go back on his word, God cannot do this or that.’ I do not think it is good to confine the divine power thus under the laws of our speech.49

It is also on the same page of the “Apology” that Montaigne challenges the contradictions between the act and the content of enunciation by quoting the paradox of the liar. Moreover, Cusa’s radically negative theology allows Montaigne, just a few lines further down the page, to condemn interconfessional controversies that erroneously apply human semiotics and logic to God’s transcendence. More specifically, Montaigne condemns the use of the principle of noncontradiction in the discussions about Christ’s “real” (according to Catholics) or “spiritual” (according to Calvinists) presence in the bread and wine of the Christian sacrifice. Seen from the perspective of negative theology, it is equally ridiculous to clash over the literal or metaphoric meaning of the demonstrative hoc of consecration, as it is absurd to argue that logically Christ cannot at the same time dwell at the right hand of the Father and be present in the consecrated bread. Yet the Pyrrhonist search for a “new language” that, like rhubarb, “expels evil humors and carries itself off with them,” is certainly not a panacea for such “grammatical” quarrels. To the contrary, it is no more than a fantasie, like the question “what do I know?” inscribed as a motto on Montaigne’s personal coin.50

Nonetheless, the crucial role that negative theology, especially Cusa’s metaphysical speculations, plays in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond” does not mean that Montaigne subscribes to any one theological school more than he does to any philosophical one.51 Cusa’s negative theology allows Montaigne to transgress the rule of noncontradiction and to engage freely in the “zetetic” dynamism of his writing. Yet Montaigne does not indicate to the reader any way of mystical ascent (assurectio) toward union with the divine, as a follower of Cusa such as Bovelles would do, no more than he hopes his reader will achieve the Pyrrhonist epokhè. In the absence of such spiritual or philosophical outcomes, are we forced to conclude that Montaigne’s good faith consists merely of his commitment to continue indefinitely his search for truth and his discursive flow, which would reflect some deeply held vitalist immanentism?

THE CALL FOR GOOD FAITH

Is this all the truth the Essays can offer to the reader: the never-ending movement of thought structured by irony—endlessly analyzing reality, parsing language, distinguishing meanings while at the same time double checking its assertions, folding over its argumentation, reversing itself (controlle) by stepping back when it stumbles at any, even the most precarious, conclusion? If this were the case, Montaigne’s pursuit of truth would result, like that of Plutarch, in childish mumbling lost somewhere between philosophy and poetry:

the mysteries of philosophy have many strange things in common with those of poetry; the human understanding losing its way in trying to sound and examine [contreroller] all things to the utmost, just as we, tired and worn out by the long course of our life, fall back into childishness.52

But then, what about good faith claimed in the first sentence of the book: “C’est icy un livre de bonne foy, lecteur”? Is this claim also part of an irresponsible poetico-philosophical playfulness, or, even worse, a simple rhetorical lure intended to cover the author’s premeditated irony? Unless the incipit of the Essays is not a claim but rather a call—unless, while saying that his is a “book of good faith”—Montaigne does not only make a declaration about the way he wrote the Essays, as Frame’s translation suggests, but also asks the reader for his or her good faith in reading the book that follows. If the incipit of the Essays is indeed more a plea than a claim, the farewell that ends the initial address should not be understood as a sarcastic dismissal of the reader but as a discreet withdrawal of the author, an instance of authorial modesty that is not at odds with his proclaimed intention to denudate himself in front of his readers. On the contrary, by ending the opening address with a farewell, Montaigne does not disingenuously chase his reader away; rather he removes himself as a person, a public and authorial figure, leaving behind only a “frivolous and vain” representation of his own self. With Michel de Montaigne converted into the “matter of [his] book,” the readers are left alone in the presence of the phantasies of the Essays, which they are invited to consider with all the good faith they are able to muster.

Such a call for the reader’s good will is a highly provocative gesture, and Montaigne is quite aware of that:

Whoever would oblige himself to tell all, would oblige himself not to do anything about which we are constrained to keep silent. God grant that this excessive license of mine may encourage our men to attain freedom, rising above these cowardly and hypocritical virtues born of our imperfections; that at the expense of my immoderation I may draw them on the point of reason. A man must see his vice and study it to tell about it.53

The “point of reason” that Montaigne advocates for his reader is not a summit of dogmatic wisdom, not even the most accurate adequation between a thing and the intellect nor an accurately conducted logical inference; rather, it is an ethical action.54 Like the point in Renaissance geometry, the “point of reason” is a nonfigure; like the point d’honneur of French nobility, it is an intimate and jealously hidden spot of intellectual dignity never to be located but easily tarnished by prejudice, superstition and pedantic vanity. Most importantly, it is a mysterious place in the human mind, where Montaigne and his reader can meet in a quasi-mystical communion of wills.

Considered not as an ironic claim of the author but as a truthful plea addressed to the reader, the call for good faith strikes a note free of any discordant tonalities. The genuine purity of Montaigne’s voice seems strange, given all we know about his propensity for structural irony and skeptic contradiction. Yet there are moments in the Essays when even the most prudent readers cannot but lower the guard of their critical suspicion and grant Montaigne what Tournon calls a “presumption of sincerity.” Such is the case when Montaigne speaks about his communion with La Boétie, as if their friendship were the product of a quasi-religious revelation. Olivier Guerrier suggests that Montaigne’s parrhêsia, as rhetorical as it may be, implies a kind of belief in the mystical bond between people, a relationship in which the person who genuinely unveils him or herself forces, by this very gesture, the other to do the same.55 Montaigne is always aware of possible reproaches: “You are often playful: people will think you are speaking in earnest when you are making believe.”56 Yet according to Guerrier, the intimacy Montaigne hopes for between himself and the reader is still possible when both of them agree to a pact: the former to point in good faith to the fictions intertwined in his discourse, the latter to accept this gesture as genuine. If these conditions are met, philosophical and poetic playfulness may yield the truth.

I cannot but agree with interpretations that see truth in the Essays as an interpersonal and ethical relationship between two people who come to believe in each other’s good faith. However, I would like to stress that such faith in truthfulness is built in the Essays not on mutual understanding but on meticulously planned misunderstanding, not on harmony but on constantly sustained discordance. The pure tonality of Montaigne’s voice, such as the call for good faith that opens the book, is audible not despite, but rather because of the ironic structure of the Essays. It is only by piling up the contradictions between the content and the act of enunciation and not by straightening up the line of argumentation that Montaigne can turn a claim of good faith into a call worth replying to.

In this respect Montaigne’s intellectual and ethical challenge addressed to the reader at the beginning of the Essays resembles, to a large extent, the spiritual challenge set forth in the Prologue of Rabelais’s Gargantua. In a properly scandalous gesture, the narrator calls upon the “most noble and illustrious drinkers” to look in the grotesque story for the most revered truths, and by doing that to emulate a stupid monk, the proverbial Brother Lubin, who mindlessly considered Ovid’s Metamorphoses as an allegory of the Christian Gospel. By acting so foolishly as to interpret “in the most perfect part” the obscene and comic stories of giants, Rabelais’s readers would thus demonstrate their true “pantagruelism.” Such proof of charity is possible only because the Rabelaisian fictions do not lend themselves to any spiritual interpretations but, on the contrary, are truly “dissimilar signs” of the divine awaiting the extraordinary outburst of unjustified faith.57

There are many studies that confront Montaigne with ancient skepticism, patristic thought or medieval philosophy, but too seldom is he considered the successor of the generation of Rabelais, Erasmus, Lefèvre d’Etaples, Marot and Marguerite de Navarre.58 My goal here is not to make of him a crypto-evangelic author, no more than to stress that the impact of negative theology would prove him a Pseudo-Dionysian mystic. The parallel between Rabelais’s Prologue to Gargantua and Montaigne’s address “To the Reader” allows us, nevertheless, to fully appreciate the provocative character of both texts, despite their obviously different goals. While Rabelais aims at a spiritual and ethical transformation of his reader, Montaigne fosters an intellectual and ethical “metamorphosis.” Nonetheless, they both know that virtue is not preconditioned by knowledge and vice is not another name for ignorance.59 This properly anti-Socratic conviction that reason and volition are independent of each other allows them to share an acute sense of intellectual humility and an equally deep confidence in human freedom in a world and time where faith, conceived fundamentally as trust (fiducia), is an exceptional and never merited gift. In such a world thinking and writing can be only “dissimilar signs” of truth, while “good faith” is never guaranteed but has to be hoped for and asked for.
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CHAPTER 30

MONTAIGNE ON GENDER

TODD W. REESER

IN twenty-first century terms, Montaigne writes at the end of “On some verses of Virgil,” that one is not born a man or a woman, but becomes one: “I say that males and females are cast in the same mold; except for education and custom, the difference is not great.”1 Cultural inscription—not biology—produces not only gender, but also sex. Sexual difference itself—or in the terms implied here, the bifurcation of the molds of the body that supposedly cast us before our births into stable, unchangeable forms that remain discretely male or female—is a product of education and custom. People are taught and get used to cultural constructions of gender as well as to sexed corporality, and that process leads them to assume that there are two separate and discrete sexes. To employ the well-known definition of gender from Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble, education and custom are a kind of “apparatus of production whereby the sexes themselves are established.”2 As the following lines of the essay point out, Plato and Antisthenes allow for gender equality: the former invites women “into his commonwealth” as the physical and intellectual equals of men while the latter “eliminated any distinction between their virtue and ours.”3 This perspective eliminates the maleness and the masculinity of studies, exercises, war, and virtue (from the Latin vir, man), as well as the male need “to accuse one sex” (women) in place of “excus[ing] the other,”4 which requires an assumption of clear corporeal difference.

Montaigne’s statement does not only pertain only to sex and gender, however, for “mold” (moule) in Renaissance French refers to printing characters and “cast in a mold” (jetté en moule) to the printed text.5 Although male and female bodies may not be cast in the same mold by culture at large, Montaigne presents them in the same print in his own text. His reconfiguration of the sexed body is based on a new textuality in which the essayist will allow for—and be explicit about—the nonbinary mold of the sexed body. If he can reinvent the sex/gender system in text, it is because language subtends the operation of sex and gender, stabilizing it along with—or as part of—“education and custom.” With corporeality a recurring topic in the Essays, Montaigne does not take sexual or gender fixity for granted; part of the “undulating [subject]” of the essays is sex and gender,6 and a key element of the human subject is gender oscillation. This chapter analyzes how Montaigne recasts or reimprints sex and gender as a nonstatic, movement-based phenomenon, while still incorporating stasis as an element of gender.

CORPOREAL MOLDS

No anecdote pertains to sexed corporeal movement as strikingly as the description of Germain in “Of the power of the imagination,” which recurs in slightly different terms in the Travel Journal. While travelling through Vitry-le-François in northeastern France, Montaigne hears of a man who self-reports that he used to be a girl: “Straining himself in some way in jumping, he says, his masculine organs came forth.”7 The man is unmarried and old, and he has a heavy beard. Montaigne himself did not actually see or meet Germain, writing that he “might have seen” him and that “all the inhabitants of that place had seen and known [him] as a girl named Marie until the age of twenty-two.”8

What interests Montaigne is not whether or not Marie actually produced a penis or not (no physical proof is presented), or whether or not Germain is really a man or a woman. Rather, Montaigne focuses on the role that discourses play in the construction of sex. The girls of the village still have a song “by which they warn each other not to take big strides for fear of becoming boys, like Marie Germain.”9 In the Travel Journal, the song is described: “there is still [in the village] a song commonly (ordinaire) in the girls’ mouths.”10 The imagination of the essay’s title does not, then, belong to Germain nor even to the villagers who may be seeing a man instead of a girl. Rather, it manifests itself as a potent force among the girls post facto to prevent the possibility of any future sex change: “it is so continually and vigorously fixed on this subject.”11 It is significant that the girls sing of “Marie Germain,” not allowing for “Marie” to be “Germain.” Their musical discourse requires naming both sexes because it re-creates the change from one sex to another to discount its possibility. To prevent sex change from happening, Montaigne comments, girls should imagine having the potential to be male and imagine that the male member is already part of their insides: “in order not to have to relapse so often into the same thought and sharpness of desire, it is better off if once and for all [the imagination] incorporates this masculine member in girls.”12 By imagining a penis within, girls will not worry so much about sprouting one, or will not have to sing songs. This figure may show that sex could be permeable or that a contextualized version of the category transgender existed in the period,13 but, more importantly, Montaigne calls attention to the social convention by which non-trans or cisgender individuals aim to reproduce stably sexed bodies.

Other forms of discourse construct binarism in the travel journal version of the story. Montaigne mentions that the physician Ambroise Paré included this story in his medical works, but presents that detail as about citation: “They say that Ambroise Paré has put this story into his book on surgery.”14 The point is not that a respected royal physician discusses the case, but that the locals say that he does as support for their ideas on sex. The story is considered “very certain” and “was attested to Monsieur de Montaigne by the most eminent officials of the town.”15 Directly following the description of the leap, and still in the same sentence, is the renaming process: “and Cardinal de Lenoncourt, then bishop of Châlons, gave her the name Germain.”16 Or, as Paré describes the process, “he received the name of a man.”17 Civic and religious speech acts—by proclaiming something in language that thereby becomes true by virtue of its enunciation—participate heavily in the construction of sex. Montaigne reveals how the sex/gender system functions through the medium of one exceptional case: it is the verification and approval of official, unofficial, and “ordinary” cultural discourses that allow for sex to change but to remain discrete and “ordered.”

With his anecdote, Montaigne suggests something akin to Judith Butler’s idea in Bodies That Matter, that bodies “assume” a sex through the process of discursive regulation. Regulatory norms materialize sex, and the still current and repeated (ordinaire) song “work[s] in a performative fashion to constitute the materiality of bodies and, more specifically, to materialize the body’s sex, to materialize sexual difference.”18 The invention of the song responded to an anxiety of unstable sexual materiality, but its repetition works to insure that stable materiality will henceforth remain in place and will always remain still current. Singing the song over and over helps insure that girls will always sing the song and that this means of sexual construction will propagate itself. Montaigne’s phrasing “comme Marie Germain” echoes the song itself, performing the very entry of the discursive norm into the Essays. He passes on the song without being aware of it, or to mirror how it infiltrates other discourses. If one goal of the norm is, for Butler, to make a human “viable” “within the domain of cultural intelligibility” and not leave one as abject or as a “threatening spectre,”19 “Marie Germain” is rendered human and not one of the many monsters in Paré’s books because she is discursively sanctioned as a recognizable subject, as a man or as a girl who became a man. She stands in direct contrast to the previous story in the travel narrative about Mary who passed as a man, moved to a new village, and married a woman. He is “recognized by someone,” turned in to the authorities because he is not recognizable as a given sex, and hung for becoming a male and for using “illicit devices to supply her defect in sex,”20 which rendered Marie unrecognizable. Germain can live as a viable human being because he is legibly sexed in discourse, but no discursive conventions are available for this Mary.

When the girls of Vitry-le-François sing their song, they “assume” that they cannot become boys, or that their bodies will remain stably sexed in perpetuity. Marie Germain—whom they had seen and known before the leap—channels corporeal change into sexual fixity and signifies for the girls that sex change cannot happen to them, or to anyone else. After all, “it is not so great a marvel that this sort of accident is frequently met with.”21 This “accident”—or fall of the penis (from accidere, to fall down)—is also a fall on the part of the girls into an anxiety of sexual indifferentiation (a “relapse”), or a regulatory trap that they keep falling into and cannot get out of. Montaigne’s inability to witness Germain directly (“I might have seen a man”) is transformed into the ability to witness the girls witnessing as he imagines them imagining themselves with two sexes. The sexed imagination should be transformed so that we all imagine that we have other sexed selves within us. The girls should accept—as Baudrillard will put it four centuries later—that “we are all transsexuals symbolically.”22 They reject what Claire Colebrook calls “transitive indifference,” “in which the bounds of the self or individual are not strengthened by the otherness of the other.”23 By not expelling a transgender body, but incorporating it into their image of their own body, the girls would not be so assiduous in their construction of sexual binarism. It is a waste of time to “continually and vigorously” fix on and reestablish sexual distinction. The borders of the sexed body are established as solid, clear, and stable, but that process can never be completed, and will never end. For matter—as Montaigne writes in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond”—“is ever running and flowing, without ever remaining stable or permanent.”24

As indicated by these two key examples from “On some verses of Virgil” and “Of the power of the imagination,” sex and gender function not only as integral parts of the fabric of the Essays, but also as important signifiers that reveal how the world is in movement. Sexed human bodies are not so different from geographical ones. In the same way that land and rivers move over time and do not remain static bodies, the human body changes: “It seems that there are movements, some natural, others feverish, in these great bodies, just as in our own.”25 Marie Germain’s leap into maleness may be natural or it may be feverish, but it is a change not unlike beaches that creep and take over land, part of the changes in bodies that take place all the time. For Montaigne, male and female and masculine and feminine are not necessarily stable binary oppositions that need to be taken apart and dismantled in the first place as they are already in flux. Even if education and custom create binarism, the single mold of male and female bodies nonetheless recurs in the text and dialogues with sexual binarism. A substratum of movement may be the very impetus for the need for culturally defined stability. In a sense, then, Montaigne prefigures Jacques Derrida’s dissemination or dismantling of binarism as a category of Western thought, and is already thinking in terms that might be familiar to post-structuralist-inflected gender theory, queer theory, or transgender theory. The essayist foresees a key function of transgender theory, namely, in the words of Susan Stryker, to critique “sets of norms that are themselves culturally produced and enforced.”26 It is productive, then, to consider how gender theory elucidates Montaigne, but the Essays should also be taken as presaging, or laying the groundwork for, gender theory, especially work influenced by French thought.

THE HABIT OF GENDER

The “except for education and custom” comment in my epigraph comes at the conclusion of “On some verses of Virgil,” and Montaigne does not explain what “education” and “custom” mean. But these key terms refer implicitly to other parts of the Essays. How, then, is gender taught and practiced for Montaigne? What does it mean to acquire a gender? How is it reified? In what sense is it not natural? A key essay to turn to for answers to these questions is “Of custom.” Here, custom and habit appear natural and are sovereign, “establish[ing] in us, little by little, stealthily, the foothold of her authority.”27 Proof of custom’s functioning in this manner is that, in other contexts, custom takes a different route: “Did not custom … make a commonwealth of women alone? Did it not put weapons in their hands, make them raise armies and fight battles?”28 Referring to the Amazons and to Plato’s Republic in which women could be guardians of the republic, Montaigne suggests that gender is the result of custom applied to our lives. Consequently, habit produces different gendered behaviors: in other cultures, “the men carry their burdens on their head, the women, on their shoulders; and … women piss standing, men squatting.”29 In some places, “men and women are circumcised as well as baptized.”30 The recurrence of gender in the essay suggests that gender and custom have a special relation, that one cannot be thought without the other. Because of a supposed biological basis or mold, gender comes to appear natural over time even as it is not fully fixed, to the point of blinding us to perception, in a way that mirrors the process of habit itself. “Habit stupefies our senses,” just as gender does.31 As Emily Butterworth describes the functioning of the concept in a Butlerian framework: “the repetition of habit could be considered the actuality of a potential essence that is forever in the process of becoming through this very repetition.”32 Or, I might say, gender is constituted not by any ontology or core of being, but by its very performance, which comes to have meaning through the accretion of performances repeated without end.33

Although gender factors in to custom, it cannot be easily disbanded: “it is the rule of rules, and the universal law of laws, that each man should observe those of the place he is in.”34 Or, as Montaigne writes in “Of husbanding your will,” “Habit is a second nature, and no less powerful.”35 Although performed and always “becoming,” gender is not something that can be, or should be, easily mutated.

It is not simply that habit constructs gender through repetition, however, for habit itself is a gendered phenomenon. As a “violent and treacherous schoolmistress,” habit carries out its operations “stealthily,” and then becomes tyrannical.36 The schoolmistress image is followed by a second gendered image: “our most important training is in the hands of nurses.”37 Customs, Montaigne intimates, may construct what people consider sex: “And the common notions that we find in credit around us and infused into our soul by our fathers’ seed, these seem to be the universal and natural ones.”38 We take biology as a given when custom should be examined. Women do not “piss standing,” because of their nature but because of habit. The process of habit coming to seem like nature results, in part, from gender: gendered constructs—such as the belief that paternal semen creates destiny or that nurses create custom—are already important parts of the very idea of the functioning of habit. These seminal notions of gender may predate habit and help invent it as seeming natural. Because habit already has gender so embedded within it, we cannot escape gendered habit by becoming aware of it since gender creates our perception of habit in the first place in ways that we cannot necessarily perceive.

Montaigne begins “Of custom” with an anecdote about a “village woman” who “learned to pet and carry in her arms a calf from the hour of its birth, and continuing always to do so, gained this by habit, that even when he was a great ox she still could carry him.”39 The point of the anecdote is that habit takes power slowly and stealthily. Habit begins gently but over time, “she soon uncovers to us a furious and tyrannical face against which we no longer have the liberty of even raising our eyes. We see her at every turn forcing the rules of nature.”40 But here, Montaigne is interested in the invention of the gendered narrative of habit. The first sentence of the essay suggests this interest: “That man seems to me to have very well understood the power of habit who first invented [forged] this story.”41 That “man” may be Montaigne himself since his version of the anecdote differs from the previous versions of Quintilian and of Erasmus, in which Milo of Croton “used to carry a calf for some distance every day, and when it grew into a bull he carried it without difficulty. And thus it will fit those who gradually become accustomed to things, however difficult.”42 Habit’s authority depends on the fact that it can trump gender: it is important that a woman learns to carry a calf and overcomes the supposed weakness of her sex by carrying an ox. If habit forces the rules of nature, it is in part because it forces the rules of gender. Montaigne’s “man”—possibly himself—rewrites the gender of the Erasmian anecdote in which the woman does not get used to the ox, but to sex. As Quartilla describes the process of habituation: “As a little child I was defiled with those of the same age, and as the years went on I attached myself to older boys, until I came to the age I am at now.”43 By transforming habit from sex to female strength, Montaigne goes against gender custom and forges a new transgendered habit of his own, while calling attention to the mutual imbrication of gender and habit. Tyrannical habit may transform gender (for better or worse), but it is not clear if his narrative of gender has already inflected Montaigne’s idea of habit in the first place as he opens his essay on custom.

GENDERED SKEPTICISM

As the ox example shows, habit may have a tyrannical hold over us, but gender does not function only as a stable habit “infused into our soul.” If the Essays aim to undo received knowledge, one of the central epistemologies undone is related to gender. Montaigne’s skepticism, under the strong influence of Sextus Empiricus’s model in Outlines of Skepticism read in Estienne’s 1562 Latin translation, served as a key tool for rethinking gender. The oppositional technique aims to disband the hegemony of the natural by offering cross-cultural examples of acts that may seem unnatural in one cultural context, but exist routinely in another. It may seem natural for women to receive money for sex in one context, but not in another: “Among us it is shameful and a matter of reproach for women to prostitute themselves; but with many Egyptians it is glorious.”44 Such comparisons relate to men as well: “no male here would wear a brightly-coloured full-length dress, although among the Persians this, which among us is shameful, is thought highly becoming.”45 By virtue of counterposing cultural differences and imagining an unending series of examples, the Renaissance skeptic comes to the conclusion that nothing is good or bad nature. Sextus aims to not consider anything as “good or bad by nature” (natura bonum aut malum) in order to create “tranquility” (imperturbatum mentis statum) in the mind of the true skeptic.46 A man’s or a woman’s behavior—or the custom of gender more broadly—should come to be seen as not bad by nature but by custom. Sextus uses the phrase “among us” (apud nos in the Latin version) with some frequency, in opposition to other contexts, and Montaigne too frequently takes his own cultural vantage point as point of comparison. In a long section of “Of custom,” a lengthy list of “places where” foreign custom X is practiced is presented, with the implied contrast “us” (80–83; 112–115), the goal being to denaturalize “our” cultural behavior. There is nothing good, bad, or natural, for instance, about woman urinating sitting or squatting and by extension about men doing so “among us.”47

The outside to gender—the other cultural context compared to “among us”—does not necessarily have to be defined in cultural terms. While foreign constructs of gender might come from elsewhere as an anthropological outside, we may also imagine them in our own minds. Imagined fantasies of gender can exist within our realm and can also reveal the relativity of habit. Cultural examples to which one juxtaposes one’s own culture might invite or imply the assumption of cultural difference as only far away and external to one’s own context, but once one begins to imagine difference, the imagination may become the locus of gendered possibility instead of skeptical comparison per se. The comparison between what one imagines and what is proximate in cultural context may disband the natural. By imagining what takes place elsewhere, one may end up bringing that elsewhere to bear on the here and now or on the self. An anthropologically skeptical methodology might be the very impetus for disbanding the distinction between the here and now (“among us”) and the elsewhere. The Marie Germain story in a sense imports the elsewhere and renders him the “elsewhere” for the girls, juxtaposing the foreign sex change and the ordered song they sing in the village. Sex functions in one way for Marie Germain, but “among us” they sing a song. That local habit, however, is not natural and implies a lack of tranquility due to a lack of “cross-cultural” comparison as the girls relapse over and over again. In this case, an imagined elsewhere fails to disband nature and reinscribe gender as contingent.


THE HABITS OF MASCULINITY

Montaigne’s process of essaying the self reimagines masculinity by presenting the male writing subject as sexed and gendered. His textual nudity has to include his entire body to be complete: “I owe a complete portrait of myself to the public.”48 Each of his body parts constitutes him, he writes, and “no other makes me more properly a man than this one.”49 As he explains about “the unruly liberty of this member”: the member “struggl[es] for mastery so imperiously with our will,” and “refuse[s] with so much pride and obstinancy our solicitations, both mental and manual.”50 His inability to control the male member means that man does not necessarily have full control over the self, as classical concepts of subject formation require. He lacks the hard “virtue” of the ancients, is softer and weaker than the ideal ancient man should be. By virtue of talking about impotence and the defects of his male body (as well as others’), especially in “Of the power of the imagination,”51 Montaigne marks masculinity and expands what a man in textual form is or can be. The act of dismantling humanist or classical ideas of an ideal man comes to constitute essayistic masculinity.

At the same time, however, Montaigne admits his penile-centeredness: “Never was a man more impertinently genital in his approaches.”52 The essay may not function simply as a critique of virility or of the cultural obsession with it, but as a way to counteract its threat or absence or—as Lawrence Kritzman considers it—as a “talking cure.”53 Montaigne may very well render sexual impotence less abhorrent or less secretive by putting it into his discourse, but the invention of nonideal masculinity does not necessarily have the effect of dismantling the ideal. While the act of talking in a quasi-confessional narrative may allow Montaigne to resist or break the hold of cultural norms of masculinity as phallic, hard, or virile, on another level those very breaks from the ideal are not necessarily forgotten, and masculinity may be predicated on the repetition of the act of breaking from them. As Judith Butler writes: “Our formation does not suddenly fall away after certain breaks or ruptures; they become important to the story we tell about ourselves or to other modes of self-understanding.”54 Montaigne’s movement-centered narrative may break the seal of gendered confession, but that break is not necessarily left behind as an element of masculine subject formation. Or, in Butler’s words: “There remains that history from which I broke, and that breakage installs me here and now.”55 Masculinity may only be thinkable within those breakages and, as such, the ability to break a cultural narrative of masculinity is not gender-neutral but simply creates another form of masculinity. The act of enunciating impotent masculinity may be part of the reformation of masculinity. The telling of impotence may be, all or in part, itself “impertinently genital.”

Like virility, moderation functions as a key definition of ideal Renaissance masculinity, and it too is up for discussion. In the Aristotelian tradition reborn in the Renaissance, the virtue of moderation suggests the ability to maintain control over the male self, which in turn justifies control over the other. He who does not err into excess, in areas such as sexuality, warfare, or finances, serves as a model for others (especially women), considered more likely to be excessive. In “Of moderation,” Montaigne expresses his love of moderation, and he follows some common contemporaneous notions of the ideal moderate man while challenging others.56 Analogies between excess and the non-masculine may permit the essayist to seem or to feel moderate by contrast. He codes Greek love as immoderate in “Of friendship,” by implied contrast with nonsexual male friendships such as his.57 At other moments, however, Montaigne slips into excesses coded as non-masculine. Just before his comment about males and females “cast in the same mold,” for instance, he comments on his own essay, which “has escaped from me in a flow of babble.”58 His uncontrollable textual immoderation in an essay on sexuality immediately precedes his statement on gender equality, with his “flow of babble” revealing his text as cast in the same mold as a woman’s supposed “flow of babble.”59 Montaigne displays and does not display the virtue of moderation, but his break from that gendered virtue may bring him to moderation as he rides the line between too much and not enough moderation. Those breaks install him in Butler’s “here and now” as part of a new narrative about masculine subjectivity that resists the paradox of excessive moderation.

RESISTING GENDER CHANGE

In “Of repentance,” Montaigne writes that “natural inclinations gain assistance and strength from education; but they are scarcely to be changed and overcome.”60 He adds that “there is no one who, if he listens to himself, does not discover in himself a pattern all his own [une forme sienne], a ruling pattern [une forme maistresse], which struggles against education and against the tempest of the passions that oppose it.”61 This use of “form” is not an exception to Montaigne’s movement-centeredness, but as Jean-Yves Pouilloux writes, refers to “the way in which being appears, the figure of its manifestation.”62 If sexual difference is constructed by “institution” or education, then within us there may be a “form,” or a way in which gendered being appears, that rules us and resists education with respect to gender. Could resistance to imposed ideas about gender be within from the start? Might gender in itself, then, be composed of a struggle within between “form” on the one hand, and the external on the other? If gender is in movement, it is at times a struggle, defined by the tension between one’s individual form and that which opposes it from the outside. From this perspective, it is not Montaigne’s impotence that defines masculinity on its own terms but rather the agonistic relation between Montaigne’s “forme maistresse” and education or other “passions that oppose it.” Moderation and virility may be external constructs against which his own immoderate or nonvirile form struggles. And, in Montaigne’s description, the girls of Vitry-le-François have a cisgender form that struggles against the tempest of Marie-Germain’s sex change.

This opposition between form and institution, or between the self and the external, may best define gender in Montaigne. Gender cannot be entirely constructed by the self, even for a man, but it is not constituted entirely by external habits, customs, or discourses either. It is not just that gender itself is in flux, but the very place from which gender comes is in flux between the inside and the outside, between the self and what is external to it. The self or the external can be a “form”: the internal form of gender may be in movement while education and the external “tempest” are composed of stable, classical representations, or the external may be in movement while the internal holds fort. This model explains, in part at least, one of the most puzzling questions about gender in Montaigne: why are there constructs that do not appear to be fluid or in movement at all, but common or normative? In his opening essay, for example, Montaigne propagates stable, classic assumptions about women and gender: vigor is coded as masculine, and women are placed in a separate category from men in terms of boldness and valiance. But at the same time, he dismantles binarized, rhetorical norms and oppositions and famously proclaims: “Truly man is a marvelously vain, diverse, and undulating [subject].”63 The point is not that Montaigne contradicts himself, but rather that he establishes a relation between form and movement as itself part of the undulating subject of the text. This is one explanation, then, as to why there seem to be gender ontologies in Montaigne, or why not all gender representations are linked to movement or to skeptical anti-naturalness: nonmovement-centered representations need to be taken as part of a longer series of textual moments that together suggest gendering processes. Gender in Montaigne is an unending series of relations between forms and the very dismantling or undoing of those forms through opposition.

QUEER MONTAIGNE?

Like the Essays, Gender Trouble dismantles what Judith Butler calls “the compulsory order of sex/gender/desire.”64 One’s gender does not have to naturally follow from one’s sex, and heterosexual desire does not have to follow naturally from one’s gender. A male who embodies social characteristics of masculinity does not necessarily have to desire women. Rather, desire can be a more free-floating phenomenon that may or may not follow from sex and gender. Part of Montaigne’s putting the world into movement involves scrambling this compulsory order. After the description of the titular monstrous child in “Of a monstrous child” is an anecdote about a monstrous shepherd Montaigne saw in Médoc not far from his château who is “thirty years old or thereabouts” and “has no sign [montre] of genital parts” but “has three holes by which he continually makes water”: “He is bearded, has desire, and likes to touch women.”65 Sexual desire in this case is not inscribed on a standardly sexed body and does not follow from a genital definition of sex.66 Despite his showing of a genital absence, the shepherd shows desire for women, and does not lack desire, Montaigne points out. The male genitals do not, in this case, have the signification often accorded to them, and they do not embody maleness, which should establish the grounding for desire. The male genitals cannot “show” (montrer) that he is male. Indeed, Montaigne puts the very signifying function of the genitals into question by mentioning that he is bearded. The beard could be taken as the sign of maleness here, or the shepherd’s three holes, replacing the genitalia, displace the need for a male sex in the first place. Without a standard genital sign of maleness, the shepherd corresponds to larger ideas about monstrosity: “What we call monsters are not so to God, who sees in the immensity of his work the infinity of forms that he has comprised in it.”67 Part of the nature of the universe is “having no sign of genital parts”: the very lack of genitalia is not contrary to nature: “We call contrary to nature what happens contrary to custom; nothing is anything but according to nature, whatever it may be.”68 To not have male genitals and to desire women is a possible combination in nature: the problem is that we have the habit of assuming that genitalia are a necessary condition to be a man, which is a precondition for desiring women. The kind of gendered form on display here, part of nature’s infinity of forms, signifies a blindness to the “arrangement and relationship” of nature.69 The arrangement allowed for here is a new order of sex/gender/desire. In this sense, it is not that sex and desire do not exist per se, but rather that the relations among sex, gender, and desire are open to multiple options that should not a priori be taken as “contrary to nature” and that allow for new trajectories.

Montaigne problematizes the compulsory order of sex/gender/desire by allowing for forms of erotic desire that are not what we might call heterosexual. There is no requirement that maleness be or become heterosexual, and male homoerotic desire is woven throughout sections of the Essays, sometimes as a viable form of desire that is part of the natural world. William Beck argues that Montaigne’s post-1580 additions to his text (especially “Of friendship”) suggest a growing acceptance or tolerance of homosexuality.70 As I have already suggested, Montaigne is not always critical or anti-normative with respect to gender, but at times subscribes to common views corresponding to cultural context. The same could be said about sexuality. The well-known paragraph about “licentious Greek love” in “Of friendship,” one of the most lengthy statements about ancient pederasty in the Renaissance, begins by proclaiming that it is “justly abhorred by our morality,” and codes it as sexually immoderate: “this first frenzy which the son of Venus inspired in the lover’s hearts at the sight of the flower of tender youth, in which they allow all the insolent and passionate acts that immoderate ardor can produce, was simply founded on external beauty.”71 Still, Montaigne considers what the specific issues are with this type of relation, and in fact locates some positive elements within in. Notably, he concludes, “all that can be said in favor of the Academy is that this was a love ending in friendship.”72

Since Montaigne does allow for male-male eros to be a viable form of desire at least some of the time, then might it be possible, I would like to ask, to consider the Essays as queer? To take apart normativity—or in queer theory terms, “heteronormativity”—to challenge the natural and locate the anti-norm within the norm, is precisely what both queer theory and the essay aim to do. One issue with even posing this question, however, is that queerness itself—if taken in the sense of that which disrupts sexual normativity—is anachronistic. If “heterosexuality” and “homosexuality” become available signifiers and concepts and are institutionalized as sexualities in the nineteenth century, then it may not be possible to talk of the queer in Montaigne in the first place. After all, sexual normativity is far from a Renaissance concept. Moreover, the notion of the social itself can be seen as an element of the modern.73 If there is no sexual normativity to disrupt, then how can there be queerness in the Essays? Furthermore, Montaigne’s deepest affection is reserved for his male friend Etienne de La Boétie, suggesting that for him love and intimacy are not reserved for the relation between man and woman.74

Still, on the other hand, what if the queer were taken as the confusion of existing sexual categories and not as the confusion of “heterosexuality” per se? Or, what if the queer in Montaigne was taken as disrupting categories of gendered bodies not frequently or normally placed together in terms of sexual act or desire, or disrupting those categories in unexpected ways? The shepherd anecdote, for instance, already shows queerness even if there is no actual same-sex desire. A man with three holes who likes to touch women queers the idea that a man-sexed male desires women and forces a confrontation with the possibility of nonstandard sexual acts.

Another way to pose these questions is to ask: can Montaignian skepticism be queer? Is the questioning of the category of the natural somehow queer? Under the influence of Foucault, queer theory has long been invested in critiquing the notion that heterosexuality and the natural are culturally connected and that the presence of an unnatural queer is required in order for heterosexuality to exist as natural. Sextus Empiricus’s Outlines of Skepticism offers the possibility of reconsidering the category of male-male sex acts as not contrary to nature. When he provides examples of categories of non-natural acts that can be disbanded by offering counterexamples from other cultures, he offers male-male sexual acts as one example:

Among us, for instance, homosexual sex is shameful [turpe … mascula venere vti]—or rather, has actually been deemed illegal—but among the Germani, they say, it is not shameful and is quite normal [turpe non est, sed unum ex iis quae vsu recepta sunt]. It is said that among the Thebans in the old days it was not thought shameful, and that Meriones the Cretan was so called to hint at this Cretan custom.75

To employ skeptical thinking is to question the assumed unnaturalness of same-sex sexual acts and to allow those acts to be viable interactions. And if male-female desire and sexual acts are taken as incarnating the natural and same-sex versions as “against nature,” then to disband the unnaturalness of same-sex sexuality is a prime avenue for the disbanding of the natural in the first place.

At a number of points in the Essays, then, male-male sexual acts and customs are presented as viable cultural practices. In “Of custom,” for instance, Montaigne offers same-sex prostitution and marriage as examples of how there is no habit so strange “that habit has not planted and established it by law in the regions where she saw fit to do so”: “There are places where there are public brothels of males, and even marriages between them.”76 Male-male sex acts illustrate the ideas that “there is nothing that custom will not or cannot do” and that custom is “the queen and empress of the world”: “as much by custom as by nature do males have sexual relations with males.”77 Same-sex male sexuality in this instance can itself become its own natural-seeming habit, opening (but not answering) the question whether male-female sex has come to seem natural because of habit.

That custom created the conditions for same-sex acts does not necessarily mean that there is queerness everywhere, but in fact the opposite might be the case. A culture might have its own sexual custom that makes sexual relations possible or natural seeming, and Montaigne’s act of positioning same-sex sexual acts as elsewhere might have the effect of keeping them far away in time or place. As Montaigne explains following this example, “the laws of conscience, which we say are born of nature, are born of custom”; as one holds “in inward veneration the opinions and the behavior approved and accepted around him,” he is unable to “break loose from them without remorse, or apply himself to them without self-satisfaction.”78 This statement following on the heels of a same-sex example suggests that male-female sexual relations (behavior) and opinions about that behavior may be a kind of cultural habit that comes to look internal when in fact it is not. Male-female sexual acts are a result of the “power of custom,” whose main effect “is to seize and ensnare us in such a way that it is hardly within our power to get ourselves back out of its grip and return into ourselves to reflect and reason about its ordinances.”79 There is an “order” to sexuality that may exclude the disorder of same-sex sexuality and may order us to not partake in it.

One downside to the skeptical approach—as tolerant as it may seem to us—is that other forms of sexuality have to be positioned through the lens of cultural alterity in juxtaposition with Montaigne’s own cultural context.80 In this case, the queer is forced to come from without. Can, then, skepticism really be queer? Men may marry in other cultures, but presumably they do not or cannot in his own context. Montaigne does not directly call for his own cultural context to allow for sexuality to be otherwise in the here and now. When Montaigne discounts “Greek licentiousness” as a valid form of friendship in “Of friendship,” he begins by juxtaposing, in an anthropologically skeptical manner, Greek pederasty with his own cultural context: “And that other, licentious Greek love is justly abhorred by our morality.”81 By far the longest statement on same-sex sexuality of any kind in the Essays, this passage considers pederasty as a valid human relation but in order to ultimately discount it in his cultural context and to leave “our morality” in place. In fact, his cross-cultural approach might have the effect of containing same-sex sexuality as only outside, as not possible within the self. To talk about male-male brothels, marriage, or sex acts as caused by custom, then, might in the end evoke queer sexuality to render it impossible in his own context and thus to render same-sex cultural configurations anything but queer. It is the sexual equivalent of the “talking cure” of impotency: as a release valve, it evokes in order to expel and dominate the problem and to keep queerness from circulating free-form.

Yet, the condemnation of “Greek licentiousness” can be taken as anomalous in the larger context of the Essays. Forms of same-sex sexuality do in fact make their way into the text beyond the construct as exterior forms for skeptical comparison. In a number of cases in “On some verses of Virgil,” Socratic desire for boys figures as part of his discussion of desire or eros. As Montaigne explains about sexuality, the entire “whole movement of the world resolves itself into and leads to this coupling. It is a matter infused throughout, it is a center to which all things look,” but a single type of desire does not dominate his discussion.82 Montaigne offers, for instance, a long list of classical texts that prove the importance of eros, and he includes the male-centered Platonic corpus: “What is the purpose of Plato’s so extensive and vivid descriptions of the boldest amours of his time?”83 With many other evocations of Socrates or Plato, eros transcends what we now call object choice, which is almost irrelevant to the discussion about the erotic drives more generally.84 What the essayist calls “accouplage” is not limited to a single type of coupling but should be governed by principles beyond gender: “Philosophy does not strive against natural pleasures, provided that measure goes with them; she preaches moderation in then, not flight … she orders us to take an object that simply satisfies the body’s need.”85 A certain type of object choice is not the defining element of eros, but quantity of desire, a guiding principle of the essay that allows for repeated juxtapositions of Platonic/Socratic eros alongside other male-female examples.

The extent, however, to which this process can be taken as queer remains to be seen: there is no sexual normativity nor is there homophobia in the modern sense against which Montaigne is responding. Yet, while there is nothing stable to queer, a widespread cultural anxiety around sexuality in Plato means that there is a major phenomenon subtending Renaissance humanism against which Montaigne is responding and that he takes as an inappropriate way of rereading Plato.86 While not a form of heteronormativity per se, same-sex eros evokes anxiety and may be effaced and to depict same-sex eros as just one part of his discussion of sexuality without going out of his way to gloss or efface sexual acts could certainly be taken as queer. One of Montaigne’s main ideas in the essay is that people tend to think about sex but fear talking about it, and thus they “will frown at the license of my writings” even as they “do not have more to frown at in the license of their thoughts.”87 His example of these people’s hypocrisy relates to same-sex eros: “It is a well-ordered humor that criticizes Plato’s writings and glides over his supposed relations with Phaedo, Dion, Stella, and Archeanassa.”88 Presented early in the essay, the idea that people discuss Plato but ignore sex and three of his male lovers (the first three listed, “Stella” being the Latin name for Aster, and “Phedon” mistaken for “Phèdre”), establishes the rest of the essay as partially about bringing the queer elements of Plato—and perhaps of the ancients more broadly—into the Renaissance and creating a counter-discourse to the actual, or de facto, censorship of same-sex love. This statement allows for the possibility that the Essays not “glide over” same-sex elements of the ancient world but allow them to enter and be a “humor” without order: they may disorder and thus in a sense queer the essay genre. As a possible disordering element that may appear when it should not appear, sexuality factors in as one of the essayistic grotesques, or “fantastic paintings whose only charm lies in their variety and strangeness … having no order” as described at the opening of “Of friendship.”89 The queer may not disrupt heteronormativity as it does in twenty-first-century culture, but it contributes to disordering and painting the essayistic genre. This erotic reordering, taken alongside the distancing effect described earlier, disorders the essay on another level too, by leaving the location of the queer unclear. It may come from elsewhere, but its potential to enter the essayistic imagination can never be eradicated.
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CHAPTER 31

MONTAIGNE ON WOMEN

MARY MCKINLEY

WOMEN as a category as well as individual women command Montaigne’s attention here and there throughout the Essays, with results that often disorient the reader. Within one essay he slides from a positive to a negative treatment—and back again. If the title “Of three good women,” promises complimentary portraits, the opening line “They don’t come by the dozen, as everyone knows …” quickly dispels that expectation. Montaigne continues: “and especially in the duties of marriage, for that is a bargain full of so many thorny circumstances that it is hard for a woman’s will to maintain itself whole in it for long.” He immediately softens that judgment, however, by extending it to men: “Men, though they are in it on a little better condition, have a hard time to do so.” The three women of the title all earned his praise by their heroic determination to accompany their husbands into death. Montaigne acknowledges that they are exceptional as examples, and after 1580 he adds a contrasting note with a wry view of widows in his own time:

In our age women more commonly reserve the display of their good offices and the vehemence of their affection toward their husbands until they have lost them, and then at least seek to give evidence of their good will. Tardy and unseasonable evidence! They prove by that rather that they love them only dead.1

That jaundiced tone dominates the opening passages of the essay and casts a somber shadow over the tales of the three exemplary women that follow. The only essay with the words “good women” in the title offers no evidence that Montaigne found goodness in the women of his day.

AMONG WOMEN

When Montaigne refers to women in an essay that clearly joins a literary tradition, he often employs what Floyd Gray has called “the rhetoric of misogyny,” echoing an attitude expressed by the ancient writers whom he imitates.2 For example, right at the outset in the first essay “By diverse means we arrive at the same end,” he admires the women of Bavaria, who, when offered safe passage from the besieged castle of Weinsberg with only what they could carry, “great heartedly, decided to load their husbands, their children, and the duke himself on their shoulders;” yet he goes on to include women among “the weaker natures, such as those of women, children, and the common herd.”3 Nevertheless, after making such an observation about women, Montaigne proceeds to align himself with them. After 1580 he returns to his first chapter and before the remark that relegates women to the weaker natures, he inserts this personal reflection: “I am wonderfully lax in the direction of mercy and gentleness. As a matter of fact, I believe I should be likely to surrender more naturally to compassion than to esteem.”4 Robert Cottrell noted long ago the binary opposition between fortis (strong, powerful, manly) and mollis (soft, weak, effeminate) at play in this opening essay, an opposition he locates in ancient Stoic philosophy as well as Ciceronian definitions of high and low style. Cottrell illustrates the way Montaigne blurs the distinction between the opposites and troubles their binary polarity.5 Isabelle Krier has recently argued that Montaigne, in his first essay, subverts the Aristotelian binary hierarchy subordinating women to men, a hierarchy that authorized misogyny from antiquity through the Middle Ages and was still current in Montaigne’s time.6

In Book 1 Montaigne will more than once refer to women in ways that recall the hierarchy of strong and weak introduced in “By diverse means we arrive at the same end.” In “It is folly to measure the true and the false by our own capacity,” he writes: “The more a mind is empty and without counterpoise, the more easily it gives beneath the weight of the first persuasive argument. That is why children, common people, women, and sick people are most subject to being led by the ears.”7 In “Of friendship,” an essay that responds to Cicero’s De amicitia, after extoling his perfect, unique union with Étienne de La Boétie, he dismisses women as incapable of true friendship: “the ordinary capacity of women is inadequate for that communion and fellowship which is the nurse of this sacred bond; nor does their soul seem firm enough to endure the strain of so tight and durable a knot.”8 Readers of those comments will remember, however, that in the opening essay, Montaigne placed himself among the women.

Along similar lines, in “Of three kinds of association,” Montaigne ponders his need for fellowship and considers the qualities in men that make them good companions. He acknowledges that women can be agreeable company, but here, too, they are in a separate, unequal, and even dangerous category because of their erotic appeal.

Another pleasant association for me is that of beautiful and well-bred women… . If the soul has not so much to enjoy here as in the first association, the bodily senses, which conversely take a greater part in this one, bring it to a proportion close to the other, though in my opinion not equal. But it is an association in which we must keep a bit on guard, especially those in whom the body has much power, as is my case. I burned myself at it in my youth, and suffered all the furies that the poets say come upon all those who let themselves go after women without restraint and without judgment.9

Montaigne echoes here the tradition that saw in women’s bodies both a compelling attraction and a frightening peril,10 and he offers a brief glimpse of his own experience, one he will explore further in Book 3. Women’s bodies are only one part of their appeal, however, if we judge by the attention Montaigne gives to their minds in this essay. He offers advice to “well-born ladies” that casts light on the ways that women—noble women, of course—had access to education. He urges them not to let “the men who advise them” direct them toward rhetoric, law, logic, “and similar drugs.”11 Those disciplines were part of the curriculum that led men to powerful positions in public life. He advises other programs for women:

If, however … they want, out of curiosity, to have a share in book learning, poetry is an amusement suited to their needs; it is a wanton and subtle art, in fancy dress, wordy, all pleasure, all show, like themselves. They will also derive various benefits from history. In philosophy, from the part that is useful for life, they will take the lessons that will train them to judge our humors and characteristics, to defend themselves against our treacheries, to control the impetuosities of their own desires, to husband their freedom, to prolong the pleasures of life, and to bear humanly the inconstancy of a lover, the rudeness of a husband, and the annoyance of years and wrinkles; and things of that sort.12

Poetry, history, and moral philosophy were subjects deemed less dangerous and more appropriate for women.13 At the same time, however, they are the studies that Montaigne says he loved most and that he recommends to men and women alike with lyrical enthusiasm: “History is more my quarry, or poetry, which I love with particular affection.” “From my earliest childhood poetry has had the power to transpierce me and transport me.” “Since it is philosophy that teaches us how to live, and since there is a lesson in it for childhood, as well as for other ages, why is it not imparted to children?”14 As Montaigne offers them here to women, his descriptions move from the superficial—poetry is a frivolous amusement—to a striking list of moral philosophy’s benefits. He promises that philosophy will provide women with defenses against “our humors” and “our treacheries,” against the infidelities and boorishness of men. He enters into a state of complicity with women, urging them to acquire through reading the resources that will sustain and strengthen them against the domination of men. Discussing this essay, Cathleen Bauschatz observed that Montaigne little by little changed position to adopt the point of view he had previously associated with women.15 As in “By diverse means we arrive at the same end,” he moves from representing women as an inferior other to a more nuanced position where his place in the space dividing men from women is less clear.

A coterie of women appear in the Essays as readers, some whom Montaigne addresses and to whom he dedicates an essay and others who remain nameless.16 He acknowledges his female readership, but with some dissatisfaction, in “On some verses of Virgil”: “I am annoyed that my essays serve the ladies only as a public article of furniture, an article for the parlor. This chapter will put me in the boudoir. I like their society when it is somewhat private; when public it is without favor or savor.”17 In that essay Montaigne not only shares with those women his personal disclosures about sexual desire, he also offers them his most stirring appreciation of poetry, as if to reinforce his recent counsel to well-born ladies. In “Of three kinds of association” he refers to poetry as an amusement, but here he conveys to women its power to “transpierce and transport” him. That poetry, of course, speaks of love.

Montaigne’s women readers in their boudoirs would find him repeating at times notions of men and women’s sexuality that were current in the binary model he inherited. That model assumes only difference between “them” and “us:”

Indeed, according to the law that Nature gives them, it is not properly for them to will and desire; their role is to suffer, obey, consent. That is why Nature has given them a perpetual capacity, to us a rare and uncertain one. They have their hour always, so that they may be ready for ours… . And whereas Nature has willed that our appetites should show and declare themselves prominently, she has made theirs occult and internal, and has furnished them with parts unsuitable for show and simply for the defensive.18

But in exploring erotic love in this essay, Montaigne shows that his wish to be read by women in the boudoir is a way of expressing his desire to bridge that chasm. He rejects the model that relegates women to the role of passive object. He asks for reciprocity of will and desire in lovemaking. “It is the will that must be courted and solicited. I abhor the idea of a body void of affection being mine… . I say likewise that we love a body without soul or sentiment when we love a body without its consent and desire.”19 And later: “Now this is a relationship that needs mutuality and reciprocity. The other pleasures that we receive may be acknowledged by recompenses of a different nature; but this one can be paid for only in the same kind of coin.”20 He recognizes the ignorance that prevents men and women from understanding each other and accepts his part in it. “We are almost in all things unjust judges of their actions, as they are of ours.”21

As he nears what will be the end of this essay, Montaigne acknowledges that it has not been building toward a conclusion, that he has done what he set out to do without being able to declare a great truth about women and men. “To conclude this notable commentary,” he writes with resolve, “which has escaped from me in a flow of babble, a flow sometimes impetuous and harmful… .” But he stops there and interrupts his coda with a final fragment of poetry, six lines from Catullus:



And as an apple, secret present from her love,

Falls out from the chaste bosom of the maid,

Where she has quite forgot it,

When at her mother’s step she starts, afraid;

As she rises, it falls, rolls off at a swift pace;

A guilty blush spreads o’er her downcast face.

With that vivid simile, Montaigne compares himself to a young blushing maiden, and his essay to the apple that has revealed her secret. But the promised conclusion quickly follows, not with the embarrassment of the guilty maiden, but with the speed of the rolling apple: “I say that males and females are cast in the same mold; except for education and custom, the difference is not great.”22

While this is the “last word” in the chapter, it should not be mistaken for the definitive statement about women in the Essays. In her recent book, Montaigne et le genre instable, Isabelle Krier observes that “the Essays regularly plunge readers into perplexity.”23 She notes the frequent juxtaposition of misogynous comments alongside reflections that sound surprisingly modern, favoring equality between men and women. She sees in that unsettling discourse the strategic operation of Montaigne’s singular brand of skepticism. He allows conflicting voices to speak in his essays; he frustrates readers’ efforts to announce, at any given moment: “this is Montaigne’s opinion.”24

IN THE THICK OF THINGS

For all his determination to achieve a more intimate rapport with his women readers, in “On some verses of Virgil” Montaigne never addresses them directly. “You” never replaces “they” or “them.” Direct address to women occurs only when he dedicates an essay to a specific woman. Those moments show another aspect of Montaigne in relation to women. They take him out of the boudoir, out of his tower library, and away from his château to place him directly in the public theater, in what he calls la presse, the thick of things. Here any illusion of the private retiree pondering ancient authors gives way to the worldly, political Montaigne. A discussion of Montaigne and women would be seriously incomplete without them.

He explicitly dedicates only four essays, all of them to local noblewomen. “Of the education of children” carries his dedication to Diane de Foix. A daughter of the eminent Foix-Candale family, she married in 1579 Louis, son of Germain-Gaston de Foix, the Marquis of Trans, who played a prominent role in Montaigne’s political advancement, introducing and promoting him at court while obtaining for him the noble Order of Saint-Michel in 1571 and supporting his nomination as mayor of Bordeaux in 1581.25 Diane de Foix was pregnant with her first child when Montaigne dedicated his essay to her. After comparing his soon-to-be-published book to a “mangy or humpbacked son” and offering a compelling description of his creative process in composing it, he broaches the topic of education:

Madame, if I had some competence in this matter, I could not use it better than to make a present of it to the little man who threatens soon to come out so bravely from within you (you are too noble-spirited to begin otherwise than with a male). For having had so great a part in bringing about your marriage, I have a certain rightful interest in the greatness and prosperity of whatever comes out of it; besides that, the ancient claim that you have on my servitude is enough to oblige me to wish honor, good, and advantage to all that concerns you.26

The image of Diane’s imminent delivery may have been less jarring to her than it is to modern women readers, given the importance of a male heir in the transmission of a family’s name and property. Montaigne could not have ignored the relevance of his comment to his own lack of a male heir.

In dedicating his essay “Of the affection of fathers for their children,” Montaigne conveys his warm admiration for his neighbor Madame d’Estissac. Married in 1562, she was widowed in 1565. He opens with an apology for the “wild and eccentric” design of his book, product of a temporary “melancholy humor,” before paying homage to her:

Anyone who knows at what age Monsieur d’Estissac, your husband, left you a widow; the great and honorable matches that have been offered you, as many as to any lady in France of your rank; the constancy and firmness with which you sustained, for so many years and through so many thorny difficulties, the burden and the conduct of their affairs, which have driven you through all corners of France and still keep you besieged; the happy direction you have given them solely by your prudence or good fortune—such a person will readily say with me that we have in our time no clearer example of maternal affection than yours.27

Montaigne’s praise of maternal love stands in counterpoint to the essay’s title announcing a discussion of fatherly affection, a title troubled further within the essay by prominent examples of paternal avarice and maternal favoritism; and by his musing: “And I do not know whether I would not like much better to have produced one perfectly formed child by intercourse with the muses than by intercourse with my wife.”28

Montaigne dedicated “Twenty-nine sonnets of Étienne de La Boétie” to Diane d’Andoins, Countess of Grammont. She had married in 1567 Philibert de Gramont, a leader of the Catholic party. An apparent admirer of the popular pastoral Amadis de Gaule, she took the name of one of its heroines, Corisande. In his dedication Montaigne presents the sonnets as a gift and praises her poetic eloquence:

Madame, I offer you nothing of my own… . But I did want these verses, wherever they might be seen, to bear your name at their head, for the honor that it will be to them to have the great Corisande d’Andoins as their sponsor. This present seemed to me suited to you because there are few ladies in France who are better judges of poetry than you and handle it more aptly, and none who can make it alive and animated as you do by those rich tones with which, among a million of other beauties, nature has endowed you.29

Philibert de Gramont died in August 1580 at the siege of La Fère. Montaigne writes of accompanying the funeral cortege to Soissons in “Of diversion.”30 In 1582 his widow became the mistress of the Protestant leader, Henry, the king of Navarre. She supported Montaigne’s political career and became a conduit between him and Henry, including his two visits to the château of Montaigne in December 1584 and October 1587.31

Near the end of the book that would appear in 1580, Montaigne placed a long aside to Marguerite d’Aure-Gramont, Madame de Duras. Daughter of the governor of Béarn and sister of Philibert de Gramont, she married in 1572 Jean de Durfort, Viscount of Duras. He abjured his Protestant faith after the Saint Bartholomew’s Day massacre and shifted his support to the Catholic forces, thereby earning the animosity of Henry of Navarre. Montaigne evokes her interrupting his writing during a visit in 1579.

Madame, you found me at this point when you recently came to see me. Because it may be that these absurdities will someday come into your hands, I want them also to bear witness that the author feels himself greatly honored by the favor that you will be doing them… . I want to derive nothing from these writings except that they represent me to your memory as I naturally am… . I wish you may continue the favor of your friendship to me for the same qualities that produced it. I do not at all seek to be better loved and esteemed dead than alive.32

These dedications to noble women should be understood in the context of Montaigne’s position in the turbulent political situation of the late 1570s, especially his relationship to the noble families whose daughters and wives he addresses. His own family’s claim to nobility was still relatively recent; the Eyquem were part of the petite noblesse. The men close to those women had the power to advance Montaigne in that hierarchy. They represented different—and sometimes shifting—positions on the political spectrum. He wrote all of those women into his book while preparing its first publication in 1580 in Bordeaux. It is not surprising that he included impassioned references to his project in those dedications. Although we may think of the 1570s as the years of his retreat from public life, they were years of strategic preparation for his return. He carefully enlisted noble women to accompany the 1580 Essays into the world.33

In the middle of the “Apology for Raymond Sebond” Montaigne addresses an anonymous princess, usually identified as Marguerite de Valois, daughter of King Henry II and Catherine de Médicis, who married the Protestant king Henry of Navarre just days before the outbreak of the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre on August 23–24. She records in her Mémoires that in the ensuing years of shifting alliances, when she was imprisoned by her mother and brother, King Henry III, she found comfort in an unnamed book, almost certainly the Théologie naturelle, Montaigne’s 1569 translation of Sebond’s Liber creaturarum. In 1578 she was able to rejoin her husband in Gascony at the château of Nérac, where she tried to resolve conflicts between moderate Catholics, supporters of the royal family, and Protestants, allies of her husband. Madame de Duras, another dedicatee, was an intimate member of her entourage. Montaigne visited the court of Nérac several times between 1578 and 1580 as he was writing the “Apology.”34 He exhorts Marguerite to be wary of the sophisticated philosophical arguments he has been exploring and to defend Sebond by using simple, direct methods:

You, for whom I have taken the pains to extend so long a work contrary to my custom, will not shrink from upholding your Sebond by the ordinary form of argument in which you are instructed every day, and in that you will exercise your mind and your learning. For this final fencer’s trick must not be employed except as an extreme remedy… . In your opinions and remarks, as well as in your conduct and everything else, I advise moderation and temperance, and avoidance of novelty and strangeness.35

In 1581 Marguerite de Valois supported Montaigne’s election as mayor of Bordeaux. In 1582 he went to Cadillac to welcome her and Henry, and he had several occasions to meet with her in the following years when her marriage to Henry was floundering.

AT HOME

Montaigne wrote his essays at home surrounded by women. His family at the château of Montaigne included his mother, his wife, his daughter, two of his sisters, and one of his wife’s female relatives. The retinue of personal servants that those women required increased the number of females he would have encountered every day when he ventured out of his tower into the family’s living quarters.36 He offers only fleeting glimpses of those women, although his reflections in his book sometimes point obliquely to them.

Pierre Eyquem de Montaigne (1495–1568) married Antoinette de Louppes de Villeneuve (1514–1603), daughter of Pierre de Louppes in 1529. In their marriage contract Pierre Eyquem adds the word noble after his name, insisting on the hard-won status that his family had obtained in the aristocracy. The Louppes were a family of wealthy bourgeois merchants whose ancestors had arrived from Spain in the fifteenth century. The marriage brought welcome wealth to Pierre and a title of nobility to Antoinette.37 Michel was their third-born child, the first to survive infancy. While in the Essays his father, Pierre, appears frequently, nearly always as a beloved figure: “the best father that ever was,”38 Montaigne relegates his mother to what Françoise Charpentier has called “un silence éclatant.”39 He refers to her only twice in the Essays, linking her each time with his father, never naming her or giving the least personal detail about her. In “Of the education of children” he describes his father’s scheme to immerse his son in Latin only:

it was an inviolable rule that neither my father himself, nor my mother, or any valet nor housemaid, should speak anything in my presence but such Latin words as each had learned to jabber with me… . My father and mother learned enough Latin in this way, and acquired sufficient skill to use it when necessary… .40

In “Of the resemblance of children to fathers” he wonders why he alone of his siblings inherited the kidney stone from his father: “how did it remain so concealed that I began to feel it forty-five years later, the only one to this hour out of so many brothers and sisters, and all of the same mother?”41

Several documents, including the wills of both Pierre Eyquem and his wife, point to an ongoing acrimonious relationship between Montaigne and his mother. Pierre Eyquem’s first will in 1560 left the property to his wife and excluded Michel from ownership of the château de Montaigne, a very unusual arrangement regarding an eldest son. A second and final will signed in 1567, nine months before Pierre’s death, reversed the first and made Michel the heir to the father’s estate, while specifying his mother’s rights to live in the château until her death. Françoise Charpentier argues that those documents offer a backdrop for Montaigne’s criticism in “Of the affection of fathers for their children” of avaricious fathers who keep their adult sons waiting for their inheritance or relegate the distribution of their property and possessions to their wives:

I have observed still another sort of error of judgment in some fathers of my time, who are not content with depriving their children during their long lifetime of the share they naturally ought to have had in their fortunes, but afterward also leave to their wives this same authority over all their possessions and the right to dispose of them according to their fancy.42

Further on in the essay Montaigne brings the condemned practice closer to home with his use of the first-person our: “It is dangerous to leave the disposal of our succession to women’s judgment, according to the choice they will make among the children, which is at all times unfair and capricious.”43

More explicit evidence of the persistent antipathy of the mother toward her eldest son is Antoinette de Louppes’s will, dated 1597. It records, five years after Michel’s death, her unabated rancor about his neglect in managing the family estate. Montaigne’s avowal in “Of vanity” of his distaste for household management does nothing to contradict that accusation:

I gladly turn aside from governing my house. There is a certain satisfaction in being in command, were it only of a barn, and in being obeyed by one’s people; but it is too monotonous and languid a pleasure. And then it is necessarily mingled with many bothersome thoughts. Now the poverty and oppression of your tenants afflicts you, now a quarrel between your neighbors, now their encroachment upon you… .44

Scholars continue to question whether Montaigne’s mother was a descendant of New Christians, Spanish Jews who had converted to Christianity under pressure from Spain’s Catholic monarchs. The Spanish origins of the de Louppes—or Lopez—invite conjecture but do not prove that Montaigne inherited Jewish blood from his mother. That possibility raises enticing questions about Montaigne’s awareness of his ancestry, his representation of Jews in the Essays and in the Travel Journal, and the form of writing that he chose.45 However, Philippe Desan concludes judiciously that, while possible, Antoinette de Louppes’s Jewish origins have not been documented and remain conjectural.46 Antoinette de Louppes outlived her son by eleven years, dying at the age of eighty-nine in 1603.

Of his wife, Françoise de la Chassaigne, whom he married in 1565, Montaigne writes little more. He dedicates to her his edition of Plutarch’s condolences to his wife on the death of their child; yet, when he mentions the deaths in infancy of his own children, he does not mention her: “And I have lost two or three (but while they were still nursing), if not without grief, at least without repining.”47 Montaigne portrays his wife in “Of practice” running alarmed to the scene, where, knocked from his horse, he lay unconscious:

As I approached my house, where the alarm of my fall had already come, and the members of my family had met me with the outcries customary in such cases, not only did I make some sort of answer to what was asked of me, but also (they say) I thought of ordering them to give a horse to my wife, whom I saw stumbling and having trouble on the road, which is steep and rugged.48

In “Of vanity” he acknowledges her role in managing their household, having left her in charge during his journey to Italy. He presents that decision as one motivated by an altruistic desire to showcase her virtues: “I require of a married woman, above all other virtues, the virtues of a good housewife. I place my wife in a position to show these, leaving the entire government of my affairs in her hands by my absence.”49 He thereby sets Françoise apart from those wives who avoid the responsibilities of household management, a behavior he decries:

It irritates me to see in many households Monsieur coming home around noon, harassed and dirty from the mill of business, when Madame is still busy doing her hair and fixing herself up in her boudoir. That is for queens to do; and I’m not even sure about that. It is ridiculous and unfair that the idleness of our wives should be supported by our sweat and toil.50

Readers commenting on Montaigne have long tried to go beyond the spare archival evidence and reach conclusions about the more intimate personal relationship between Michel and Françoise. Such efforts have been necessarily speculative, revealing more about the observers’ preconceived notions than they do about the private emotions of the couple.51 Montaigne’s observations about marriage include analogies with thorns and pinching shoes as well as this definition: “a good marriage, if such there be … tries to reproduce those of friendship. It is a sweet association in life, full of constancy, trust, and an infinite number of useful and solid services and mutual obligations.”52 Which ones describe Montaigne’s own marriage? Perhaps all of them. Françoise outlived both Montaigne and her daughter, dying at the age of eighty-two in 1627.

Françoise gave birth to six daughters; only Léonor, born in 1571, shortly after Montaigne retired, survived. In his reflections on the education of children, he follows, for the most part, the general custom of men writing on pedagogy and considers only the education of boys. He does, however, extend his advocacy for gentle discipline in education to his daughter, adding that he and his wife agree about that principle:

I condemn all violence in the education of a tender soul which is being trained for honor and liberty… . They say that in all my childhood I felt the rod only twice, and that very softly. I have owed the same to the children I have had; they all die on me at nurse; but Léonor, one single daughter who escaped that misfortune, is over six years old now, and has never been guided or punished for her childish faults—her mother’s indulgence easily concurring—by anything but words, and very gentle ones.53

In “On some verses of Virgil,” Montaigne includes an anecdote about Léonor:

My daughter (she is the only child I have) is at the age at which the laws allow the most ardent of them to marry. She is of a backward constitution, slight and soft, and has been brought up by her mother accordingly, in a retired and private manner: so that she is now only just beginning to grow out of the naïveté of childhood. She was reading a French book in my presence. The word fouteau occurred, the name of a familiar tree. The woman she has to train her stopped her short somewhat roughly and made her skip over that perilous passage. I let her go ahead in order not to disturb their rules, for I do not involve myself at all in directing her: the government of women has a mysterious way of proceeding: we must leave it to them. But if I am not mistaken, the company of twenty lackeys could not have imprinted in her imagination in six months the understanding and use and all the consequences of the sound of those wicked syllables as did this good old woman by her reprimand and interdict.54

In “Of custom” Montaigne warns against leaving children’s earliest education in virtue to their nurses. He insists on the importance of training children from their earliest years to abhor vice, even in their childish games. He emphasizes his conviction with a fleeting vignette that shows him playing cards with Léonor and her mother:

there is no pastime so trivial that I do not bring to it, from within, by a natural and unstudied propensity, an extreme repugnance to cheating. I handle the cards and keep score for a couple of pennies just as for double doubloons; when winning or losing, against my wife and daughter, is indifferent to me, just as when playing for keeps.55

Léonor married in 1590. The birth of her daughter Françoise in March 1591 made Montaigne a grandfather for the last eighteen months of his life. Widowed in 1594, she remarried in 1608, and gave birth to a daughter, Marie, in 1610. Léonor died in January 1616.

AFTERLIFE

Given the love that Montaigne declares for the child of his mind, his Essays, it is an intriguing fact that he chose a woman to be that child’s caretaker after his death. He met Marie le Jars de Gournay during his last visit to Paris in 1588, four years before his death, when he was fifty-five and she was twenty-three.56 The eldest child of Guillaume le Jars, King Henry III’s royal treasurer, she evidently took advantage of the resources available in that Parisian milieu to nourish her intellectual curiosity, learning Latin and some Greek. She was twelve years old when her father died in 1577, and in the ensuing financial disarray, her family was forced to retire to their country estate of Gournay-sur-Aronde in Picardy. For her entire adult life she shouldered the responsibility first of supporting her mother and younger siblings and eventually of earning her own living. She had been given a copy of the 1580 Essays when she was nineteen and was immediately captivated by them. Learning that Montaigne was in Paris, she sent him a message expressing her admiration, and he promptly paid her a visit at her home in the city. In October–November 1588, Montaigne was welcomed for a longer stay with her family at Gournay, the family château near Compiègne. It was apparently during that time that she became his fille d’alliance, or covenant daughter, and he designated her as his literary executrix responsible for the eventual posthumous editions of the Essays. In May 1593, nearly a year after the fact, Gournay learned of Montaigne’s death in September 1592. She began her editorial task working with material sent to her in Paris by Montaigne’s family. She then traveled to Montaigne’s estate and remained as the apparently welcome guest of his wife and daughter for fifteen months while working on the first posthumous edition of the Essays, published in 1595. She went on to see into print twenty-two subsequent editions while she built—in spite of a decidedly contentious literary milieu—a productive career as a writer in Paris.57 She frequented several literary salons, including that of Marguerite de Valois.

The conclusion of “Of presumption” in the 1595 edition includes this paragraph:

I have taken pleasure in making public in several places the hopes I have for Marie de Gournay le Jars, my covenant daughter, whom I love indeed more than a daughter of my own, and cherish in my retirement and solitude as one of the best parts of my being. She is the only person I still think about in the world. If youthful promise means anything, her soul will some day be capable of the finest things, among others of perfection in that most sacred kind of friendship which, so we read, her sex has not yet been able to attain. The sincerity and firmness of her character are already sufficient, her affection for me more than superabundant, and such, in short, that it leaves nothing to be desired, unless that her apprehension about my end, in view of my fifty-five years when I met her, would not torment her so cruelly. The judgment she made of the first Essays, she a woman, and in this age, and so young, and alone in her district, and the remarkable eagerness with which she loved me and wanted my friendship for a long time, simply through the esteem she formed for me before she had seen me, is a phenomenon very worthy of consideration.58

The passage is not found in the Bordeaux Copy. Scholars have disputed its authenticity, some concluding that Gournay composed and inserted it, others maintaining that Montaigne is its author. At the end of a meticulous study comparing the handwriting of Montaigne and of Gournay in marginal additions on the Bordeaux Copy, Alain Legros raises the question of the authorship of the disputed passage and concludes: “We can neither be sure, nor can we exclude any possibilities.”59 George Hoffmann argues that Gournay was instrumental in saving Montaigne’s work from oblivion. His Gasconisms rankled Malherbe, and his self-portraiture vexed Pascal. “The book could, in effect, have suffered the fate of so many of those written by Montaigne’s contemporaries, prematurely jettisoned from libraries and reading lists in the name of Malherbe’s language reforms. Thanks to Gournay, the Essays made its way into the Grand Siècle.”60

Finally, more than three centuries after Montaigne’s death, another woman, Grace Norton (1834–1926), played a crucial role in promoting the Essays to an American public. Daughter of a patrician Boston family, sister of Harvard art historian and Dante scholar Charles Eliot Norton, cousin of Harvard president Charles Eliot, Grace Norton had, like Marie de Gournay and Montaigne’s “well-born ladies” before her, no formal education beyond private tutoring in the family home. After spending her early years caring for her family members, as she approached age fifty, she embarked on an independent career as a literary scholar. She began giving public lectures and writing anonymous reviews of French and American authors for The Nation. Her interests turned to Montaigne, whom her family’s friend Ralph Waldo Emerson had recommended to American readers in his essay “Montaigne or the Skeptic,” published in Representative Men in 1876. She reviewed critical works on Montaigne and various editions of Florio’s translation of the Essays, a translation she sharply criticized. In her correspondence she began to identify herself as a Montaigne scholar. Between 1904 and 1908, she published five books on Montaigne. Sometime before 1908 she began corresponding with Pierre Villey, the prolific French scholar and editor of Montaigne.61 In 1913 she sent him the Lexicon of Montaigne’s vocabulary that she had compiled; Villey published it in 1933 as Volume 5, an appendix to the Édition municipale of the Essays. They continued to correspond throughout Norton’s life, Norton sharing with him her unpublished work, Villey responding with letters, reviews, and his published work. Cathleen Bauschatz has studied that exchange closely; she argues that while Villey briefly noted Norton’s contributions, he did not fully acknowledge the extent of his debt to her work. Also in 1913 Norton embarked with George B. Ives on the first translation into American English of the Essays.62 Published first in 1925, it is known as the “fig-leaf edition” because Ives and Norton did not translate passages about Montaigne’s sexuality and urinary problems but left them in the original French. Sexually risqué Latin quotations were likewise not translated but included in French. Gournay had not been so reticent; she had, starting in 1617, translated all of the Latin quotations into French. The fig-leaf character of the Ives-Norton translation probably explains why it was soon eclipsed; however, Norton’s intellectual fervor for the Essays in the first decades of the twentieth century began a tradition of Montaigne scholarship in North America that continues to flourish today.
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CHAPTER 32

MONTAIGNE ON EMPATHY

SARAH BAKEWELL

WHILE visiting Rome in January 1581, Montaigne and his secretary saw a man die. They witnessed the execution of the robber Bartolomeo Vallante, known as Catena, whose gang had preyed on travelers between Rome and Naples.

Catena was a nasty piece of work: according to the secretary’s note in the travel journal, one of his gratuitous cruelties was to promise to spare the lives of two Capuchin monks if they denied God, thus imperiling their immortal souls. They did so, and he killed them anyway. But the punishment dealt out to Catena was also extreme. Having been tortured to obtain his confession, he was taken to the scaffold accompanied by a procession of masked figures, reportedly including many eminent men of Rome. As the noose was put around his neck, a religious picture was pressed to his face and held there as he died. His body was then hacked into quarters.

What amazed Montaigne was the response of the crowd, as he remarked to the secretary and later wrote in his essay “Of cruelty.” While Catena was dying, people showed little emotion, but when the body was mutilated they cried out continually—“the executioner struck no blow that the people did not follow with a plaintive cry and exclamation, as if everyone had lent his own sense of feeling to that carcass.”1 The desecration of lifeless flesh apparently horrified and excited them far more than the taking of a life, or the pain the man may have suffered during strangulation.

Montaigne’s own feelings were different. To see indignities inflicted on what was now a mere physical relic, devoid of sensation, did not bother him greatly. It was a mere ritual, causing pain to no one. He compared it to the practice of Artaxerxes in ancient Persia, who reportedly spared people sentenced to be flogged by having them remove their clothes, and then whipping these instead.2 Montaigne even took cannibalism in his stride. He had read books by travelers such as Jean de Léry, who described a feast in Brazil after which he woke in the middle of the night to find his host brandishing a cooked human foot in his face.3 For Montaigne, however, anything done to dead bodies could be no worse than killing people in the first place—which at least cannibals generally did more cleanly and swiftly than Europeans.4

What upset him was to see a living, conscious individual in pain, and the distress he felt at this was profound and almost physical. Confronted with the sight of someone in torment, Montaigne felt an echo of the same torment, as if it were transferred from body to body by a mysterious process. He experienced a physical sympathy, or “feeling with,” from the Greek sum-patheia. As he writes in “Of cruelty,” “I sympathize very tenderly with the afflictions of others,” and this is why, as he goes on, “Even the executions of the law, however reasonable they may be, I cannot witness with a steady gaze.”5 It happened in less dramatic situations, too. Seeing someone in tears made him weep; even pretend tears, or painted ones, could make him feel like crying.6 It is as though his emotional world were permeable, so that the other person’s feelings found their way into his body and were re-created or reflected there. It made him merciful, since he could hardly bear to be otherwise.

The essay on cruelty goes on to describe this response even with nonhuman animals, which Montaigne would often have seen in distress on his property, from farm animals being slaughtered to the victims of the hunts he was expected to lay on as entertainment for visitors. He wrote:

I cruelly hate cruelty, both by nature and by judgment, as the extreme of all vices. But this is to such a point of softness that I do not see a chicken’s neck wrung without distress, and I cannot bear to hear the scream of a hare in the teeth of my dogs, although the chase is a violent pleasure.7

As a result, he said, “I hardly take any animal alive that I do not give it back the freedom of the fields”—although his social position made it impossible to avoid hunting altogether.8 His compunctions also made him hold back from cruelty in his posts as magistrate and then mayor of the city of Bordeaux. In his essay “Of physiognomy” he wrote, “I am so squeamish about hurting that for the service of reason itself I cannot do it. And when occasions have summoned me to sentencing criminals, I have tended to fall short of justice.”9

Looking for reasons for Montaigne’s extreme sensitivity in such matters, one thinks of his frequent statements of openness and receptivity to others, elsewhere in the Essays—as when he writes, “My essential pattern is suited to communication and revelation. I am all in the open and in full view, born for company and friendship.”10 He loved social life and conversation, so long as it was “imbued with mature and constant good sense, and mingled with kindliness, frankness, gaiety, and friendliness.”11 Above all, he readily opened his heart to his beloved friend Étienne de La Boétie, so that—as he wrote—“our souls mingle and blend with each other so completely that they efface the seam that joined them, and cannot find it again.”12 “Only connect” could have been Montaigne’s motto. Through books, he even communed with people long dead. He read to encounter their minds, to know them from the inside and to understand how they saw the world. Reading his favorite writer, Plutarch, he lost all awareness of the centuries dividing them (a gap of time much bigger than that between Montaigne and ourselves), and he concluded that it does not matter whether a person one loves has been dead for eighteen years, like his own father at the time, or fifteen hundred, like Plutarch. Both are equally remote; both can be equally close.13 Even though Plutarch revealed little of himself directly, Montaigne was convinced that he knew him—“even into his soul.”14 And when he came to write his own book, he offered proximity to himself in the same spirit. This notion of intimately communicated experience underlay the whole project of the Essays; we recognize each other because “[e]ach man bears the entire form of man’s estate.”15 The Essays are a mirror in which readers can see their own image, and implicitly a conduit for the transfer of “sympathy,” or fellow-feeling.

Meanwhile, in the cruelty essay, Montaigne’s web of sympathy is stretched until it reaches beyond animals, and even beyond the minds of long-gone humans, to take in the whole of the living world, which he presents as a great fluid system of interconnection and exchange. He cites Ovid’s lines on Pythagoras’s vision of metempsychosis: “Souls do not die; they leave their first abodes, alive, / And in new habitations dwell and ever thrive.”16 He mentions the ancient Gauls, who similarly believed that souls “never ceased moving and changing places from one body to another,” just like Ovid’s gods and mortals in the Metamorphoses.17 Everything is connected, always in the process of becoming something else and merging with another form. Rejecting simplistic notions of correspondence between animal physiognomies and human types (a fad of the time), he draws a moral conclusion instead:

there is a certain respect, and a general duty of humanity, that attaches us not only to animals, who have life and feeling, but even to trees and plants. We owe justice to men, and mercy and kindness to other creatures that may be capable of receiving it. There is some relationship between them and us, and some mutual obligation.18

It is because of this obligation that he cannot be even dismissive toward his animals, never mind cruel: “I am not afraid to admit that my nature is so tender, so childish, that I cannot well refuse my dog the play he offers me or asks of me outside the proper time.”19 From this, it is a short leap to the famous line in the next essay, “Apology for Raymond Sebond”: “When I play with my cat, who knows if I am not a pastime to her more than she is to me?”20 In his imagination, Montaigne leaps the divide between alien points of view just as the souls of the Gauls were supposed to leap between bodies. Ultimately, as he also wrote in the “Apology,” “It is one and the same nature that rolls its course.”21

MINDS ARE MIRRORS

Montaigne’s language of fellow-feeling, connection, and emotional contagion can be read as an astonishing foretaste of later ideas, from the eighteenth-century interest in “sympathy” to the theories about “empathy” in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The definition of these two terms is vague, but both refer to a kind of attunement to the experience of another: the ability to feel “along with” or “into” an individual’s experience via an imaginative faculty, so as to share their perspective and understand their sufferings and enjoyments. While the modern use of the word “sympathy” has narrowed to mean something closer to “pity,” the nineteenth-century term “empathy” has migrated from psychologists’ jargon to become a popular buzzword, taking over much of sympathy’s territory—and more.

The most interesting modern thinkers to write on sympathy in the eighteenth century were David Hume and Adam Smith, both of whose texts on the subject echo Montaigne’s remarks in “Of cruelty” to a striking degree. In Book II of his 1739 Treatise of Human Nature, “Of the Passions,” Hume discussed how emotions such as fear, anger, exuberance, sorrow, discomfort, tiredness, or joy can spread from one individual to another, in animals as in humans: “The howlings and lamentations of a dog produce a sensible concern in his fellows.”22 But it is in humans that the process becomes most complex, sometimes bewilderingly so. He describes the pleasure a rich man takes from his possessions, but also the reflected pleasure someone else might take on seeing the lucky fellow rejoice in his good fortune; in turn, if the first man notices this response, he feels yet another layer of reflected pleasure, and so on until, after several iterations, it becomes “difficult to distinguish the images and reflections, by reason of their faintness and confusion.”23 Hume makes these bouncing waves of sympathy sound like something from Newtonian physics:

In general we may remark, that the minds of men are mirrors to one another, not only because they reflect each other’s emotions, but also because these rays of passions, sentiments and opinions may be often reverberated, and may decay away by insensible degrees.24

His example is a little odd, but Hume’s general point here is very similar to that of Montaigne. He argues that we can “observe the force of sympathy thro’ the whole animal creation, and the easy communication of sentiments from one thinking being to another,” and this to such an extent that sympathy can be described as “the soul or animating principle” of all other passions.25

The idea was extended by the economist Adam Smith in 1759. His Theory of Moral Sentiments opens with the statement:

How selfish soever man may be supposed, there are evidently some principles in his nature, which interest him in the fortune of others, and render their happiness necessary to him, though he derives nothing from it except the pleasure of seeing it.26

These principles are even more apparent with the reverse of pleasure: we shudder if we see a man on the rack because we readily imagine ourselves in his place. People of a sensitive disposition who see beggars with open sores might feel an itching sensation in the same places on their bodies.27 Smith moves swiftly on from these examples to propose sympathy not just as the foundation of a psychology of emotions, but as the basis for a wide-ranging moral inquiry.28 Like Montaigne, he passes from the observed phenomenon to the possibility that some “obligation” exists as a result of it.

In the late nineteenth century, with the rise of empirical psychology, especially in Germany, the talk was all of Einfühlung, the term used in a dissertation by Robert Vischer in 1873 and picked up in 1903 by Theodor Lipps to mean “feeling into” (ein-fühlen) (rather than a “feeling at one with”). It was translated into English in 1909 as “empathy,” by Edward Titchener. Meanwhile, the concept attracted the attention of German phenomenologists, who were interested in its philosophical implications: thinkers such as Edmund Husserl, the founder of phenomenology, his former student Edith Stein, who wrote her thesis on the subject, and Max Scheler, who wrote a fascinating study of what he continued to call “Sympathie.” All were interested in the notion that empathy could offer a way out of the classic philosophical conundrum concerning other minds and how we can be sure they exist. In empathy, we simply intuit those others’ experiences alongside us; we are as sure of them as we are of ourselves. We do not even need to use logical deductions to work out what people are feeling. To understand another person’s emotion, we do not usually observe their facial expressions and gestures, compare them with what we ourselves feel when we put on such expressions, and conclude that they feel something similar. We just pick it up by being in their presence. For Scheler, empathy reveals the truth that, deep down, we barely distinguish ourselves from others at all. We begin our lives as infants immersed in relations with people in our world; only later do we learn to feel separate. Empathy, not privacy, is the primary state. In later life, we come back to it as a sort of homecoming, through the operation of “love,” a spontaneous concern and fellow-feeling for each other.29

Leaping forward by a century or so, the same belief that rational deduction is unnecessary for fellow-feeling with others was reborn out of a new experimental approach to the phenomenon of empathy. Simon Baron-Cohen’s Zero Degrees of Empathy (2001) details many studies into empathetic responses, often conducted through observation of those who lack them. Such people include those with anti-social or psychopathic personality disorders, who take no account of the feelings of others, as well as those with autistic spectrum disorders such as Asperger’s syndrome, who seem to act with more consideration, but mainly because they deliberately learn how to do this. They often learn to navigate social situations by applying rules: the very thing that most people do not do, or not consciously. One man whom Baron-Cohen calls “Michael” learned to pass in society entirely through memorizing algorithms such as “When someone is angry, apologize.”30 He could learn what to do, but he could not feel it. Trying to understand Michael’s experience reveals how relatively spontaneous most people’s empathetic and social behavior is. It even makes a difference to physical experience, since empathy is woven deeply into our bodily lives. According to a study by Ilaria Minio Paluello at the University of Cambridge, whereas most people show a “flinch” reaction on being shown an image of another person’s hand pricked by a needle, people on the autistic spectrum often exhibit a much reduced response. They see the needle go in, but they apparently do not “feel” it on their own skin, as it were; they must work it out.31

Psychological experiments of this sort took impetus from results coming in from another field of empirical investigation: neuroscience. In 1992 a group of neurophysiologists in Parma in Italy, led by Giacomo Rizzolatti, were doing experiments on macaque monkeys. They had wired one up to neurological monitors when they noticed a strange phenomenon. As the monkey watched another monkey reaching to grasp a piece of fruit, its brain lit up in precisely the same areas that would be activated if it were reaching for the fruit itself.32

It was a startling discovery, and the neurons responsible became known as “mirror neurons,” for obvious reasons. They were soon being held up, not just as a major discovery in brain functioning and learning but as a magic solution to some of the world’s perennial ills. Books such as Marco Iacoboni’s Mirroring People: The New Science of How We Connect with Others (2008) and Frans de Waal’s The Age of Empathy: Nature’s Lessons for a Kinder Society (2009) presented a fascinating account of the science along with optimistic assessments of what enhanced empathy skills might achieve.33 Could mirror neurons be considered a foundation for morality itself? Empathy became drawn into political discourse, with Barack Obama calling in the run-up to his presidency for people to “cultivate a sense of empathy—to put yourself in other people’s shoes—to see the world from their eyes. Empathy is a quality of character that can change the world.”34 Simon Baron-Cohen concluded his book with similarly stirring claims:

Empathy is like a universal solvent. Any problem immersed in empathy becomes soluble. It is effective as a way of anticipating and resolving interpersonal problems, whether this is a marital conflict, an international conflict, a problem at work, difficulties in a friendship, political deadlocks, a family dispute, or a problem with the neighbour… . And, unlike the arms industry that costs trillions of dollars to maintain, or the prison service and legal system that cost millions of dollars to keep oiled, empathy is free.35

Most ambitiously of all, the social theorist Jeremy Rifkin’s The Empathetic Civilization (2010) argued that empathy could literally save the planet by enabling humans to avoid catastrophic wars and the greedy destruction of the environment. He foresaw the growth of “global empathy”—something like Montaigne’s image of the global network of life but linked to the kind of grand transformative vision that Montaigne would almost certainly have viewed with skepticism, as he always did dreams of changing the world at one sweep.36

“WHOLLY NATURAL AND EFFORTLESS”

Among the ethical puzzles to emerge from the study of empathy concerns the fact that, for each of us, it seems partly a matter of luck where we fall on the spectrum. Strange correlations emerge between one’s place on the empathy line and other physical and psychological features. Almost certainly a genetic factor is at play: identical twins tend to be closer to each other in empathy tests than nonidentical ones. Other connections are more surprising: babies who suffer lack of oxygen during birth have a higher risk of developing violent conduct disorders associated with low empathy, and a link seems to exist even between low-hung ears in boys and a high rate of violent offending.37 If this is the case, our empathetic skills might be rather out of our control, and outside the realm of moral choice.

Montaigne was aware of the paradox involved in basing morality on something so contingent as temperament, upbringing, or natural bent. Indeed, this is his subject in the first half of the cruelty essay, before he turns to his own empathetic experiences. In traditional conceptions of morality, we are supposed to be guided by reason and good principles, not by emotion or impulse. But, he wonders, what of people who are good not because they can control their bad impulses but because they have few bad impulses? What about Socrates, whose soul was as “perfect” as one could imagine? Does he deserve praise for this?38 God Himself, Montaigne daringly implies, could fall into this category—we call him good and just, but not virtuous, because “his operations are wholly natural and effortless.”39 How can any of us claim credit for the good we do (or the empathetic feelings we have) through a mere accident of nature or nurture?

As Montaigne cheerfully admits, his own moral virtues fall into this category. After running through a series of classical examples of people who governed bad desires by force of reason, he adds, “What good I have in me I have, on the contrary, by the chance of my birth. I have gotten it neither from law, nor from precept, nor from any other apprenticeship.”40 His “cruel” aversion to cruelty is precisely that: an aversion, and thus a kind of passion in itself. It is not a moral principle but a piece of luck: “I owe it more to my fortune than reason.”41 Thus, he is led into saying something that he clearly expected to shock his contemporaries: “It is a monstrous thing that I will say, but I will say it all the same: I find in that area, in many things, more restraint and order in my morals than in my opinions, and my lust less depraved than my reason.” As Philip P. Hallie has pointed out in a study of this essay, Donald Frame’s use of “morals” to translate meurs is a little misleading; it means something more like “instinctual and habitual kinds of behaviour.”42 Of course, Montaigne delights in this kind of puzzle, just as he enjoys portraying himself as a mixed-up monster. It fits with one of his main projects in the Essays, which is to present a portrait of himself that carries moral meaning yet is also just a picture of how he happens to be; a case study in the strangeness of trying to attain good judgment and practical wisdom when one is at the mercy of so many accidents and vagaries in life.

FEELING AND CALCULATING

Modern critics of the empathy cult have raised similar questions, and they doubt whether empathy or personal emotions of any kind can provide a sound foundation for ethical life. In 2014 the Yale University psychologist Paul Bloom wrote an article called “Against Empathy” in the Boston Review, beginning, “Taking a position against empathy is like announcing that you hate kittens—a statement so outlandish that it can only be a joke.”43 Yet he does take that position, and he defends it with a series of arguments.

Of these, one particularly relevant to a reading of Montaigne is the observation that our tendency to empathize can lead to many hidden biases. Without realizing it, we show more empathy for those who come from similar ethnic or social groups to ourselves, and/or for those who seem attractive, either as individuals or (in the case of animals) as a species. A mole rat, however deserving of our fellow-feeling, has a harder time inspiring our empathy than a lemur or panda, which has furry arms that reach out, and front-facing eyes that seem to look at us with a direct appeal—eyes and arms like our own. It is not “fair” that we can be more easily roused to charity for such species, yet that is what happens—and it is the result of pinning morality to emotion.

We also tend to feel more empathy for individuals who are immediately in front of us, or with whom we interact, and this too is a bias that can lead us into a moral quagmire. The biases emerge in the philosophers’ “trolley problem,” first proposed by Philippa Foot in 1967 and later developed into ever more fiendish variants by other “trolleyologists,” as they have become known. In the original version, you are invited to imagine seeing a runaway streetcar or trolley racing out of control toward a spot where five people are tied to the tracks. You realize that you could divert the train to a side spur by throwing a lever, but on that spur is tied a single person who will die if you do. The majority of people say that they would throw the lever anyway, since a utilitarian calculation shows that the death of one is preferable to the deaths of five. In a variant scenario, however, there is no spur. The train is approaching the five people on the tracks, and you can see no way to stop it even by throwing your own body in front of it, since you are not heavy enough to impede the train. But you see a large, bulky man standing nearby. If you push him on to the track, he will die, but the five will be saved as the train grinds to its ghastly halt on his body. This time, what do you do?

For a simple utilitarian, there is no difference between the two cases. Most real people, however, show a very different response to the “Fat Man” case. It is one thing to throw a lever, but it is quite another to imagine bodily seizing a bystander, ignoring his screams, and wrestling him into the path of a train. It turns out that, while 80 percent to 90 percent of us would kill the one person in the first case, a similar percentage would not be prepared to lay hands on the Fat Man.44 People find it hard to give logical reasons for this choice, although some see it as significant that he was not already implicated in the situation in the way the person tied to the track was. Mostly, it just feels wrong.

The “Fat Man” problem suggests that we do not usually operate according to a cold moral calculus, because this is overwhelmed by instinctive emotional responses to other people in our vicinity. We can force ourselves to make calculations, but it involves stepping back from the situation so as to consider it from afar, as it were. Few of us do this easily. Interestingly, the researchers Daniel M. Bartels and David A. Pizarro have found a correlation between those who readily choose utilitarian solutions in trolley problems and those who score highly in tests for anti-social characteristics and empathy disorders.45

The thought is disturbing—because, thanks to our emotional compunctions, five people have to die instead of one. This is why critics of empathy argue for the benefits of applying rational detachment. We need to ignore our initial emotions sometimes, they suggest, and get the calculator out instead. Paul Bloom even suggests that the environmental future of the planet may depend on our not being too empathetic, since combating climate change and other long-term ills may require choices that damage present-day individuals or communities who are more immediately present to us. More empathy will not help us to make such choices. Perhaps, the critics imply, we need to sympathize less “tenderly” and watch with a steadier gaze after all.

TEMPERING EMPATHY

Looking back to Adam Smith again, we discover that he too made similar points about sentiment and moral duty. He noted that, if the whole population of China were swallowed up by an earthquake today, a seemingly humane man in Europe might “make many melancholy reflections upon the precariousness of human life, and the vanity of all the labours of man, which could thus be annihilated in a moment”—but then sleep easy in his bed, giving the matter little further thought except perhaps to worry about the effect on the global economy. Contrast this, says Smith, with what the man would feel if someone told him that, the next day, he was going to have his own little finger chopped off. “If he was to lose his little finger to-morrow, he would not sleep to-night; but, provided he never saw them, he will snore with the most profound security over the ruin of a hundred millions of his brethren.”46

It is depressing to reflect on this, but apparently it is the way humans are. It is not the end of the story, though. Does it mean, asks Smith, that this man would be prepared to sacrifice all those other lives to save his own finger, if he were given a choice? Almost certainly not, unless he is so selfish as to be beyond the pale of humanity. “Human nature startles with horror at the thought, and the world, in its greatest depravity and corruption, never produced such a villain as could be capable of entertaining it.”47 If it is not based on a deep personal feeling for others, however—and the man’s blithe sleep suggests that it is not—what is this moral choice based on? Smith’s answer is eloquent:

It is not the soft power of humanity, it is not that feeble spark of benevolence which Nature has lighted up in the human heart, that is thus capable of counteracting the strongest impulses of self-love. It is a stronger power, a more forcible motive, which exerts itself upon such occasions. It is reason, principle, conscience, the inhabitant of the breast, the man within, the great judge and arbiter of our conduct. It is he who, whenever we are about to act so as to affect the happiness of others, calls to us, with a voice capable of astonishing the most presumptuous of our passions, that we are but one of the multitude, in no respect better than any other in it; and that when we prefer ourselves so shamefully and so blindly to others, we become the proper objects of resentment, abhorrence, and execration.48

For Smith, as for an empathy critic such as Bloom, disrupting our spontaneous impulses can sometimes lead to greater moral progress. We disconnect from the emotional part of ourselves, for as long as it takes.

One might expect Montaigne to reject such a policy of disconnection, but in fact his Essays show him making sideways steps from immediate impulses all the time, for all sorts of reasons. Sometimes it was to temper his personal involvements, and protect his independence. He had learned this, in part, from Stoic and Epicurean writers, who prescribed mental exercises for cultivating ataraxia, or “indifference” against the day when we might be deprived of what we have become attached to. Montaigne duly held himself back from too much close connection. In his essay on solitude, he wrote:

We must reserve a back shop [arrière-boutique] all our own, entirely free, in which to establish our real liberty and our principal retreat and solitude. Here our ordinary conversation must be between us and ourselves, and so private that no outside association or communication can find a place; here we must talk and laugh as if without wife, without children, without possessions, without retinue and servants, so that, when the time comes to lose them, it will be nothing new to us to do without them.49

Having lost his best friend as well as many members of his family, Montaigne knew the importance of avoiding the pain that came with emotional bonding. Let family, children, and friends be ours, he went on, “but not joined and glued to us so strongly that they cannot be detached without tearing off our skin and some part of our flesh as well. The greatest thing in the world is to know how to belong to oneself.”50

He worked to develop this separation, but he also admitted to finding it almost embarrassingly easy to achieve. It came naturally when he needed it—just as naturally as his empathy in other situations: “In comparison with most men, few things touch me, or, to put it better, hold me,” he wrote, adding, “I take great care to augment by study and reasoning this privilege of insensibility, which is naturally well advanced in me.”51 Besides being useful for self-protection, his ability to switch off helped him with his project of reflection on himself and his experience. Contemplating retirement, he wrote, “It is time to untie ourselves from society, since we can contribute nothing to it… . He who can turn the offices of friendship and fellowship around and fuse them into himself, let him do so.”52 This absorption of interpersonal relationships gave him the freedom to reimagine and re-create them in the private realm. While thus insulated, it was actually easier to take an interest in other people:

Solitude of place, to tell the truth, rather makes me stretch and expand outward; I throw myself into affairs of state and into the world more readily when I am alone. At the Louvre and in the crowd I withdraw and contract into my skin; the crowd drives me back to myself.53

It all sounds rather contradictory set alongside his talk of openness and fellow-feeling, but, as always in the Essays, the interest lies in the movement between the contradictory elements: the endless back and forth between connection and separation, solitude and communion. It is also a movement typical of almost anyone who reads and writes. Books may connect us to other people in remote countries or centuries, but they require a temporary withdrawal of both writer and reader from their immediate environments to allow it to happen. Montaigne, reflecting in his library tower between sociable interludes, was one of the first writers to make this complex process a focus for the writing itself, and to reflect on how it was done.

Along with all this, another kind of detachment occurs in Montaigne, acting in tandem with (and in contrast to) his impulse to empathize. This is the kind of detachment that Adam Smith believed was necessary to outwit our natural self-centeredness. Montaigne often used his reading and writing to train himself out of the biases, preferences, and unquestioned egocentric assumptions that can drift in when we do not stop to think. This is one of the key reasons for his long lists of cultural differences in the “Apology” and “Of ancient customs”—those recitations of how certain ancient peoples wiped their rear ends with a sponge on a stick, or how the Gauls used to wear their hair long in front and short behind, or how the Romans paid boatmen their fare on entering the boat rather than on leaving it as moderns do.54 As he wrote in another essay, “So many humors, sects, judgments, opinions, laws, and customs teach us to judge sanely of our own, and teach our judgement to recognize its own imperfection and natural weakness, which is no small lesson.”55 Enumerating unexpected oddities is a form of diversity training; Montaigne kept himself constantly mindful of it through reading, conversation, and travel—the latter being the best way he knew to alert himself to the “perpetual variety of forms of our nature.”56 But reading was traveling in the imagination. He would have approved of Proust’s observation: “The only true voyage, the only bath in the Fountain of Youth, would be not to visit strange lands but to possess other eyes, to see the universe through the eyes of another, of a hundred others, to see the hundred universes that each of them sees, that each of them is.”57

For similar reasons, great claims have been made recently for the effects of wide reading in fostering the habit and skill of empathy.58 But the acts of reading and reflection, as Montaigne describes them, could equally be seen as a tool for correcting empathy’s errors—for reminding us that our immediate emotional responses are not all we have to draw on, and that everything might look different if seen from afar, at unfamiliar scales and angles. Montaigne put this beautifully in an early statement of purpose in his essay on education:

whoever considers as in a painting the great picture of our mother Nature in her full majesty; whoever reads such universal and constant variety in her face; whoever finds himself there, and not merely himself, but a whole kingdom, as a dot made with a very fine brush; that man alone estimates things according to their true proportions.59

Again, Montaigne seems to anticipate Adam Smith here. Smith goes on from the passage on the Chinese earthquake to say that only his distanced inner spectator is capable of showing us “the real littleness of ourselves, and of whatever relates to ourselves.”60 Smith gives us an analogy. He provides an analogy. Smith is sitting in his room (one cannot help also thinking of Montaigne by his tower window), looking at a great landscape of forests and mountains outside. Technically, these look smaller than the room’s interior, since they fit into the small square of the window frame. But Smith’s eye easily overcomes that effect. He has taught himself, with long but almost unconscious practice, to counter it—as he says—“by transporting myself, at least in fancy, to a different station, from whence I can survey both [room and landscape] at nearly equal distances, and therefore form some judgement of their real proportions.”61 He knows the room is smaller than the world, so his inner monitor corrects the eye with the imagination, while he barely even notices doing it. The real moral art would be to learn to apply a similar correction to our moral judgments, again so deftly that it takes little effort.

One must recognize Smith’s different historical context, yet it is hard to read this without thinking of Montaigne’s constant lists and surveys, his nimble shifts in scale and direction, and his constant wondering about how things would look to the eye of a distanced, different observer. It is not Montaigne’s empathetic urge that makes him do this but his reason; his desire to put his own perspective under critical scrutiny. The lists are designed to train himself in the leaps of perspectival imagination that Smith describes, in order to extend his moral sense and his reasoned grasp of the world.

This, in turn, suggests that we should not read Montaigne’s lines on empathy in “Of cruelty” in isolation from other parts of his work. They go together with his pages on variety and diversity—of which the most copious selection is found in the next chapter, the “Apology.” In the moral project of the Essays, these two practices work together. There is the immediate empathetic response to the other, which comes spontaneously. But then comes the effort to manage and extend this response: to give it a wider perspective and a less familiar set of habits.

Critics of empathy tend to treat it as an unthinking, instinctive urge, with all the failings that entails: bias, lack of proportion, short-sightedness, ineffectuality. It might be more interesting to examine a “Montaignized” form of empathy, however: tempered and moderated by rational reflection, challenged by wide reading rather than simply fed by it, and guided by the aim of developing a better informed judgment. This must inevitably be an inexact discipline. It requires that constant Montaignean negotiation between reason and impulse, sense and sensibility, choice and chance, isolation and connection. Perhaps the best we can hope for is to keep doing whatever we do naturally, but to do it a little more thoughtfully and judiciously, in order—as Montaigne would say—to “become wise at our own expense.”62
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CHAPTER 33

MONTAIGNE ON FRIENDSHIP

ERIC MACPHAIL

FRIENDSHIP is an integral part of literary posterity. When she wrote her preface to the first posthumous edition of Montaigne’s Essays in 1595, Marie de Gournay included a praise of friendship in her encomium of the author. Montaigne is preeminently the author of friendship, whose elegy for a lost friend earns him the friendship of countless readers beginning with Marie de Gournay. Friendship is, perhaps more so than for any other author, the key both to Montaigne’s literary vocation and to his reception. He became a writer when he lost his friend Étienne de La Boétie, whom he originally befriended after reading his book, Discourse on Voluntary Servitude. Montaigne tells us, in “A Consideration upon Cicero,” that he would have written letters rather than essays if he had had a friend with whom to correspond.1 So the essays supply the place once occupied by the friend. Similarly, Marie de Gournay tells us that she befriended Montaigne through his book two years before meeting the author in person.2 Friendship, as François Rigolot says, is intertextual.3 Friendship forms a community of readers and writers and provides a guiding thread through literary tradition.

Friendship is also a prominent topic of moral philosophy, and Montaigne takes his place in the classical tradition as a moral philosopher. The most important resource for the moral philosophy of friendship is Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. Commentaries on Aristotle’s theory of friendship usually focus on the initial chapters of Book 8 of the Nicomachean Ethics, which offer a hierarchy of different types of friendship and an identification of the perfect type, or teleia philia. Unlike the other two types of friendship that Aristotle recognizes in his initial typology, which are based on either utility or pleasure, perfect friendship is disinterested.

Perfect friendship is the friendship of men who are good, and alike in virtue; for these wish well alike to each other qua good, and they are good in themselves. Now those who wish well to their friends for their sake are most truly friends; for they do this by reason of their own nature and not incidentally; therefore their friendship lasts as long as they are good—and goodness is an enduring thing.4

Such friendship has no ulterior motive; perfect friendship is an end in itself rather than a means to an end. Like virtue, friendship is its own reward. This fact, as others have noticed, causes some embarrassment to Christianity, for which heaven is virtue’s reward.5 In its absolute autonomy, Aristotle’s highest form of friendship does not tend toward salvation.

Moreover, Aristotle’s friends behave toward each other according to necessity or causal logic rather than by chance. The term that Ross has translated as “incidentally” in the above quotation from the Nicomachean Ethics (κατὰ συμβεβηκός) in other contexts means “coincidence” or “accident.”6 Friendship for its own sake eliminates the accidental. Consequently, the behavior of friends conforms to probability or necessity just like the tragic plot according to Aristotle’s Poetics. Chapter 9 of the Poetics famously declares that “it is not the function of the poet to relate what has happened, but what may happen, what is possible according to the law of probability or necessity.”7 It is in this respect, rather than in respect to verse, that history differs from poetry and, we may add, from friendship. There is something inherently fictional in friendship’s exemption from chance.

One aspect of Aristotle’s discussion of friendship that appealed strongly to the European Renaissance was its frequent use of proverbs. Friendship is a prominent theme in the paroemiographic tradition, and Aristotle’s text offers a veritable cascade of proverbial wisdom to support and exemplify its argument about the nature of friendship. Among the proverbs that Aristotle collects in the friendship chapters of the Nicomachean Ethics is κοινὰ τὰ φίλων, cited twice,8 which yields the very first of Erasmus’s 4,151 adages Amicorum communia omnia, or Friends hold all things in common. One thing that friends and friendship theorists share most willingly is proverbs. In this respect, friendship is a model for humanism and its shared fund of cultural references and memories. The commonplace culture of European Renaissance humanism was one of the most pervasive and even coercive forms of friendship known to Montaigne and his contemporaries.

By virtue of its integration in the commonplace tradition, friendship flows easily into a wide variety of literary works and genres of the European Renaissance, both vernacular works and works in humanist Latin. To concentrate on the French Renaissance phase of this tradition, we can examine an anthology of three dialogues on friendship by Plato, Cicero, and Lucian translated into French by Blaise de Vigenère and published in 1579, one year before Montaigne published his first two books of essays.9 Vigenère prefaces his work with a dedicatory epistle addressed to his friend Jean Andreossi, to whom he offers the three translations as three “medallions” of friendship.10 The preface has been rightly understood as a work of royalist propaganda, and Vigenère includes an encomium of the beleaguered king Henry III.11 Since Henry was notorious for his relationship with his “mignons,” or favorite courtiers, Vigenère tries to orient the discussion of friendship in Henry’s favor. Praising the virtues of the triad, the translator offers his own tripartite typology of friendship in seeming disregard for Aristotelian theory. Whereas Aristotle identified three kinds of friendship based on utility, pleasure, or goodness, Blaise de Vigenère recognizes three degrees, or stages, in friendship: from inferior to superior, which is the most defective kind; between equals, which is the most frequent variety; and from superior to inferior, which is the best and not coincidentally the kind exemplified by the king’s patronage of his “mignons.” This classification seems to contradict the commonplace notion that friendship is equality, cited by Aristotle in his Nicomachean Ethics12 and duly recirculated by Erasmus in the adage Amicitia aequalitas, or Friendship is equality. However, though he emphasizes the proverbial equivalence of friendship and equality, Aristotle also acknowledges “another kind of friendship, which involves an inequality between the parties, e.g., that of father to son and in general of elder to younger, that of man to wife and in general that of ruler to subject.”13 Taking his cue from this claim, Vigenère appeals to the authority of Aristotle to support his preference for the third type of friendship, from superior to inferior: “Therefore Aristotle quite wisely and with good reason puts it at the highest rank of perfection in respect to mortal men; in as much as, according to him, it consists in the excellence of the favors and benefits conferred upon them.”14 In the following lines of his preface, Vigenère translates more or less verbatim from Book 9, chapter 7 of the Nicomachean Ethics, where Aristotle considers the friendship between benefactors and those whom they benefit. Aristotle explains why the affection between benefactor and beneficiary is not reciprocal and that the affection of the benefactor, being disinterested, is superior to the affection of the one who receives the benefit. Then Aristotle adds what is, upon reflection, the rather odd example of the technites, or artisan, who loves his work more than his work would love him if it were to come alive and become ἐμψύχον, or endowed with a psyche.15 This tendency, moreover, is conspicuously true of the poets, who cherish their own poems as if they were their children. None of this was lost on Montaigne nor, perhaps, on Ovid before him.

The idea of the art work that comes to life irresistibly suggests the myth of Pygmalion recounted in Book 10 of Ovid’s Metamorphoses and invoked by Montaigne in his essay “Of the affection of fathers for their children” (II, 8), which is precisely the form of philia that Aristotle outlines in Nicomachean Ethics, Book 9, chapter 7. Essay II, 8 treats the form of friendship that consists in affection for posterity. Here, after reviewing several examples of the affection or disaffection of fathers for their biological children, and recounting some anecdotes about testamentary disposition of great interest to historians,16 the essay turns to the affection we feel for “the children of our mind” or “les enfantements de nostre esprit.”17 At this point, Montaigne famously declares that he is not sure but that he wouldn’t rather have produced a child perfectly formed from the acquaintance of the Muses than from the acquaintance of his wife.18 Nor does he seem quite sure how many or which ones he got from the acquaintance of his wife. The essay ends with the example of Ovid’s myth of Pygmalion, the sculptor who fell in love with his statue and whose statue, by the grace of the gods, finally came to life. From Aristotle, we know that Pygmalion cannot expect an equal return of affection. This strategic citation of Ovid’s Metamorphoses has sponsored a great deal of reflection on the “metamorphic” sensibilities of the Essays and indeed of Renaissance esthetics in general.19 I would like to emphasize instead the Aristotelian connection. When Montaigne reread his essay in the Bordeaux Copy, he added to the conclusion, just before the Pygmalion passage, a brief reference to Aristotle’s argument from Nicomachean Ethics Book 9, chapter 7 about the poets’ exemplary affection for their own work.20 He also added a longer paraphrase of the same chapter to an earlier passage of his essay:

Add to that this other Aristotelian consideration, that he who does good to someone loves him better than he is loved by him; and that he to whom something is owed loves better than he who owes; and that every workman loves his work better than he would be loved by it, if the work had feeling. For being is something we hold dear, and being consists in movement and action. Wherefore each man in some sort exists in his work.21

Clearly Montaigne reflected very carefully on Aristotle’s argument as he reread his own essay with its Ovidian conclusion, and he may have recognized the mythographic potential of this ethical argument about the disinterested nature of friendship. More specifically, the author of “De l’affection des pères aux enfants” may have recognized in Aristotle’s ergon empsychon an allusion to Pygmalion or else an anticipation of Pygmalion. For there is no pre-Ovidian genealogy of this myth. Pygmalion is not a Homeric or Hesiodic myth, nor does he figure in the fifth-century tragic corpus. Ovid may well have invented Pygmalion as the figure of the artist who loves his own creation. As the father of this myth, Ovid was naturally quite proud of his offspring, and Montaigne cites the story as the crowning example of the poet’s affection for his artistic progeny. In this way, Montaigne, like Vigenère, revives a neglected aspect of the Aristotelian friendship tradition.

The locus classicus of Montaigne’s treatment of friendship is naturally his essay “Of friendship” (I, 28), in which he first promises us and then denies us the text of his friend Étienne de La Boétie’s youthful political treatise Discourse on Voluntary Servitude. Montaigne’s essay has been subjected to relentless and often ingenious interpretation, particularly as regards his connection to classical friendship theory, from which he is thought to be laudably though intermittently independent, and in regard to the genesis of the Essays, conceived as a monument to the dead friend. La Boétie, who died in 1563, chose as his literary heir and executor Montaigne, who discharged a part of this function in 1570 when he published some of his friend’s translations from the Greek as well as some of his Latin and vernacular verse. However, he frankly suppressed his friend’s two most important texts, the Discourse on Voluntary Servitude and the Mémoire on the royal edict of January 1562 granting tolerance to French Protestants. Between La Boétie’s death in 1563 and the publication of the Essays in 1580, the text of the Discourse on Voluntary Servitude had been printed by Protestant polemicists and thus carried the stigma of resistance to monarchy.

These are the circumstances evoked in the conclusion to “Of friendship”:

Because I have found that his work has since been brought to light, and with evil intent, by those who seek to disturb and change the state of our government without worrying whether they will improve it, and because they have mixed his work up with some of their own concoctions, I have changed my mind about putting it in here. And so that the memory of the author may not be damaged in the eyes of those who could not know his opinions and actions at close hand, I beg to advise them that this subject was treated by him in his boyhood, only by way of an exercise, as a common theme hashed over in a thousand places in books.22

Montaigne may have meant, as he claims, to protect the memory of La Boétie from the stigma of rebellion or he may have just meant to protect his own reputation as a Catholic loyalist, a reputation not immune to suspicion. However, more cynical readings of Montaigne’s censorship of his friend can be cited. Gisèle Mathieu-Castellani has shown quite acutely how Montaigne exalts La Boétie as a friend the better to diminish him as a thinker and a writer, the capacity in which he posed the most formidable challenge to the author of the Essays.23 In effect, we are reminded that friendship also involves rivalry and even betrayal.

Moreover, by seeking to diminish the significance of La Boétie’s political theory, Montaigne also risks trivializing his own sublime friendship. For if the subject of the Discourse on Voluntary Servitude is in fact a “common theme hashed over in a thousand places in books,” the same can be said more readily and more obviously of the subject of Montaigne’s essay “Of friendship.” Is the essay on friendship really biographical or merely rhetorical, that is to say a declamatory exercise? What are the essays if not “exercises” and what was La Boétie if not an essayist? Characteristically, the essay undermines its most vigorous assertions. By his own admission, Montaigne’s friendship deserves neither more nor less credence than his friend’s politics.

In political terms, friendship can be a subversive theme and a divisive one among subjects of monarchy. As we know, Montaigne owes his perfect friendship to his encounter with the Discourse on Voluntary Servitude:

And yet I am particularly obliged to this work, since it served as the medium of our first acquaintance. For it was shown to me long before I had seen him, and gave me my first knowledge of his name, thus starting on its way this friendship which together we fostered, as long as God willed, so entire and so perfect that certainly you will hardly read of the like, and among men of today you see no trace of it in practice.24

And yet, when he first read the Discourse, he may have felt a certain unease at his friend’s nostalgic enthusiasm for classical republican or democratic friendship. In denouncing tyranny, La Boétie commemorates the friendship of Brutus and Cassius, assassins of Julius Caesar, as well as the friendship of Harmodius and Aristogiton, who plotted to overthrow the Athenian tyrant Hippias. His Discourse ends with a paean to friendship as the solace of free men:

Friendship is a sacred name, it is a holy thing; it never exists save between morally upright people and stems only from mutual esteem. It is sustained not so much by favors rendered as by proper living. What makes one friend sure of the other is the knowledge he has of his integrity; the guarantees of it he has are his good character, faith, and loyalty. There can be no friendship where there is cruelty, where there is disloyalty, where there is injustice.25

The tyrant has no friends because friendship is based on equality: “For since he is above everyone else and has no companion, he is already beyond the limits of friendship, whose fair game is equality; which never hobbles, but is always even-gaited.”26 This enthusiasm for equality and nostalgia for regicide cast friendship as a republican ideal foreign to sixteenth-century France.

Montaigne addresses the political implications of friendship in his own essay “Of friendship” when he rehearses an anecdote taken from Cicero’s dialogue on friendship Laelius de amicitia. Cicero remembers the case of a certain C. Blossius Cumanus, who was in league with Tiberius Gracchus and who confessed that, for the sake of his friend, he would have set fire to the Capitol in Rome. For Cicero, Blossius’s case exemplifies the ethical principle that it is no excuse to do wrong for a friend’s sake: “nulla est igitur excusatio peccati si amici causa peccaveris.”27 Friendship is culpable when it enters into conflict with the citizen’s loyalty to the state. Accordingly, Montaigne says of Blossius and Gracchus, though without Cicero’s unequivocal disapproval, “They were friends more than citizens, friends more than friends or enemies of their country or friends of ambition and disturbance.”28 Montaigne recognizes the conflict between friendship and citizenship.

Against the classical examples of conspiratorial friendship, Montaigne offers a definition of friendship that is consonant with contemporary theories of absolute monarchy.29 The essay “Of friendship” recalls the exemplary figure of Eudamidas from Lucian’s dialogue Toxaris, which was one of the three texts translated by Blaise de Vigenère for his anthology of 1579. Eudamidas bequeathed to his friends his own financial obligations so that they would have the privilege of performing a benefit to him and to his family after his death. While others mocked such an unorthodox bequest, his friends accepted it with gratitude. This anecdote exemplifies the idea from Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, cited by Vigenère in his prefatory epistle, that the highest degree of friendship is from benefactor to beneficiary; for Eudamidas finds a way to make his heirs his benefactors, in a paradoxical gesture of altruism. The only fault Montaigne can find with this story is the prologue: “Eudamidas of Corinth had two friends.”30 For Montaigne, perfect friendship is unique and indivisible: you cannot have more than one friend.

Common friendships can be divided up: one may love in one man his beauty, in another his easygoing ways, in another liberality, in one paternal love, in another brotherly love, and so forth; but this friendship that possesses the soul and rules it with absolute sovereignty cannot possibly be double.31

The term he uses for the absolute authority of friendship is souveraineté, which refers to the new political theory developed by Jean Bodin in his Six Books of the Republic in 1576, four years before Montaigne’s essay.

Ten years earlier, in 1566, Bodin had offered a preliminary definition of sovereignty or summum imperium in his Method for the Easy Understanding of History, where he listed a certain number of attributes of sovereignty and insisted that these attributes, including the power to make and unmake laws, the power to declare war and peace, and the power of life and death, could never be shared with magistrates in a well-ordered state.32 Above all, Bodin meant to dispel the popular notion of the mixed constitution advanced by admirers of ancient Sparta and modern Venice.33 For Bodin, Sparta was an aristocracy, Venice like Rome a popular state or Respublica popularis,34 and France a monarchy. Those are the only three types of republic: democracy, aristocracy, and monarchy; and each type has only one sovereign: the people, the optimates, or the king. Sovereignty cannot be distributed between different institutions of the same state as adherents of the mixed constitution pretended. At the time of the Methodus, this was primarily a theoretical, intellectual dispute, but when Bodin returned to the question of sovereignty ten years later in his Six Books of the Republic, he had to answer the monarchomachs, or Protestant writers, who, in the wake of the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of 1572, formulated the theory of resistance to monarchy. These writers argued for the traditional separation of powers in the French government, among king, Parliament, and Estates General, which they felt had been abrogated by the tyranny of the Valois monarchs. Their theory, moreover, was indelibly associated with the practice of civil war. Chapter 8 of the first book of the Six Books of the Republic is devoted to a definition of sovereignty as the absolute and perpetual power of the state.35 Now Bodin focuses on monarchy and shows that the sovereign, namely the king of France, cannot alienate or divide his sovereignty even if he wanted to.36 In practical terms, this means that, contrary to what the monarchomachs claimed, the king of France is not accountable to the Paris Parliament or the Estates General or the French people, but only to God: “In a monarchy, everyone individually, and the whole people collectively, must swear to uphold the laws and take an oath of loyalty to the sovereign monarch, who, for his part, owes no oath to anyone but God.”37 Though he is subject to the laws of God and nature, and even to certain fundamental laws of the realm such as the Salic law of royal succession, the king can never be bound by his own laws and does not share sovereignty with any legislative or deliberative body. Bodin’s sovereignty, like Montaigne’s friendship, is indivisible.38

In that sense, we can say that friendship has its own history that moves from classical republicanism to the modern state, or from conspiracy to sovereignty. This history implies that friendship is political rather than exclusively personal or private. Friendship involves a relationship to political power, whether antagonistic, accommodating, or independent. While the classical republican model holds that friends conspire against the tyrant, who is, as Bodin reminds us, the sovereign,39 Montaigne proposes a different political role for friendship. For he proposes to befriend the king. In his final essay, “Of experience,” Montaigne identifies his profession, that which he professes to know or to learn, as self-knowledge. Self-study is his whole curriculum, his encyclopedia as it were: “I study myself more than any other subject. That is my metaphysics, that is my physics.”40 This striking claim can be taken as an expression of indifference to theory or to theoretical curiosity.41 The essayist disclaims any interest in the study of what he calls “this universe of things,” or what we might call the cosmos. As far as he is concerned, we do not need to know how the cosmos works as long as we have faith in its governor or creator: “The goodness and capacity of the governor should free us absolutely and fully from worrying about his government.”42 His unique preoccupation is to understand himself. Such self-knowledge confers numerous benefits on its professor. First and foremost, the better he knows himself, the less susceptible he is to flattery and conceit and the more inclined to modesty and obedience.43 Second, by means of assiduous self-study, he develops precisely the faculty of judgment necessary to perform the duties of friendship:

This long attention that I devote to studying myself trains me also to judge passably of others, and there are few things of which I speak more felicitously and excusably. It often happens that I see and distinguish the characters of my friends more exactly than they do themselves. I have astonished at least one by the pertinence of my description, and have given him information about himself. By training myself from my youth to see my own life mirrored in that of others, I have acquired a studious bent in that subject, and when I am thinking about it, I let few things around me which are useful for that purpose escape my notice: countenances, humors, statements. I study everything: what I must flee, what I must follow. So I reveal to my friends, by their outward manifestations, their inward inclinations.44

As a self-critic, the essayist is the rare friend capable of admonishing others for their own good.

We need very strong ears to hear ourselves judged frankly; and because there are few who can endure frank criticism without being stung by it, those who venture to criticize us perform a remarkable act of friendship; for to undertake to wound and offend a man for his own good is to have a healthy love for him.45

The paradox of offending someone for his own good is the mark of true friendship, and no one stands in greater need of such friendship than the king: “Now, there is no class of men that has as great need as they of true and frank admonitions.”46 Courtiers are not friends; they look out for themselves rather than for their master.47 So where can the king turn for frank advice? Montaigne suggests hypothetically that he would have been suited for the task if the kings of France had seen fit to employ him. When asked what service he would have been good for in public life, he always says, “nothing,” with one qualification.

But I would have told my master home truths, and watched over his conduct, if he had been willing. Not in general, by schoolmasterly lessons, which I do not know—and I see no true reform spring from them in those who know them—but by observing his conduct step by step, at every opportunity, judging it with my own eyes, piece by piece, simply and naturally, making him see how he stands in public opinion, and opposing his flatterers.48

The counterfactual construction, “I would have helped the kings if they had wanted me to,” insinuates that it’s their fault and their loss if they did not.49

This long development on hypothetical friendship from “Of experience” reprises the crucial themes of an essay by Montaigne’s favorite ancient author Plutarch, whose moral treatises were translated into French by Jacques Amyot under the title Les Œuvres morales et meslees de Plutarque in 1572. The essay in question is known in English as “How to Tell a Flatterer from a Friend,” and it includes a very sensitive discussion of how to admonish a friend with the proper balance of candor and tact. The key concept in Plutarch’s discussion is παρρησία, or free speech, which corresponds to the “true and frank admonitions” of which the king, according to Montaigne, stands in such great and unmet need. Plutarch is acutely aware of the perils of parrhesia: candor, though it is a sacred duty of friendship, is not suited for all times or occasions. If used at the wrong time, it can be just as bad as flattery. Parrhesia, he stresses, is a matter of timing, or kairos: “Failure to observe the proper occasion [καιρὸς] is in any case exceedingly harmful, but particularly when frankness [παρρησία] is concerned it destroys its profitableness.”50 Plutarch’s examples all involve untimely candor to the king: “For Antiphon was put to death by order of Dionysius and Timagenes lost his place in Caesar’s friendship” and Epicharmus offended Hiero, tyrant of Syracuse.51 Similarly, Montaigne acknowledges that the truth, when spoken to the king, must be used with discretion:

For truth itself does not have the privilege to be employed at any time and in any way; its use, noble as it is, has its circumscriptions and limits. It often happens, as the world goes, that people blurt it out into a prince’s ear not only fruitlessly, but harmfully, and even unjustly.52

Montaigne here seems to be very much in tune with the classical notion of kairos.

Plutarch’s theme of παρρησία as a duty and even a technique of friendship has broad implications for our understanding of Montaigne’s Essays today. In an important essay on Montaigne and Foucault, Reinier Leushuis has shown that Montaigne makes a reflexive use of parrhesia: he tells the truth about himself to himself.53 In effect, with the essay form, free speech moves into the realm of soliloquy, and so too does friendship. Friendship is the duty that the essayist owes himself, and he discharges this duty by essaying himself and judging himself with candor and discretion. As he acknowledges, this duty extends beyond death and reaches out to posterity. Montaigne makes this acknowledgment in a passage from the essay “Of vanity” in which we can find the only instance of the term “mémoires” as a self-designation of his essays. Montaigne says that he has faithfully represented himself in these memoirs, and that he hopes they will provide for him the same loyal service that he has provided for an unnamed friend, whom we take to be La Boétie, whose memory he has always defended against detractors.

At all events, in these memoirs, if you look around, you will find that I have said everything or suggested everything. What I cannot express I point to with my finger:

But if you have a penetrating mind

These little tracks will serve the rest to find.

I leave nothing about me to be desired or guessed. If people are to talk about me, I want it to be truly and justly. I would willingly come back from the other world to give the lie to any man who portrayed me other than I was, even if it were to honor me. Even the living, I perceive, are spoken of otherwise than they really are. And if I had not supported with all my strength a friend that I lost, they would have torn him into a thousand contrasting appearances.54

Montaigne’s ability to survive himself and to come back from the dead to set the record straight depends on the vitality of his writing. If he can endow the written word with life, his book will keep his reputation alive. In this respect, he goes Pygmalion one better: he brings his work to life and it returns the favor. Or else we can say that he plays the role of Eudamidas to his own book, bequeathing to it the opportunity to be his benefactor. Between friends, such a legacy is a gift rather than a burden.

From this brief survey, it ought to be apparent that Montaigne’s ideas on friendship are unstable and evolving. Friendship, like so much in the Essays, undergoes its own metamorphosis. In 1580 Montaigne contrasted his ideal of friendship with other biological and social relations which he found wanting in one or another respect and which helped to define true friendship negatively, a process of negative definition that Richard Regosin found to be paradigmatic of the Essays as a whole.55 One such inferior relation was paternity, which intimidates free speech:

From children toward fathers, it is rather respect. Friendship feeds on communication, which cannot exist between them because of their too great inequality, and might perhaps interfere with the duties of nature. For neither can all the secret thoughts of fathers be communicated to children, lest this beget an unbecoming intimacy, nor could the admonitions and corrections, which are one of the chief duties of friendship, be administered by children to fathers.56

In 1588, when Montaigne emphasizes the free speech of friends and makes his book heir to his reputation, “admonitions and corrections” are precisely what he expects from his own writing, the child of his mind. A new idea of paternity opens up new possibilities of friendship. Though the king may have spurned Montaigne’s “true and frank admonitions,”57 his book remains a trusted adviser, friend, and son.

The mutual obligation of author and book is the most modern formulation of friendship that Montaigne offers us in the “book of the self,” to borrow Regosin’s ever valid epithet. Friends cultivate self-knowledge through mutual and timely candor. Montaigne confides in his book, which discovers his faults and teaches him humility. In a late addition to the essay “Of giving the lie,” the author describes this mutual dependence as consubstantiality: “I have no more made my book than my book has made me—a book consubstantial with its author.”58 The shared labor of book and author, like a collaboration between sculpture and sculptor, represents a singular image of friendship. The Essays reveal the striking individuality of their author, which emerges precisely through the reciprocity of writer and text. While Montaigne’s other friendships may have been more ideal than real, his book has stood by him like a true friend.
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CHAPTER 34

MONTAIGNE ON LOVE

ELIZABETH GUILD

MONTAIGNE tells us that his first love, as a reader, was Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Ovid’s poem introduced him to, among others, Pygmalion and Narcissus, who will return shortly here, along with the people (Étienne de la Boétie, Marie de Gournay) and things he loved: freedom, sauces, words, life, and himself. From love stories (the inherited cultural concepts and texts), the incalculable gift of love, and lost objects, to narcissism and the loves it makes possible, this article explores the relationship that emerges in the Essays between love of others, disillusioned love of self, and self-knowledge. “Know thyself … he who knows himself loves and cultivates himself before anything else.”1 In this, which Montaigne also described as the “paradoxical command” of the Delphic god,2 emotion, epistemology, and ethics converge, for love of self will combine with knowledge of self and love of others and with living well. He does not spell out what was paradoxical; but at the time so to elevate self-love was, at least, unorthodox, and the adjective marks the distance between the culture of his time and the classical Greek culture he knew through its texts.3 Flaccid injunctions to love ourselves are routine in the twenty-first-century West, but Montaigne’s understanding of self-love was not ours; nor were his provisional cures for the painful mess of being human. But his incisive explorations of the relationship between (self-) love and (self-) knowledge, and of the difficulty of being and doing good (in the terms conventional at the time), speak to us in our struggle to make sense of such things.


LOVE STORIES

A glance through the vast Montaigne bibliography suggests that love has attracted less scholarly attention than other themes, with the signal exception of “Of friendship,” Montaigne’s reflections on his experience of love for his dead friend, Étienne de la Boétie. Elsewhere, we may find him seemingly dismissive: “love is nothing else but the thirst for sexual enjoyment in a desired object.”4 Disappointing? Bracingly demystifying? Above all, only one mood among many, a counter to popular disembodied Neoplatonism, which was very far from his taste, either as a thinker, lover, or human being.5

But Montaigne knew a thing or two about love and the different ways it can be spoken of; his understanding and lexis drew not only from his own experience, but also more from classical texts than their Christianized successors. Chief among the source texts were Plato, the Symposium and Phaedrus; Aristotle, the Nicomachean Ethics and the Eudemian Ethics; Cicero, Laelius de Amicitia; and the poetry of Virgil, Lucretius, Catullus, and Ovid. His reflections range from an ideal form of friendship-love to erotic love, an aspect of being about which Montaigne enthusiastically accepted but nonetheless toward which he was sometimes ambivalent; also familial (particularly, paternal) love, the part love plays in education and our subsequent relationship with knowledge, and the love of one’s own creations, “word children.”

Aristotle and Plato run through all of this, while key texts and tenets of Christianity (such as caritas, loving your neighbor) make their presence less explicitly felt; scarcely surprising perhaps, given that France was torn apart by religious and civil wars throughout the years during which Montaigne wrote the Essays, and barbaric hatred tended to prevail over love. Montaigne did not rule out the possibility of something like loving his neighbor—even at risk of his own life: an ethics founded in the compassion for others and their vulnerability that grows out of self-recognition and self-love, perhaps? Nonetheless, related forms of love are celebrated—but also mourned as lost ideals.

Montaigne’s culture inherited an amalgam of classical and Christian “loves,” storge, philia, agape/caritas, eros, still familiar to us: familial love, brotherly love, charity, erotic love. While theology praised agape, society relied on storge being honored; philia, associated with those who love and embody virtue and justice, carried the highest philosophical value; and eros inspired art. Perceptions of the value, priority, and problematics of the four loves may change over time and place, but they recur and remain our starting point and structure. Love songs, for instance, still echo the tropes of the love lyric, which still had exceptional literary prestige in sixteenth-century France. Montaigne’s Essays mention love poets such as Ronsard occasionally, with less than wholehearted enthusiasm. He is more excited by classical poetry, in which he finds the most vibrant and seductive representations, as his deft analysis of lines from Virgil and Lucretius in “On some verses of Virgil” attests,6 and by classical philosophy, not least for its folding together of love and ethics (Aristotle), or of love and the desire for knowledge (Plato). In his own writing he seems to share the latter’s apparent preference (as in the Symposium) for exploring love less as a general abstraction than in terms of a particular beloved or of personal experience.

Socrates is a key figure in these aspects of the Essays, and in discussion of education, in which Socratic love between tutor and pupil is a creative element; however, Montaigne, whose attitudes to sexuality and sexual preference were shaped by Christian morality, even while he took issue with its culture of shame, could not readily accommodate the homosexual eros of Plato’s thought and culture. But not for him the Neoplatonist heterosexual conversion of Plato’s erotic philosophy often harnessed by poets at the time; nor reference to scriptural models or narratives as desirable alternatives; and very little Augustine or Aquinas. His thinking combines a profoundly important homosociality and a distance in relation to women that could be described as, variously, baffled, incurious, or misogynist. Thus an enduring ideal love, of body, mind, and soul, a heterosexual combination of philia and eros, seems impossible, given that women, considered men’s inferiors, constitutively less capable of virtue, are judged incapable of philia. Absent the possibility of such heterosexual love, Montaigne tends to distribute his “loves” discretely, as if all will go well if you love the right person the right way: affection here, passion there, and so on; a partitioning that speaks, as much as anything else, of a founding theme: the excessive and thereby destructive nature of passionate love. This sixteenth-century trope had already echoed down the Christian centuries, and before: Aristotle deemed love an “excess of feeling” (leading, we might add, to further excesses of feeling, such as jealousy or hate).7 Fear of excess, or, more persuasively, of the potentially excessive vulnerability resulting from attachment (to another human being, inevitably both imperfect and mortal), finds its most painful expression in “Of diversion,” when excess is life threatening:

I was once afflicted with an overpowering grief … I might well have been destroyed by it if I had trusted simply to my own powers. Needing some violent diversion to distract me from it, by art and study I made myself fall in love … Love solaced me and withdrew me from the affliction caused by friendship.8

The qualities and conditions of that friendship, commemorated in “Of friendship,” are rooted in Aristotle’s ethics and Plato’s thinking, and, despite Diotima’s significant teaching role in the Symposium, they are exclusive to men and to ethical and relational ideals presumed masculine. Equality, a sense of justice, desire for the good, reciprocity all rest between men. In turn, whether the beloved is ideally the same as, or different from, the lover, is not a matter of gender, but it is received from the Greek source texts in terms of principles of equality and symmetry. Aristotle favors similarity: witness his ideal friendship being between two men who are alike in their goodness, and his “heteros autos,” “another self” ideal,9 but Plato and also Cicero allow some initial dissimilarity, for love can transform the dissimilar into the similar. But the divergence of Montaigne’s (and his contemporaries’) versions from these models centers on the issues of equality and, along with it, symmetry: he cannot allow the inequality and asymmetry of the youthful beloved and older lover in Plato’s texts. However, women’s cultural and ethical inequality to men, and their supposed naturally excessive libidinal desires, rule them out as equal partners in a potentially ideal love. Cultural anathema (what we call homosexual desire) and misogyny seem to lead to an impasse; but while powerful, the even more powerful cause for resistance to love relations may be the excessive nature of love. Experience of excess returns us to awareness of lack and disturbs the philosophical ideal of self-sufficiency. Impacted in Aristotle’s idea of the friend as other self are an array of relationships of self with other, self with self, and with other-within-self, even prior to self, that we need to bring more openly into play if we are to understand the issues with which Montaigne’s experience and writing struggle before finding resolution. To do this I shall explore the nature of the gift of love and the relational economy supporting it, as a way of lifting terms such as symmetry and reciprocity from the abstraction of philosophical discourse or handbooks to ethics.

THE GIFT OF LOVE

Early in “Of friendship” the four traditional loves are listed: “naturelle, sociale, hospitaliere, venerienne” (natural, social, hospitable and erotic); Montaigne then expands his theme that none of these “either separately or together”10 come close to what is called, not love but “real” friendship—(Aristotelian) mark of society’s perfection. Montaigne is clear, here, in “On some verses of Virgil” and “Of the affection of fathers for their children,” that familial and marital love are tainted and limited by constitutive inequality (man-woman, parent-child …) and lack of freedom. Then, as now, you can’t choose your family, and in this period, marriage, far from being freely entered into as the happy outcome of romance, was a matter of economic and political expediency or convenience, in which the participants’ exchange value was paramount, as was the protection of the property of their families. Social and hospitable love, which sometimes converge, are limited by the conflicting obligations or allegiances of other coexisting relationships; and if erotic love is represented as if it knows no obligations beyond itself, as if free to be experienced as all-consuming passion, it is not, for Montaigne, an experience of freedom and harmony. Rather (as troubadour poets, Freud, and Lacan would agree), it is “nothing but a frantic desire for what flees from us”.11 We lack, so we desire; we desire what we lack. Above all we desire to go on desiring; if our object eludes us, so much the better. This restless drive is at odds with the equanimity Montaigne often advocated. On the other hand, when it comes to epistemological desire, Montaigne is all restlessness, desiring not least to defer conclusion. Moreover, as erotic love involves women as well as men, it can neither rest on nor (re)produce the qualities of equality, symmetry, and united sense of justice that both Aristotle and Montaigne require. Whilst philosophies of love such as Neoplatonism offer the ecstatic ideal of twin souls, or the disembodied fusion of two beings into one, Montaigne (more like Lacan, here) tends to think such ideals an illusion, an imaginary compensation for the absence of unmediated relation between male and female sexuality.12 The oscillations between a desire to understand (men and) women and a collapse back into incurious misogynist norms and impasses in “On some verses of Virgil” attest this. Fusion is part of Montaigne’s understanding of love, but not heterosexual love: it is unique to his friendship-love for La Boétie.

Running through all of these are issues of identity and difference and the relationship between self and other—particularly when it comes to erotic love, but also in social, hospitable, and familial love, where otherness may seem to be what it is difficult to love, what makes competing claims, or what inhibits or attacks.

Contrary to these relationships is the form of love represented in “Of friendship,” an end in itself, an ethical ideal to which all the other conditions (equality, reciprocity, symmetry, love of justice and virtue, freedom) are both necessary and subordinate. While other relationships are mired in an exchange economy, the “gift” of love is incalculable: a relationship in which it is more valuable to give than be given to (as in Aristotle and Plato), in which gifts are freely given. Every gesture, act, or desire is perfectly reciprocal, as emphasized by the chapter’s frequent use of reflexive verbs, which in French bespeak an even closer identity than their English translations allow, for instance: “we sought each other.”13(The chapter insists on this being the nature of this “perfect” friendship between the two men. That it was an end in itself, therefore the model of an ethical relation, accords with its also being nonfungible (a view repeated in “On some verses of Virgil”) and incomparable, surpassing not only other forms of love, but even the ideals of the past.14 Its transcendence culminates in its being indefinable: “why I loved him, cannot be expressed.”15 This insistence on the sublime, fusional nature of this love occurs in a couple of sentences that bear closer attention, for they are at the heart of what to many readers seems so exceptional and moving about Montaigne’s narrative, and also of what is poignantly problematic about the representation. But before them, we need to return again to origins and to remember how the relationship began.

In Politiques de l’amitié Derrida reminds us of the three ancient conditions of extraordinary true friendship. It begins in full awareness of the possibility of death, “l’appréhension angoissée du deuil” (the anguished apprehension of mourning), “l’acte endeuillé de l’aimer” (the grieved act of loving);16 it begins with loving before being loved; and third, we need to know that being loved in return is (only) a miracle. These conditions, all forms of freedom, are preliminaries to the finding of symmetry, reciprocity, and equality, and they are embedded in the ethics of the classical source texts and play through Montaigne’s representation of his friendship. His commemoration is a “grieved act of loving”; loving preceded being loved, for Montaigne fell for the man who would become his beloved friend when he read his Discourse on Voluntary Servitude.17 Moreover he invokes the rhetoric of the sublime, the “I know not what,”18 thereby heading toward the miraculous, as well as reminding us of the “the miracle of being doubled.”19 Even though he offers that their friendship was meant to be—it was “fatale” (fateful), he dramatizes its miraculousness by also emphasizing that they met “par hazard” (by chance): it was meant to be, it might so easily not have been. But if its representation begins in classical themes and terms, Montaigne claims that it surpasses these models and is unique, and he must modify their lexis, grammar, and syntax. One aspect of this is the rhetoric of incomparability; another, more problematically, is the concept of fusion. Consider, now, the sentences mentioned earlier:

in the friendship I speak of, our souls mingle and blend with each other so completely that they efface the seam that joined them, and cannot find it again. If you press me to tell why I loved him, I feel that this cannot be expressed, [C] except by answering: Because it was he, because it was I.20

The fusion of souls may be a perfectly Aristotelian notion, but it also persisted in contemporary Italian and French love lyric. In its poetics and intensity Montaigne’s representation is akin to what we encounter in the writing of passionate love. If reciprocal love is a miracle, falling in love (to return to a theme familiar to Montaigne as a reader of Plato and Ovid, among others) is a form of madness. Not only a threat to, or beyond, a rational way of being, but, as Derrida’s “grieved act of loving” reminds, it is mad to fall in love when you know that the beloved may die and leave you. The combination of such concepts as two souls uniting and the agony of the survivor’s grief makes this unmistakably a chapter on love, even though its title (not alone among chapter titles in the Essays) only obliquely suggests this.

But this is not the poetry of erotic love, consummated or not; although it captures something of an “ideal” love Montaigne may have thought would last forever, it struggles with the concept of fusion, even while it seems to turn around it. The most intense moment of loving fusion describes its “quintessence,” which:

having seized my whole will, led it to plunge and lose itself in his; [C] which, having seized his whole will, led it to plunge and lost itself in mine, with equal hunger, equal rivalry. [A] I say lose, in truth, for neither of us reserved anything for himself, nor was anything either his or mine.21

The gift of love is to (be able to) lose oneself in the other, “I” and “you” transformed into a “we” that is not a plural. And yet in the sentence that celebrates this unique reciprocity and union of wills and desire (“having seized …”), a difference remains, for of its symmetrical clauses, the second is an afterthought, a [C] addition.

Expressing the point hyperbolically, I am suggesting that the writing of the chapter, an act of grieving loving, even a gift of love, is equally an act of reclaiming of self. As well as this moment of sameness into which difference creeps, Montaigne dwells at some length on the question of giving, offering a long classical example. Like Aristotle before him, Montaigne argues that the giver gains most, in that his friend gives “him the satisfaction of doing for him what he most wants to do.”22 Here we return to a calculable economy, not the beyond of complete loss (fusion) of identity. Fusion would supersede the gift by achieving identity (two become one); but a gift relationship exists between two, however harmoniously in love the two are. If there can be a true, free gift between two, there must, strictly speaking, be no reciprocity or obligation.23

Montaigne’s example is of a man who bequeathes his friends the role of care for his mother and daughter; essentially, the man’s own role. There was also, as we are reminded early in Montaigne’s chapter,24 a dying, loving gift for him; La Boétie gave him his writing. Montaigne originally wanted to incorporate the Discourse on Voluntary Servitude in his Essays—at their heart. “Of friendship” is a fall-back. It narrates not only the love story, but also Montaigne’s defense of his change of mind: to protect the Discourse from misreading by not publishing it, for fear of its being read, now the wars had taken hold, as an apology for tyrannicide, a text of hate. In its place, this chapter and, for a few years (but later removed), twenty-nine love sonnets written by La Boétie before his marriage. Removed? No room in Montaigne’s book, it seems, for the expression of so fugitive a love, “fleeting affections.”25 We might add, however judicious his assessment of the dangers of publishing the Discourse, he also thereby keeps the writing via which he fell in love with La Boétie all to himself. More generously put, this was an act true to the principle of friendship-love in that it exceeds all other (political, social, familial) obligation, such as putting into circulation a text that might still have done its readers good, by inviting them to reflect on the nature of sociality, which at its best would enable friendship or brotherly love (philia) to flourish.

However, in writing his chapter, this gift of love, Montaigne also gives love away. Love seems necessarily exclusive and irreducible, by his account: not even fully knowable within the couple (“I know not what”26), and not for others to know. And in this privacy, the beloved, one and only friend, is the only person with whom a secret can be shared. Since to share a secret is to betray it, how can this be? If we accept the fused identity of the two friends, we have the answer: “he is myself”.27 The ethics of the secret, explored with such finesse by Derrida in Donner la mort,28 and the ethics of the gift both meet their limit in language, for when they enter language they enter a system of exchange, aversive to their economy. Moreover, to enter language (as we all must) is a process of exchange, one in which we lose our (imaginary) singularity.29 Montaigne’s choice, to put into words the unique and singular love he felt for his friend, is more than the conversion of something that was inexpressible, incomparable into an aspect of an economy of exchange; it gives away the possibility of the secret. However, it is also recovery of livable, speaking subjectivity from the totally fused identity of “he is myself”—recognition of fusion as a fantasy of plenitude.

LOST OBJECTS

As a reader of Aristotle and Plato and the thinking their texts subsequently informed, Montaigne is as interested in theories of knowledge as in theories of love, and in their combination. They converge on theories—or perhaps more accurately, fantasies—of origin; the stories we tell ourselves to try to explain the sense of loss and lack that haunts us. Here I shall approach Montaigne’s loss of love and his desire to write obliquely, via lost objects, drawing together the versions with which Montaigne worked and more recent psychoanalytic thinking, to shed light on the self-other relationship that is, according to Aristotle, to be grounded in self-love: “the good man should be a lover of self.”30

“On some verses of Virgil” enjoys demystifying “love”: it’s only sexual desire. If we believe this to the letter, Montaigne is dismissing the theologies, philosophies, rhetoric, and aesthetics of love as illusory, compensatory, self-aggrandizing, and self-deluding narratives, elevating a merely evolutionary impulse. Of course, one of Montaigne’s paradoxically generous gifts to his readers is his capacity to tolerably disillusion us, inviting self-questioning and creative self-doubt; no less about love and its significance in our lives than about anything else. But this chapter can also accommodate a more Platonist definition, which allows a connection between sexual desire, virtue, and creativity: “love is the appetite for generation by the mediation of beauty.”31 Something of a scrambling of Socrates’s principle that we generate love for the beautiful (and thereby the good) by loving its reflection in a particular individual. Montaigne knows his Symposium and knows that in Plato’s account, sexual longings should be resisted in favor of pursuing the love of knowledge that the loving relationship between erastês (the loving one) and eromênos (the lovable) is designed to open up; “beauty” is both physical and the inspiration or site of longing for what is good.

Montaigne’s chapter keeps obliquely triangulating sexual desire, beauty, and love of knowledge, while persistently demonstrating the difficulty of finding so creative a meaning for sexuality. Take the following sentences:

If this natural violence of their [women’s] desire were not somewhat held in check by the fear and honour with which they have been provided, we would be shamed. The whole movement of the world resolves itself into and leads to this coupling. It is a matter infused throughout, it is a centre to which all things look.32

In the space of a few lines we find complacent repetition of a misogynist belief in the need for men to police women’s (excessive, savage) sexuality, seamlessly shifting into an Aristotelian mode that acknowledges sex’s essential significance. This sets human morality aside and reminds readers (who knew their Greek philosophers) of the fantasy of the coupling between form and matter, male and female principles, and of the (male, active) thinker coupling with the world about which he thinks, thanks to the harmony between his mind and the world. Form penetrates matter, and thinker his objects. Not Montaigne’s model; his thinker and his objects are engaged in a wonderfully fluid, transformative interchange: “both the judging and the judged being in continual change and motion.”33 While the use of present and past participles of the verb “to judge” to form the subject and object of the sentence conveys their interrelatedness, the ancient active-passive model (judging, judged) seems to linger: but the issue is more paradoxical, in fact. For Montaigne does not subscribe with any confidence to a belief in a harmony between his mind and the world, any more than to there being harmony, even a necessary connection, between his words and the world and the relationships in it about which he speaks and writes. Nor does he want to prolong the myth encoded in the idea of “one’s other half”: that love can heal an original split—Aristophanes’s split spheres that search to be remade whole (and beautiful).34 If originally there was wholeness, it is irredeemably lost. However, that realization does not make the fantasy of wholeness any the less powerful. Throughout “Of friendship” the desire for one-ness is equally a desire for plenitude; the second self is the other half: “only half of me seems to be alive now”, he laments.35 He seems to know that wholeness is a fantasy: his celebration-lament is prefaced by his friend’s death,36 and elsewhere, his confessional exploration of his erotic life is saturated with recognition of the lack of perfect satisfaction he finds in jouissance.

This is more than the “if only” of a grieving lover; what marks the chapter is ambivalence. However rich the theme of fusion, there are traces of (vestigial) singularity, nonetheless: a flurry of reflexive verbs in the center of the chapter yields to repetitions of “him” and “me.” The signs of identity are transmuted throughout the chapter, as if this relationship in some way freed them from the identities and obligations typically indexed by proper names. Although the chapter initially honors his friend by name, thereafter it vanishes, the absence of proper names conveying that in the time and space of this friendship, such givens were eclipsed. Nonetheless, the first-person singular pronoun identified with the writer is what dominates the Essays as a whole, this chapter not excepted. Moreover toward its end, fusion yields to an extravagant overvaluation of the beloved, as being infinitely the better of the two,37 and with it, recognition of their difference rather than identity. Then the chapter closes with a gesture of substitution: those twenty-nine sonnets will take the place of the text that Montaigne had wanted at the heart of his own writing, unpublishable for fear of it being misread. And elsewhere (in “Of diversion”) we encounter Montaigne finding a cure for his destitution on the loss of his beloved friend in the form of substitute love: not suggesting that the unique love proved to be substitutable, so much as acknowledging the self-love that drives love of the other. Through loss, he comes to understand something more about the relationship between lack, love, and self-love.

The conventions of the sonnet, through whose repetition one beloved comes to much resemble another (even in being described as incomparable) remind the reader of an abiding aspect of love: that, like it or not, our love objects are indeed substitutes (therefore substitutable): they assume the place of the lost object, the fantasy of “entire and perfect”38 love we never actually had, which lives with us in the lifelong search for the “soulmate,” for the one who knows our “truth.”39 Montaigne reminds us: “we sought each other before we met,”40 and understands that there was more to this than liking what they had heard about each other’s shared political and ethical ideals: that the “other” sought was an ideal of “self.”

To better understand the fantasy of entire and perfect love, which lived in Montaigne in his feelings for La Boétie (“he alone enjoyed my true image,”41)let us turn to the Narcissus narrative, in which themes of love of self and other and self-knowledge combine, and which draws together the ancient texts Montaigne knew and loved and psychoanalytic thinking about subjectivity, intersubjectivity, and the desire for knowledge.

RECOGNITION FOR NARCISSUS

Montaigne, Narcissus? Of course not; and for him, Narcissus stands as an example (along with Pygmalion) of the power of the senses to deceive us.42 The cardinal difference is not an absence of self-love but his drive to know himself, to lose his illusions, making way for disillusioned but loving self-knowledge: “he who knows himself … loves … himself before anything else.”43 Narcissus, on the other hand, loved himself without knowing it or himself. In Ovid’s narrative Tiresias prophesied that he would live long “si ne non noverit,” in Brookes More’s resonant translation, “if he but fail to recognize himself.”44 He would live so long as he never came face-to-face with himself? He would survive his self-love so long as he did not recognize that it was himself he loved? It was love that would be the end of him, for to be loved is to feel recognized? One way or another, recognition is at stake: the encounter with what is already in a sense known but hitherto unavailable, even lost. Frame’s translation of the Delphic “command” Montaigne invokes at the end of “Of vanity”: “Look into yourself, know yourself” occludes something of the original: “regardez dans vous, reconnoissez vous”45—re-cognize, recognize yourself. Know yourself, love yourself; the Delphic command is described as paradoxical not only because it seems to set troubling store on self, rather than turning away from egocentrism, but also because it involves self-love as well as self-knowledge, where the two are more commonly placed in opposition—self-love even considered the great obstacle to self-knowledge and knowledge of all that is beyond the self.

By that token, Montaigne’s declaration that “he is myself” is a delusion. But what Narcissus, the Delphic god and Plato between them, long before Freud and Lacan (among others) help us to understand is that, in love, self and other are confused.46 Whereas narcissism is often viewed negatively as the incapacity to love the other except as a mirror of one’s self-love, Montaigne’s “post-vanity” coupling of self-knowledge and self-love opens onto a more expansive reading of it, building on what will become Freudian and Lacanian acknowledgment of narcissism’s pervasive presence. They open the lens wider, to allow its more creative and sociable scope. To love in the other the self I want to be is not a trivial or fragile basis for love; it can also shape imaginative identification between aspects of self and other that foster compassion; and it can fuel desire for knowledge far beyond knowledge of the self.

But this keeps the definition of “self” in abeyance, and it is to its origins—for this is a story of origins as much as of love and loss—that we need now to turn, via Narcissus. For the question may be, not: does Narcissus recognize his reflection as himself, so much as: does he understand the process that forms the “self” in the first place? Montaigne inadvertently indicates that he thinks of the self that we spend our lives becoming as emerging from an original relatedness: writing (in “Of the affection of fathers for their children”) of his lack of interest in infants, he simultaneously acknowledges the relatedness that forms them,47 and his model of education reinforces his writing’s emphasis on the critically formative role of an understanding and compassionate tutor (see “Of the education of children”). His version of the infant seems akin to the Lacanian infant, who, before thought and fantasy have yet been differentiated, emerges into subjectivity by misrecognizing itself via its mirror image: a subject with only illusory, “imaginary” coherence and self-sufficiency—whose “self” derives from an “other” mistaken as “self.” Born into relatedness—the environment of care in which it was raised; formed out of relatedness both imaginary and verifiable; and in abiding search to recover relatedness in its most perfect form (illusion though this always was), whether in a narcissistic hunt for another self or in a search for what it lacks, apparently an other. But this other may be none other than a repetition of self: the self it wants to be (lack), the self it (believes it) was (unacknowledged lack and loss), or someone perceived as having once been part of the self—the illusory completely coherent self of the narcissistic infant (so, again, lack and loss, also unacknowledged).48 These unconscious confusions of self and other can work well enough; but on the whole, a “love” that neither negates the other’s otherness (not “he is myself”) nor clings to an imaginary fusion or illusion of plenitude, and that acknowledges that the object takes the place of a lost object, as of course does the subject, may be more creatively lived. The death of his loved one almost annihilated Montaigne, but from his destitution, differentiation emerged. No longer in an entranced reflexivity, he sees La Boétie as infinitely exceeding him; this is less the melodrama of Freud’s self-loathing melancholic than vital differentiation and, with it, an awakening to his own lack of self-sufficiency. Suffering, but free to seek another substitute (III, 4), and to commit himself to his own creation, his writing, which requires that he retreat from the nameless symmetry of this loving friendship in which each was “my brother” to each other.49 It also creates a jittery relationship with La Boétie’s name: used only once, early, in the commemorative chapter, and there attached to the writing, which we are told, at the end of the chapter, can no longer be at the heart of Montaigne’s own writing. And when his name returns in later chapters (which it will, albeit rarely), it is as the friend and the ideals he symbolized that are now lost. Irreplaceable, but displaced, existing in the text not in a state of reflexive identity with the author but as other, in that tense balance between recognition and love of the other and recognition and love of self that is perhaps endemic to relatedness.

The vicissitudes of love have taught Montaigne not only his lack of self-sufficiency; they may, as we shall see shortly, shape his ethics—an ethics of compassion and vulnerability. But before exploring that, we first need to negotiate an abiding variation on the theme of narcissistic love, love of one’s own creation. We are also now in a position to add another reading of Montaigne’s exclusion of La Boétie’s Discourse, beyond the desire to protect his friend’s writing: it is (not only but not least) love and its loss that have taught Montaigne to be skeptical about the possibility of philia as a societal ideal. The experience of the difficulties of loving the other when both their otherness and one’s own are more fully recognized may have been brought home to him, yielding to a more ambiguous and ambivalent vision. For all that Montaigne regrets that a consequence of the wars is that people’s identities (identifications, allegiances, and beliefs) are no longer clearly legible,50 the alternative—the tradition that all unite in one faith, one vision, under one king—may have masked an unwillingness to recognize the other’s otherness, instead always putting self first.

DECLARATIONS OF LOVE

I love all kinds of sauces51


I love good smells52


I love poetry53


I love poetry … infinitely54

I love Paris55


I love life56

I love simple, natural speech … I love … words which soften and moderate the rashness of our propositions: “perhaps” … “I think,” and the like.”57

Not an exhaustive list; Montaigne is liberal with such declarations of love, particularly for words and their seductive, enlivening, quickening force; he loves to be in communication. But he declares his love for human beings less readily, other than the declaration at the end of “Of presumption” of his love for his “adoptive” daughter and first editor, Marie de Gournay. An exception (for Montaigne) to her defective gender’s unfitness for the kind of love men can share, and moreover now an exception in that: “she is the only person I still think about in the world.”58 Scholars and editors have debated the authenticity of the passage;59 but why would Gournay be as narcissistic as her detractors imply? The passage records her approach to loving Montaigne initially in his writing, her awareness of his mortality (given his much greater age than her), and her loving before being loved, all of which mirrors his account of his (philosophically estimable) way of loving La Boétie. If narcissism is found in the passage, it is Montaigne’s; for all that these are legitimizing philosophical tropes, he writes of this love as a direct reflection of his own experience, as narrated in “Of friendship.” It is that remembered love that bears no declaration, although it is commemorated and grieved.

And, of course, this self is not the self as we understand it, and the modes of exploration, the preferred concepts and priorities, are not ours.60 Nonetheless, Montaigne’s celebration of experience and embodied thought, in all its rich particularity, its daring, and its acceptance of internal difference and enigma,61 may be approached via post-Freudian thought, if accompanied by precise awareness of difference and tensions. A key example is the process of sedimentation through which a selfhood, which incorporates the other, emerges in Montaigne’s writing. Self-love allows love of other (in self) along with the love of other that is encoded in the desire for knowledge—for Montaigne, an impassioned desire, not a detached philosophical attitude intent on universal truth, as the Essays demonstrate. Perhaps the joint celebration of self-love and self-knowledge gestures toward philosophy’s need for the forms of understanding that we may not reach without the experience of love? Before pursuing this idea further, there is a final instance of loving self and loving self-as-other or vice versa to consider: a form of narcissism that is, once again, philosophically sanctioned—and testament to the creative potential of a narcissistic impulse.

In “Of the affection of fathers for their children” we encounter Montaigne’s desire to be loved by his children.62 Ordinary enough: nonetheless a reminder of the concealed narcissism of parental love: the parent loves the self (s)he was in the child, as well as wanting to be loved by this variant of the self. But a greater love is reserved for his writing, “our other selves”63: “what we engender by the soul, the children of our mind, of our heart and our ability.”64 A trope, to be sure, originating in Plato, for whom such “children of the mind … immortalize their fathers,”65 and reworked less exaltedly by Aristotle. In the Nicomachean Ethics, discussing the supposedly paradoxical greater love that the giver feels for the reicipient of his gift than the recipient feels, he observes:

this is what happens with craftsmen too; every man loves his own handiwork better than he would be loved by it if it came alive; and this happens perhaps most of all with poets; for they have an excessive love for their own poems, doting on them as if they were their children.66

The reproach of excess is absent in an earlier comment: “all men are fonder of their own productions, as are parents and poets,”67 as echoed by Erasmus’s version in the Adages: “suum cuique pulchrum” (115)—to each his own is beautiful. Montaigne closes his lengthy reflections on the love of artists for their creations with a brief, weightless coda about excess, running a line between perverse parental love and Ovid’s Pygmalion, so “madly” smitten by his beautiful statue (Metamorphoses, X). But his main point, hailing Plato rather than Aristotle, ignores excess and promotes these parthenogenetic offspring as being more exact and authentic re-presentations of their originator (him) than flesh-and-blood children (see 353). Meanwhile, his stylistic aim is for his words to become “flesh-and-blood.”68 In this entrancing fantasy, love, imagination, and words all share magical power. What’s not to love? Self-love in the form of writing, teasing out meaning and what it is possible to know of both self and other, whether the external world and its phenomena, other beings, or his own otherness is Montaigne’s generous gift to unknown others, his readers.

THE PHILOSOPHER IN LOVE

Montaigne may have embarked on writing as a kind of therapy for the desolation into which he fell with the loss of La Boétie.69 In the thick of a discussion in “Of diversion” of the benefits of distraction from powerful passion, he touches on the desperate remedy of seeking a substitute as “solace.”70 But the generalization that “variation always solaces, dissolves and dissipates,”71 seems less eloquent than his insistence on the consoling force of his “regret” and the pleasure of remembrance (“forever performing his obsequies”),72 much as death seen “universally” (universellement) can be seen “nonchalantly” (nonchalamment) but in “detail,” “harasses me.”73 Memories return insistently, as suggested by the restless addition, subtraction, and repositioning of the “obsequies” referred to in “Of the affection of fathers for their children.” Writing and remembering together offer Montaigne more enjoyment than attempting to forget by “violent diversion,” and that this remains unfinishable, as does his writing, seems more persuasive than what are surely some of Montaigne’s oddest words about love: “I made myself fall in love.”74 His writing allows him to love otherwise, to go on loving his lost friend, to recover himself, and to open again into a more relaxed love of life.

“Of the education of children” and “On some verses of Virgil” are fine examples of Montaigne’s omnivorous curiosity, his passionate spirit of inquiry and routes toward potential understanding. All being well, the kind of education proposed in the former could go a long way toward producing the kind of compassionate and tolerant human (barring misogyny …) evident in the latter. Both chapters explore the desire for knowledge, its potential, and its limits; and both in different ways recognize the importance of love in forming an inquiring spirit, whose writing embraces the “leaps and gambols” (sauts et gambades) that Montaigne loves in poetry75 rather than the resolute logic and detachment of philosophical method and delivery. Both share the spirit of Plato’s Phaedrus (which comes to Montaigne’s mind here as he celebrates the leaps and gambols of his own writing). Both, in this respect, are interested in Socrates. Socrates the teacher, who, or so the redirection of the Symposium in the Phaedrus may suggest, can rethink the relationship between love of knowledge and love, allowing that love need not be given up for the pursuit of knowledge, but rather, that philosophical detachment is not necessarily the exclusive route to acquiring insight. It needs “poetry” (a metonym for literature) to supplement it and, along with poetry, its links with eros. Socrates the lover, as we shall shortly see, fails to understand that he is falling in love: what, therefore, does the philosopher’s wisdom require, if self-knowledge can really be claimed? To build an interpretation of the link between the different Socrates of these chapters, I need to turn, first, to Martha Nussbaum’s analyses of Plato’s texts; my argument here merely extends her interpretation to encompass Montaigne as an intermediate reader of the texts, skeptical about philosophical wisdom as a route to self-knowledge, and curious about aspects of the self beyond the philosopher’s ken.76

The aspect of the Symposium’s discussion of love, or loves plural, most relevant here is voiced by Alcibiades and Socrates (along with Diotima). Beautiful Alcibiades, invited to speak about love and wanting to tell the “truth,” speaks about his love for incomparable Socrates, about his longing to know him inside out, which echoes in “Of friendship.”77 Alcibiades speaks not as a philosopher, intent on universal truth or goodness, but as a lover, devoted to a particular truth; he speaks of the truth that love discovers. Socrates, however, is already convinced of Diotima’s vision of love as opening onto the ascent, from the love that physical beauty arouses, via beautiful forms, and therefore love of learning, to “learning what beauty really is”78—a vision much more assimilable to Christian thought than that of Alcibiades. But Socrates speaks for self-sufficiency and Alcibiades for relatedness.

For Nussbaum, the Symposium is a “cruel and terrifying book”79 in that it brings us to a choice between two visions—which we cannot make. Choose Alcibiades, who lives and speaks the “deep importance passionate love has for us” or choose Diotima and Socrates, choose “stable practical rationality … orderly and respectful goodness.”80 Plato’s text, she argues, does not allow us both; if we want the kind of philosophical understanding for which Socrates speaks, we must choose self-sufficiency; with Alcibiades, we risk the violence and disregard for truth and goodness that come with passion. Later, Nussbaum reads the Phaedrus as both allowing “a new view of the role of feeling, emotion, and particular love in the good life,”81 and not excluding poetic style from philosophy’s writing, and doing so performatively, enacting the value of the “madness” to which both poet and lover are subject—by which both are inspired. Here Socrates and Phaedrus, enjoying each other’s company as they exchange speeches about love and madness and beautiful speeches, are open to learning from each other: love has something to give philosophy, and vice versa. The sight of beauty, the “most lovable” thing in the world,82 arouses passion, but, as the extraordinary poetic narrative of the emergence of the soul’s plumage83 reminds us, it can inspire the flight of the “whole person towards the good.”84 Lovers are not necessarily in thrall to their own passion or the particular object of their desire; love can lead to growth and love of knowledge, each nurturing this in the other.85 In Nussbaum’s words: “the pairs of lovers … grasp the good and true not by transcending erotic madness, but inside a passionate life.”86 And this is no uniform ascent to goodness; it is lifelong risk, struggle, and vulnerability. This sounds very like the kind of love Montaigne describes himself as sharing with La Boétie, just as Plato’s acceptance in this text of the creative “interaction of sense, emotion and judgement”87 is reminiscent of Montaigne’s preference for passionate, embodied thinking rather than philosophy’s lofty heft and abstraction.

In “On some verses of Virgil,” having almost reached the end of his “confession” of how he lives sexed embodiment, Montaigne’s thoughts return to their starting point: the vulnerability, limits, humiliations of aging. Of course he still yearns for love; it is not the prerogative of youthful beauty, even if Montaigne has just made that case. “Love” alone is life-giving.88 He is thinking about passion, and there is no split between body and mind, passion and philosophy here; love will “restore to me … care for my person … take me back to sane and wise studies … reacquainting [my mind] with itself.”89 As in the Phaedrus, love reanimates intellect and action; Montaigne’s declaration of love for life in the last pages of the Essays insists that, as well as self-knowledge, love is vital to making possible the “most beautiful lives” (les plus belles vies),90 one such as his own. In the same breath he reminds of the particular care, the tenderness, that old age wants. To love life is to be open to its manifold possibilities, with a generous spirit, an appetite for what is new and other and a tender tolerance of what is unwelcome, or dully familiar. Not so different to the kind of love Montaigne longs for, to warm up both his blood and his soul,91 and in both, there is no split between emotion, mind, and body. Nor is there a distinction between love and self-love: love will restore his whole being, and self-love will help sustain it.

Perhaps the most tender moment in “On some verses of Virgil” is the description of Socrates, falling in love. “A touch, and an accidental one … to inflame and alter a soul cooled and enervated by age.”92 He is reading, his head on the shoulder of a young man Montaigne calls a “love object,” when love “bites” him. In the source text, Xenophon’s Symposium, he fails to realize what has bitten him until enlightened by a friend’s teasing (which draws him lovingly toward what he has difficulty acknowledging); but Montaigne elides the narrative: he implies recognition by having Socrates speak of his heart itching.93 This elision of how and what Socrates knew (of love) invites us to think of both reading and the body as sources of self-knowledge. It allows Socrates (the philosopher) more knowledge and self-knowledge than the original text; it becomes, instead, an instance of philosophical knowledge’s need to be supplemented by the kind of understanding that emotion enables. But both versions stay with the body, and Montaigne, more than Xenophon, celebrates Socrates’s embodiment, setting the body up as site of love and source of potential self-knowledge, and insists on the link between body and soul. Love’s touch enlivens the soul, and it is the combination of desire for love (erotic, not least) and love of knowledge, love, and philosophy, the enjoyment of body, mind, and soul that makes us human. Of course Socrates welcomed love’s touch, says Montaigne: “Socrates was a man, and wanted neither to be nor seem anything else.”94

In the end, what attaches Montaigne to life is perhaps less other human beings than love of interrelatedness per se; he embraces self-love together with self-knowledge as a good, and that self-love, which accepts his own otherness, is equally a source of the compassionate ethics and openness to others that flow through his writing: cannibals, the Jewish population of Castille, those condemned as witches, to name but a few. He did not claim to love (all) Huguenots; but his declaration that he hated no one may be believed.95 It was certain actions or qualities, such as cruelty, that he hated; moreover, his thinking, ethics, and emotions have in common a rejection of such binaries as love-hate, self-other. Montaigne’s refusal to identify with any wartime religious or political faction is symptomatic of his compassionate tolerance; but he went further, as illustrated by two glimpses in the Essays of how he lived his position.

Throughout the wars his house remained open to all who knocked: free entrance and exit, he reckoned, was his best protection: “mistrust attracts offence.”96 An ethics of hospitability, a metaphor for skeptical openmindedess; a form of love. One day, a neighbor arrived, seeking protection from attackers. Montaigne welcomed him, and then his men, in numbers. He realized his danger: his neighbor had designs on his property. But rather than rush to defend himself and his home, he continued to invite his enemies in, as if a principle of hospitability, enshrining ideals of sociability and the good life, was still possible—philia. Why his neighbor/enemy decided to give up his treachery was an enigma—all Montaigne learned was that it was something about his face and his openness.97 His fidelity to a principle imperilled by war perhaps revived it in the other, reducing his desire to dispossess him: the other’s hostility reconverted to a sense of relatedness between coexisting others: impoverished self-love’s destructiveness yielding to a more creative love that allows love of both self and other and imaginative identification with the supposed other. Neighborly love: a miracle for a skeptic?
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CHAPTER 35

MONTAIGNE ON MEMORY

ANDREA FRISCH

ONE of the things for which Michel de Montaigne is remembered today is his exceptionally bad memory. This view of the essayist is less the product of readers’ judgments than it is a repeated refrain within the Essays themselves. “Memory is a wonderfully useful tool, and without it judgment does its work with difficulty; it is entirely lacking in me,” announces Montaigne in “Of presumption.”1 “I am so good at forgetting,” he continues, “that I forget even my own writings and compositions no less than the rest.”2 Not only does Montaigne ceaselessly proclaim that his memory is weak; he seeks to claim this as one of his most outstanding qualities. “Of liars” opens with the declaration that “[t]here is no man who has less business talking about memory. For I recognize almost no trace of it in me, and I do not think there is another one in the world so monstrously deficient.”3

Montaigne’s denigration of his own memory is framed by a more general critique of the role he suggested that memory played in his social and intellectual milieu. In his wide-ranging survey of forgetting in Western literature, Harald Weinrich situates Montaigne as the inaugurator of a modern intellectual posture that denounces “mere” memory.4 The essays on education, in particular, make a strong distinction between rote memorization and a truly ethical engagement: in “Of pedantry,” he complains that “we labor only to fill our memory, and leave the understanding and the conscience empty.”5 In this, however, Montaigne ultimately subscribes to principles that had long been embraced by the intellectual elite, since the imperative to translate educational lessons into ethically embodied, lived experience was one of the fundamental tenets of both medieval meditation and Renaissance humanist modes of reading that were articulated in terms of memory.6

What had changed by Montaigne’s time was a constellation of concepts and practices associated with the memorable, or that which was “digne de mémoire.” The term “memorable” designates a conceptual amalgam of what is remembered, what could be or could have been remembered, and what should be or should have been remembered. Jean Nicot’s 1606 Thresor de la langue francoyse indicates the temporal scope of memory within traditional conceptions of the phrase “digne de mémoire,” which he glosses as both memorabilis and memorandus, both unforgettable and not to be forgotten.7 It thus embraces several different temporalities as well as several different aspects of memory that entail distinct relationships between the rememberer and the remembered. Renaissance humanists, however, increasingly began to think about memory from the specific standpoint of their relationship to ancient history. The Renaissance disparagement of mere memory, unlike its medieval counterpart, was accompanied by the postulate of the rediscovery of a previously “lost” secular past as a source for what was considered worthy of retaining as knowledge. The perception of the loss of the past, and the results of their attempts to recover it, eventually raised the question of the potential temporal contingency of criteria for what is worthy of memory.8

Although this was a pan-European phenomenon, the shape of debates about what was worthy of memory in Montaigne’s France, and Montaigne’s observations about knowledge, memory, and the historical record, have a special resonance for questions about memory that remain open today. Montaigne’s Essays are in many ways a reflection on the ongoing negotiation between the objects, aims, and uses of modern monumental memory, on the one hand, and postmodern plural memory, on the other.9


PARTIAL MEMORY

When Renaissance humanists began to privilege the secular historical record as a source of examples of moral, philosophical, and prudential wisdom, and to employ more scrupulously philological historiographical methods to recover that past, they did not thereby reject the basic principles of traditional memory that Montaigne endorses in his essays on education; rather, they expanded the purview of those principles. The practice of historians of imperial Rome made this transfer fairly easy, since they posited the unity of secular history under the Roman banner as the organizing principle of their accounts of the past, even as they promoted comparative analyses. A striking element of Polybius’s preamble to his Histories, for example, is its repeated observation that in his time, Rome’s dominance, granted by fortune, had “reduced all world affairs to one, and had obliged them to tend towards a common end.”10 This basic claim provides the still point from which he can simultaneously undertake comparative historical research and reach definitive conclusions about what is universally worthy of memory.

As long as the lessons to be drawn from history on matters of concern could be construed in more or less universal terms, as Polybius had done, historical memory could still be assimilated within the spatialized frameworks that we associate with the arts of meditative and rhetorical memory. That which was considered memorable—memorabilis—still coincided with that which was supposed to be remembered—memorandum; historical memory could therefore be constructed out of monuments that fulfilled the same function as the commonplaces of rhetoric or the loci that served as the privileged objects of meditation. The rest of the past, which had no special connection to memory per se, could safely be forgotten; there was no need to develop an art of memory for material that fell outside the bounds of what was “digne de mémoire.”

The Renaissance effort to recover the history of the ancient past with the aim of ethical edification initially reinforced rather than undermined this posture, since it posited a universe of shared values. Eventually, however, philological research, called upon to aid in the appropriation, embellishment, and ethical activation of secular material “worthy of memory” in the traditional sense, produced a surplus of historical knowledge whose “memorability” was increasingly difficult to articulate in ethical terms that were felt to be universally applicable.11 Whereas the material limitations on the preservation and dissemination of the memory of the past in manuscript culture, as well as the relative isolation of medieval scholarly communities, facilitated the loss and hence the slow, imperceptible forgetting of records of the historical past that could not be subsumed under the umbrella of that which was considered worthy of memory, Renaissance techniques developed to recover a lost historical past, and the technologies that supported and disseminated the abundant fruits of Renaissance historical research not only made it difficult establish a consensus on what was worthy of memory; they also made it difficult to ignore, or “forget,” those elements of the past whose memorability was controversial.12

Certainly, the conception of historical memory in terms of that which was more or less unproblematically worthy of memory survived well into the sixteenth century in France and elsewhere. As late as 1579, for example, in Historiographe du roy Nicolas Vignier repeats the old chestnut that Louis le Fainéant was so called because during his reign “il ne feit chose digne de memoire” (he did nothing worthy of memory).13 The fact that Vignier’s book does not include the events of Louis’s short reign appears to have constituted sufficient proof of the historian’s evaluation. Indeed, the hallmark of the traditional notion of “digne de mémoire” is its selectivity: it leaves a lot out by design.14

By contrast, many humanist scholars complained about the fragmented, incomplete state of historical archives; they wanted to know more about people and institutions that enjoyed little or no reputation in canonical sources, and they searched out accounts of history that included what previous writers had discounted or passed over in silence. This attitude initially grew out of a sense that classical sources had been unjustly neglected in the Middle Ages, and it led to efforts to recover the records of ancient Greece and Rome in particular, and to the monumentalization of the classical past. Eventually, however, philological inquiry oriented toward the recovery of the past brought up the question of what the classical sources had themselves neglected.

In France, ancient Gaul was a privileged object of research undertaken to recover the memory of that which had been forgotten by the ancients. The title of Guillaume Postel’s 1552 account of Gaulish history gives evidence of the gulf he perceived between the existing historiographical record and the “memorable”: L’histoire memorable des expeditions depuys le déluge faictes par les Gauloys ou Françoys depuis la France iusques en Asie, ou en Thrace & en l’orientale partie de l’Europe; A la fin est L’apologie de la Gaule contre les malevoles escripuains, qui d’icelle ont mal ou negligentement escript, & en apres Les tresanciés droictz du peuple Gallique, & de ses princes (1552). The same attitude was widely disseminated in literary circles via Joachim Du Bellay’s 1549 Deffense et illustration de la langue françoyse, in which the poet, seeking to defend his Gaulish ancestors against the charge of barbarism leveled at them in Roman historiography, asks himself why the deeds of the ancient Romans have been so famous for so long, and concludes that it is because there were so many Roman writers.15 The fact that Roman deeds were remembered, suggests Du Bellay, had less to do with their inherent “memorability” than with Roman efforts to record them.

As the works of Postel and Du Bellay suggest, such failures of historical memory were thought to have implications for questions as fundamental as that of the distinction between civilization and barbarism; remembering forgotten secular history would therefore entail profound moral, political, and social consequences that were expected to have immediate and significant effects. Instead of expanding, then, we could say that within the framework of such disputes, the temporal reach of the memorable, in fact, contracted, in that memorability was increasingly defined in terms of the present reception of the past rather than in terms of a “perpétuelle mémoire” (perpetual memory) that spanned past, present, and future. As the “memorable” began to encompass ever more material that lay outside the bounds of both ancient and medieval registers of what was “digne de mémoire,” the object of historical memory was implicitly positioned as contextual rather than perpetual. As a consequence, in the Renaissance, the question of memory and memorability was closely tied to debates about historiographical method.

The Renaissance sense that the “memorable” historical past could not simply be equated with the sum total of what had been deemed worthy of memory both emerged from and fueled the political and religious controversies of the period. As the enterprise of philological research developed, the question of what was “digne de mémoire” from the past took on a more explicitly disputatious or even iconoclastic cast. Setting the historical record straight had the potential to overturn historiographical monuments, from the Donation of Constantine to the story of the Trojan origins of the French, within the space of a generation. In this respect, nothing had more impact than the constellation of conflicts that surrounded the Reformation, in which partisans of rival confessions sought to buttress their political and theological positions by providing a secular history for them. Luther’s sola scriptura notwithstanding, Protestants in particular staked their claim that the Christian Church had strayed in significant ways from its origins on increasingly sophisticated historical research that purported to show the divergence between traditional memory and the “true” past, which was of course the only one truly worthy of memory.16 Such circumstances lent the claim to memorability an overtly polemic dimension: as what had been previously recorded was seen as importantly distinct from what should have been—and should be—remembered, the epithet “memorable” came to resonate as more openly contestational and less consensually descriptive.

Not surprisingly, in the France of the Wars of Religion, in which Montaigne composed and published his Essays, conflicts about what was memorable played out in histories of the wars themselves. The Protestant martyrologist Jean Crespin is particularly notable for his polemic appropriation of the term, in titles like that of his 1556 Histoire memorable de la persecution et saccagement du peuple de Merindole et Cabrières (Geneva, 1556)17 or that of the “Histoire memorable des cruautez enormes commises en la personne d’Antoine de Richeud” within the Histoire des martyrs.18 In the age of print, in the midst of civil war, the status of the memorable was liberally and frequently accorded to current affairs, since the intended addressee of most polemical accounts (which is to say, most accounts) of the wars was the author’s contemporaries, and the author was inevitably a firsthand observer or indeed a participant. The proliferation of eyewitness histories of the “troubles” had the effect of promoting unadulterated mémoires particulières to the ranks of that which was memorable on a much larger platform. Publications from the 1570s, 1580s, and 1590s, such as the Recueil des choses memorables faites et passées pour le faict de la religion et estat en ce royaume, the Memoires de l’Estat de France sous Charles IX, contenans les choses plus notables faites et publiees tant par les Catholiques que par ceux de la Religion, and the Mémoires de la Ligue … comprenans en six volumes ou recueils distincts infinies particularités memorables des affaires de la Ligue depuis l’an 1576 emphasized their inclusivity rather than their selectivity.19 It now seemed possible to suggest that everything was potentially memorable, right down to infinies particularités. The ever-expanding elaboration of “choses mémorables” had served to turn the terrain of memory into a vicious battlefield.

THE VICISSITUDES OF MEMORY

This is the context into which I wish to set Montaigne’s reflections on memory in the Essays. While it is easy to see how this situation could foster cultural and historical relativism, as well as philosophical skepticism, Montaigne explores the possible consequences of skepticism and relativism for the status of memory and the memorable, consequences with which we have yet to come to terms today.

Montaigne never invokes the ethically unifying potential of a consensus on what is memorable; rather, he questions the degree to which ethical relations depend on memory at all. In “Of liars,” Montaigne explicitly divorces his moral status from that of his memory, complaining that his friends erroneously consider his faulty memory “un défaut de conscience” (a lack of conscience).20 In the same essay, he lists the ethical advantages his bad memory grants him, among which are that it makes him less ambitious and less inclined to hold a grudge. For Montaigne, the “memorable” was no longer a reliable signpost of the moral. “I perceive that in the strife that is tearing France to pieces and dividing us into factions, each man labors to defend his cause,” he notes; “but even the best of them resort to dissimulation and lying.”21 Rather than promoting ethical behavior or reinforcing a sense of community, the appeal to the memorable in civil war France served only contestation and dispute. Seen from this angle, it is hardly surprising that the essayist associates claims to memorability with mendacity, and that his embrace of forgetfulness implicates the ethical claims of a discourse of the memorable in ways that go beyond the critique of exemplarity.

If, as I have suggested above, the contentious cast of Renaissance notions of the memorable are rooted in humanist pretentions to offer a “corrected” version of virtually all aspects of the record of the past, the French Wars of Religion remained a privileged object of Montaigne’s reflections on the status to be accorded historical events. It was clear to Montaigne that not everything that seemed to his contemporaries to be memorable was in fact “digne de mémoire” in any universal sense:

Seeing our civil wars, who does not cry out that this mechanism is being turned topsy-turvy and that the judgment day has us by the throat, without reflecting, that many worse things have happened, and that ten thousand parts of the world, to our one, are meanwhile having a gay time?22

Even if, based on his reading of history, he characterizes the vices of the warring French as unprecedented (in “Of cruelty”), unlike the polemicists, Montaigne never dubs such phenomena “memorable.” The sheer diversity and variety of history in fact teaches the opposite lesson:

So many humors, sects, judgments, opinions, laws, and customs teach us to judge sanely of our own, and teach our judgment to recognize its own imperfection and natural weakness, which is no small lesson. So many state disturbances and changes of public fortune teach us not to make a great miracle of our own.23

The French experience is not, in the end, extraordinary; if it is memorable, it is only in the sense that all history is memorable for its potential to refine our judgment.

But we need to know history in all of its polyvalent multiplicity in order to understand this. It might therefore seem at this point that we rejoin the polemicists via another path: in a universe of vicissitudes, virtually everything would appear to be equally “digne de mémoire.” This is certainly one way in which the Essays have been read, as a vehicle that grants contingent quotidian experience the dignity of memorability as a worthy object of contemplation. But for Montaigne the historian as well as for Montaigne the autobiographer, the vicissitudes of secular history and the minutiae of autobiography that provide the material necessary to our understanding and evaluation of our own moral standing do not function as monumental examples. Quite the contrary: the expansion of the purview of the memorable exposes the potential shortcomings of the traditional concept of memorability as a stable arbiter of ethical conduct, and it brings to the fore the often violent conflict upon which claims of memorability are established. Montaigne recognized the existence of competing memories both at home and abroad (in particular in the New World; see “Of coaches”); yet he does not therefore propose that we monumentalize the memory of any particular faction or civilization, whether it be that of the victors or that of the victims. Indeed, he suggests that one of the primary lessons the study of history teaches us is, quite simply, that most of history is forgotten: “So many names, so many victories and conquests, buried in oblivion, make it ridiculous to hope to perpetuate our name by the capture of ten mounted archers and some chicken coop known only by its fall.”24 The human claim to memorability is not only philosophically and morally pernicious; it is also simply ridiculous and untenable, as the ever-expanding historical record paradoxically shows.

RISKING OBLIVION

In the context of Renaissance research into the historical past, the status of the memorable was inevitably evaluated from the perspective of the contemporary who looks back in time, sees gaps, and seeks to fill them—to restore and to rectify memory. Within religious polemics, the threat of disappearance or “forgetting” was much more immediate, and the imperative to tell one’s side of the story, in all its infinite detail, therefore all the more urgent, but the underlying dynamic is the same.25 In both of these cases, that of the alienated humanist and that of the polemicist writing for his life, the remedy is to extend the realm of the memorable ever further, casting a light on all that previous historical monuments have overshadowed in order to reveal lost civilizations, recognize military losers, defend persecuted minorities, and discover an ever-expanding cast of “historical” personages.

Though Montaigne also emphasizes the inevitable shortcomings of the historical record, he does not derive from them an impulse to erect new and improved historical monuments. Rather, he prefers to insist that historical conservation is above all a matter of chance: “To what but to fortune do Caesar and Alexander owe the infinite greatness of their renown?”26 Fortune is here not merely the agent of historical causality (as she is in, say, Polybius); for Montaigne, the more important lesson is that fortune governs both the production and the reception of historical memory. Du Bellay saw in this contingency the opportunity to redefine the terms of what was “digne de mémoire”; Montaigne, however, draws a very different lesson from it. Whereas Du Bellay complained that the sheer multitude of Rome’s writers (its “si grande multitude d’écrivains”) dominated historiography and thereby shaped historical memory according to Roman values, Montaigne’s perspective posits a vast realm of past history that is forever lost to us, regardless of how much research we undertake. In contrast to Du Bellay or Postel, he does not complain that particular histories have been distorted; rather, he insists on how much has simply been forgotten: “Why, even of the Romans and the Greeks, amid so many writers and witnesses of so many rare and noble exploits, how few have come down as far as our time!”27

The perception that large swaths of history are lost to him and his contemporaries does not incline Montaigne to lead the charge for more and better philological methods; instead, he appears to assume that much of what is being written in his day will, mutatis mutandis, be lost to future generations. All that had been recently learned about the past, intimates Montaigne, was proof positive of the human capacity to forget. In this way, Montaigne’s refusal to monumentalize any particular moment or moments in history leads him to reject the monumentalization of memory itself.

At direct cross purposes to Du Bellay, Montaigne refuses to relinquish any control over virtue (bien faire) to the memory of virtue (here, not even bien dire, but the bare report of any eyewitness or histôr), which had ceased to function as a marker of moral authority for him. Montaigne addresses the inevitable futility of the attempt to erect a truly ethical discourse of the memorable directly in the opening passage of “Of glory”: “it is to God alone that glory and honor belong; there is nothing so remote from reason as for us to go in quest of it for ourselves.”28 Whereas God’s glory is a thing that inheres in God, Montaigne assimilates secular glory to historical reputation (le nom). He thereby concludes that secular glory is a function of historical memory and that it is distinct from, and even in tension with, virtuous conduct. He suggests that it is ill-advised to yoke virtuous action too tightly to notions of the memorable, the notable, or the remarkable:

Those who teach the nobility to seek honor only in valor—as if what is not noted were not honorable [Cicero]—what do they gain thereby but to instruct them never to hazard themselves unless they are seen, and to take good care that there are witnesses who can bring back news of their valor?29

Montaigne is thus not primarily concerned with the production of historical memory (which is where polemical historians in general seek to intervene) but with its transmission and reception. It is important to note that he does not characterize the vicissitudes of reception in purely material or technological terms. In “Of glory,” if he asks, “Do we think that at every harquebus shot that touches us, and at every risk that we run, there is promptly a clerk to record it?” he concludes that “a hundred clerks could write it down, whose commentaries will last only three days and will come to no one’s sight.”30 Even if we could have a witness to every bit of history—that is, even if the members of a community could agree, in the present, what is “digne de mémoire” and had the means to record it—this would not ensure that our accounts of the past-to-be would be considered worth consulting by future readers. There was and is no way to predict what interests the future might have in the past, such that it is impossible to anticipate what sorts of records will be desired or how existing records will be interpreted. Indeed, Montaigne goes so far as to assert that “it will be a lot if a hundred years from now people remember in a general way that that in our time there were civil wars in France.”31 This is most emphatically not a lament about the lack of published records of the troubles, for, as Montaigne asks in “Of vanity,” “When did we write so much as since our troubles began?”32 Rather, it is a reflection on the instability of the claim to memorability as a marker of moral and ethical value, and thus as a guarantor of cultural continuity.33

This is why Montaigne ultimately refuses to make any claims for the memorability of his Essays. He introduces his book as a means by which his close friends and relatives could remember him, and he suggests that his is the kind of book he would like to have from his forefathers: “What a satisfaction it would be to me to hear someone tell me, in this way, of the habits, the face, the expression, the favorite remarks, and the fortunes of my ancestors!”34 The ostensible intimacy of this project allows Montaigne to avoid the pitfalls of monumental memory; he is “not building here a statue to erect at the town crossroads, or in a church or a public square.”35 Yet the refusal of a more public monumentality does not simply entail a reversion to the genealogical memory of the clan. Even within this restricted sphere, Montaigne acknowledges that future generations may not have any interest in him. “If my descendants have other tastes, I shall have ample means for revenge: for they could not possibly have less concern about me than I shall have about them by that time.”36 Granting future readers—indeed, even his own kin—the freedom to forget him, Montaigne contemplates and accepts, with remarkable equanimity, the ever-present potential of the descent into oblivion.

REDEFINING DIGNITY

Montaigne’s views on these matters were not widely shared. His discussion of glory is a far cry from that of Machiavelli, for example, who declared that his prince should set “unusual examples” that would be “much spoken about,”37 and who saw the vicissitudes of secular memory as a potential source of opportunistic advantage for the savvy ruler. It goes without saying that Machiavelli’s prince would not waste his time performing “virtuous” deeds (in the Machiavellian sense) that nobody witnessed. And it would not be difficult to show that Machiavelli’s advice was and continues to be cited far more often than that of Montaigne, whether it be directed at princes or at paupers.

The Machiavellian exploitation of memory would seem to be all the more prevalent in the digital age, and all the more difficult to arbitrate. Andreas Huyssen notes that today, “the clashing and ever more fragmented memory politics of specific social and ethnic groups raise the question whether forms of collective consensual memory are even still possible today, and, if not, whether and in what form social and cultural cohesion can be guaranteed without them.”38 Scholars of digital memory use terms such as “perfect” or “comprehensive” memory to characterize the archive that is being created on this platform.39 Others point to the “democratization” of memory thanks to the Internet.40 What attitude might we assume toward these proliferating and inevitably conflicting contributions to the collective memory bank? In the midst of the French Wars of Religion, Montaigne’s Essays are in many ways a response to this question.

The Essays provide a model of a deep, and deeply dialogical, engagement with plural memories. Although Montaigne records a wealth of perspectives on the human condition, he puts forward no prescriptive admonishments about what the reader must remember. At the same time, and indeed for the same reason, his work invites and indeed requires patient study and intense scrutiny. When Montaigne notes that “what is useful to [him] may also by accident be useful to another,” he does not presume to spell out just what in his book might be useful, or how, or to whom.41 That is for the individual reader to discover. And the only way to discover it is by sounding the work in as much of its contingent particularity and rich detail as we are able. “In such an occupation,” writes Montaigne, “if you will not give a man a single hour, you will not give him anything.”42

Montaigne asks us to extend that kind of attention to all of history, in all times and all places—not in order to fashion new and different monuments (to ourselves, to our nation, to oppressed peoples, to our family and friends) but to expand and enrich our sense of the possibilities of and limitations on the ethical life on earth. This kind of attention to the past as, in general, worthy of memory is not the same thing as a reverence of the past. One of the main reactions to the Renaissance debunking of the earlier historiography on which claims to monumental memorability were erected was, as we have seen, the construction of alternative monumental histories.43 We can recognize this posture in current European efforts to establish a collective consensus about major conflicts of the twentieth century.44 According to this framework, the memorable must be universalizable, whether as truth, as consensus, or as law. Montaigne, by contrast, unequivocally rejects this approach to memory. The past should not become a dictator; plural pasts should be approached as potential interlocutors, and the conversation must remain open.

Perhaps paradoxically, the monumentalization of memory, and, in particular, of memory as history or as historical authority, always risks obscuring the particularity of memory.45 This is in fact precisely the lesson that emerges from Renaissance research into the monumentalized classical past. While monuments might seem to make history more visible, they frequently block large swaths of it from view or overdetermine our perspectives on the spaces they occupy. Moreover, the more firmly established such monuments become, the more they are vulnerable to appropriations that are not grounded in the deep attention that Montaigne accords to the objects of his research. The value of the engagement with the past—which is another way to say, its memorability—depends on the depth and intensity of the attention we pay to the pasts we study, and not simply on the quantity of information we absorb. The productive survival of memories depends on the depth of our attention to them.

The global reach of digital communication can promote the construction and dissemination of memorial assemblages and juxtapositions that, while they might seem “Montaignian,” do not probe the relationships they thereby establish in any sustained way. The study of memory, or of plural memories, cannot enrich the present if it consists only of skimming the surface (or “surfing” the web). One has to dive deeper, into the flowing current of memory, if one hopes to retrieve anything profitable in the Montaignian sense. And one must keep in mind that Montaigne’s reflections on the incompleteness of the historical record are still pertinent:

The fortunes of more than half the world, for lack of a record, do not stir from their place, and vanish without duration. If I had in my possession all the unknown events, I should think that I could very easily supplant those that are known, in every kind of examples.46

We can have no pretention to take the full measure of the memorable based on the digital archive.47

With this in mind, we can return to Montaigne’s own engagement with both the classical past and the events of his time. As any reader knows, Montaigne does not omit mention of all canonical lieux de mémoire in his essays. Montaigne remembers quite a lot and considers quite a lot worth remembering.48 Yet Montaigne’s engagement with historical memory positions memory as neither transcendent nor monumental. Montaigne’s references and quotations serve as provisional, dynamic way stations of memory without every being positioned as stable loci. “I quote a friend of mine as readily as Aulus Gellius or Macrobius,” he notes.49 Not at all the object of an “art” of memory, Montaigne’s experience of the memorable is portrayed as instinctive, organic, and affective.50 In “Of vanity,” Montaigne explicitly assimilates his relationship to classical Rome to the amalgam of memory, friendship, and social intercourse that links him with his dead father:

I have had the abilities and fortunes of Lucullus, Metellus and Scipio more in my head than those of any of our men. They are dead. So indeed is my father, as completely as they; and he has moved as far from me and from life in eighteen years as they have in sixteen hundred. Nevertheless I do not cease to embrace and cherish his memory, his friendship, and his society, in a union that is perfect and very much alive.51

Such attachments, which are ethical and affective as well as intellectual, are the basis both of Montaigne’s writing and of his reading.

The Essays are an illustration of a memory network constructed out of a deep yet perpetually open engagement with the various sites it links. They are thus as “mediatized” as any digital publication. It is not hard to imagine Montaigne embracing contemporary digital technology and reveling in the personal minutiae that it allows one to track. More information about more times, places, and peoples is now available to more people than ever before, and Montaigne would surely have taken advantage of the expanded store of material on which to train his curious eye. If we think about history and memory in terms of dynamic networks in which material from disparate traditions is brought together for the mutual enrichment of all, then the digital platform can only enhance the endeavor. We can recognize that the kind of memory that digital networks facilitate is unstable, dynamic, and polyvalent in a way that Montaigne’s Essays both perform and endorse. This is why, in their commitment to probing both the depth and the range of human experience, Montaigne’s Essays remain a record of and a template for productive ways to imagine the dignity of memory in our own age of variety and vicissitude.
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CHAPTER 36

MONTAIGNE ON CURIOSITY

ZAHI ZALLOUA

CURIOSITY for Montaigne is an elusive concept. His reflections on this religiously and philosophically loaded term require in-depth consideration. As a Renaissance author, Montaigne inherits a long and multifaceted critical discourse on the question of curiosity.1 Many ancient philosophers embraced it as a natural desire to know, yet others worried about the challenges it posed for self-mastery. Medieval religious thinkers tended to evaluate it negatively, out of concern for its potential to distract and remove the individual from his or her spiritual path. These various strands of thought often blend in the Essays, since Montaigne’s project can be understood in part as secularizing Christian concepts by reading them in tandem with pagan thought. One of the influences on Montaigne’s writing and his approach to curiosity is arguably the notion of Christian humilitas. In his critique of intellectualism, Dutch humanist Desiderius Erasmus played an important role in the development of what became known as Christian skepticism, an attitude of humility before the unknowability of the world.2 We can clearly observe the extension of this anti-intellectualism in Montaigne’s “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” in which the essayist registers his doubts regarding the possibility of ever attaining truth: “Truth is engulfed in deep abysses where human sight cannot penetrate.”3 In “Of the art of discussion,” Montaigne reasserts his view that truth is a task of divine proportions: “we are born to quest after truth; to possess it belongs to a greater power.”4 Tying curiosity to Christian humility and skepticism would seem to complicate, if not simply rule out, any positive evaluation of curiosity and its limitless epistemic appetite.

The aim here is to first contextualize Montaigne’s attitude toward curiosity by looking briefly at the mixed reception of curiosity in ancient and medieval discourses before turning to how early modern figures conceived of curiosity as, in large part, a danger to humanist, religious, and/or philosophical ideals of the period. I will then turn to Montaigne’s musings on curiosity, showing how his essaying, or essayistic doing, puts the author paradoxically at odds with his own dismissive remarks, or constative description, of curiosity. The essay form—a form that illustrates and enacts a curious will or “spirited mind”—will also be considered in the discussion of Montaigne’s transvaluation of curiosity.

CURIOSITY AND ITS DISCONTENTS

In the first line of Metaphysics, Aristotle affirms curiosity to be a natural impulse: “By nature, all men long to know.”5 Desiring knowledge is not something foreign but rather essential to human beings. Yet the term curiosity alone does not quite capture what Aristotle, and Plato before him, valued in this desire to know, since it makes no reference to what is actually being pursued, that is, to the object of curiosity. It is more accurate to speak of intellectual curiosity, or a cognitive passion, a “feeling of wonder” that awakens the lover of wisdom. “The feeling of wonder,” writes Plato in the Theaetetus, naturally belongs to the philosopher, and “philosophy has no other starting-point.”6 If intellectual curiosity is desirable for its promise of knowledge, curiosity—removed from any sense of self-care or concern for the good life7—is “ridiculous” and thus to be avoided. For example, Socrates, in responding to Phaedrus on a common topic concerning the credibility of myths, states: “I must first know myself, as the Delphian inscription says; to be curious about that which is not my concern, while I am still in ignorance of my own self, would be ridiculous.”8

The value of intellectual curiosity—the desire for abstract knowledge, such as the order of the cosmos, and the contemplation of the Forms—was not universally upheld, especially by the Hellenistic philosophers, such as Epicurus, who sought to give more emphasis to the therapeutic dimension of philosophy, seeing “intellectual curiosity” as “the disastrous drive that misleads us into violating the boundary settlement between the human and the divine sphere.”9 Augustine goes much further in his condemnation of curiosity, treating it as lustful (“the lust of the eyes”) and distracting—a vain desire “masked under the title of knowledge.”10 In short, curiosity is a sign or reminder of our fallenness.

But to be clear, Augustine was not against knowledge as such, only a knowledge, spurred by “the disease of curiosity [morbo cupiditatis],”11 that aimed to decenter God as the sole authority in matters of knowing. Curiosity is therefore both excessive and deficient. It feeds one’s hubris, and because it strives after natural phenomena, that is, works of nature that are useless or do not concern us, it lacks a proper object of investigation. These knowers foolishly fetishize their improper objects of knowledge. Narcissistically thirsting for knowledge for its own sake (“men desire to know for the sake of knowing”12), they neglect, in turn, questions of salvation and faith.

After Augustine, it becomes commonplace to depict curiosity as a vice and to associate it with vanity, impiety, or evil (vana curiositas, impia curiositas, mala curiositas). This meaning carries well into the Renaissance. In chapter 9 of Rabelais’s Pantagruel, we encounter for the first time the trickster Panurge, whose pathetic state solicits from the Christian humanist Pantagruel the following generous explanation: “By my faith, it’s only fortune that’s made him poor, because I swear that nature made him in some rich and noble mold, and the bad luck that often befalls people with curious minds has reduced him to such beggary.”13 Panurge’s condition is not the result of an ontological wickedness but stems from his ontic weakness and fallibility—or simply, his curiosity.

Montaigne’s contemporary Pierre de Ronsard deploys the vice of curiosity for an altogether different end. Moving from ethics to politics (without sacrificing the demands of aesthetics, the imperative of delectare), Ronsard, in Discours des misères de ce temps (Discourse on the miseries of these times), tells the story of how curiosity corrupted the minds of the Protestants during the Wars of Religion. In Ronsard’s poetic universe, Jupiter sends France a Monster named Opinion (“a plague of the human race”) that overwhelms the curious mind of the theologians: “By strange means she took up lodging / In the office of the theologians / Of these new Rabbis, and confused their courage / With a diverse array of a hundred new passages / To punish them for being too curious / And for having scaled the heavens like giants.” The allegorical message is quite clear: it is at once mad and foolish—a “curious audacity”—to question the status quo and the faith and authority of the Catholic Church.14

In the seventeenth century, suspicion of curiosity continues. Blaise Pascal, in Augustinian fashion, defines “restless curiosity” as “the principle malady of man;”15 it is vanity, self-love, the stuff of idle chat.16 He affirms: “Pride.—Curiosity is but vanity. Most frequently we wish to know but to talk. Otherwise we would not take a sea voyage in order never to talk of it, and for the sole pleasure of seeing without hope of ever communicating it.”17 In Rule 4 of the Regulae, René Descartes takes stock of curiosity’s epistemic deficiencies, stressing its lack of method: “So blind is the curiosity with which mortals are possessed that they often direct their minds down untrodden paths, in the groundless hope that they will chance upon what they are seeking.”18 Being subjected to the vagaries of chance, curiosity thus proves ineffectual and useless for the philosopher in search of certainty and mastery.

To sum up, curiosity’s champions praise its naturalness or intrinsic relation to knowledge production; its critics object to curiosity’s fetishization of novelty, to its egoistical underpinning, and/or to its limited, if any, epistemic value.


CURIOSITY’S OTHERS: SIMPLICITY AND NONCHALANCE

In his Essays, Montaigne avows his preference for “incuriosity”19 and credits Christianity for its suspicion of curiosity, for its recognition of its vicious origins:

Christians have a particular knowledge of the extent to which curiosity is a natural and original evil in man. The urge to increase in wisdom and knowledge was the first downfall of the human race; it was the way by which man hurled himself into eternal damnation.20

Men do not know the natural infirmity of their mind: it does nothing but ferret and quest, and keeps incessantly whirling around, building up and becoming entangled in its own work, like our silkworms, and is suffocated in it.21

At times, however, Montaigne does more than record the ill-effects of curiosity. He looks for antidotes to this vice, for virtuous ways to counter its seemingly irresistible pull. Two candidates emerge: simplicity and nonchalance.

In “Of cannibals,” Montaigne contrasts the ideal of simplicity with the interpretive excesses of curiosity. At the heart of the New World (mis)encounter, Montaigne tells us, lies European curiosity: “I am afraid we have eyes bigger than our stomachs, and more curiosity than capacity.”22 Against the figure of the curious subject, Montaigne introduces its antithesis, his servant, a man who has participated in a failed colonizing expedition. Montaigne describes his informant—his eyewitness—as “a simple, crude fellow—a character fit to bear true witness; for clever people observe more things and more curiously, but they interpret them.”23 Unlike the totalizing approach of the cosmographers,24 who necessarily deform their object of study by their violent act of interpretation, Montaigne, with the help of his servant, seeks out an account of the cultural other that remains naively faithful to the latter’s being. Montaigne’s portrait of the cannibal, in its desire for impartiality, is modeled after the author’s wish for genuine topographers of the New World: “We ought to have topographers who would give us an exact account of the places where they have been.”25 What an exact account of the Native American leaves out is precisely the distorting effects of curiosity.

In “Of coaches,” however, Montaigne leaves simplicity behind, revealing that curiosity is not only a European problem. Commenting on the successful conquest of the Aztecs and Incas, by the conquistadores, Montaigne writes:

For as regards the men who subjugated them, take away the ruses and tricks that they used to deceive them, and the people’s natural astonishment at seeing the unexpected arrival of bearded men, different in language, religion, shape, and countenance, from a part of the world so remote, where they had never imagined there was any sort of human habitation, mounted on great unknown monsters, opposed to men who had never seen not only a horse, but any sort of animal trained to carry and endure a man or any other burden; men equipped with a hard and shiny skin and a sharp and glittering weapon, against me who, for the miracle of a mirror or a knife, would exchange a great treasure in gold and pearls, and who had neither the knowledge nor the material by which, even in full leisure, they could pierce our steel; add to this the lightning and thunder of our cannon and harquebuses—capable of disturbing Caesar himself, … without other arms at the most than bows, stones, sticks, and wooden bucklers; people taken by surprise, under color of friendship and good faith, by curiosity to see strange and unknown things: eliminate this disparity, I say, and you take from the conquerors the whole basis of so many victories.26

Curiosity, which paralyzed the Aztecs and Incas, lead to the triumph of Cortés. This inability to contain their curiosity becomes a philosophical lesson for Montesquieu. He offers us a thought experiment:

If a Descartes had come to Mexico one hundred years before Cortés; had he taught the Mexicans that men, such as they are, cannot be immortal; had he made them understand that all the effects of nature are a series of laws and communications of movements; had he made them recognize in the effects of nature the shock of bodies rather than the invisible powers of spirits: Cortés, with a handful of men, would never have destroyed the vast Mexican empire, and Pizzarro, that of Peru.27

Rational philosophy functions as an antidote to excessive curiosity. Montesquieu’s reference to Descartes is quite apt. The movement from curiosity to astonishment is analogous to the one from “wonder” (admiration) to “astonishment” (étonnement). In The Passions of the Soul, Descartes pathologizes astonishment, conceiving of it also as a “malady,” or, as he puts it concisely, “an excess of wonder which can never be anything but bad.”28 Curiosity without a method is, at best, useless and, at worst, disastrous. Is astonishment, like curiosity, then, to be categorically avoided? Or is there more hesitation on the part of Montaigne?

In “Let business wait till tomorrow,” Montaigne reviews these problems and tries out different responses, notably testing how nonchalance functions to counterbalance curiosity’s excesses. Drawing from Plutarch’s example of Rusticus, the essay considers the benefits of self-denial as a means for relating to curiosity. While attending Plutarch’s public lecture, Rusticus received a letter from the Emperor but delays opening it out of consideration for the speaker, whom he did not wish to interrupt. Plutarch appreciates Rusticus’s self-possession, and Montaigne agrees, commenting, “He was right to praise the composure of Rusticus.”29 The essayist deems the action worthy of praise first because it displayed resistance to curiosity, to an unruly appetite (a “greedy and gluttonous passion for news”30) that plagues society. What also interests Montaigne, however, is not merely Rusticus’s self-mastery, but also his respect for others—both for Plutarch himself and for the other audience members. Rusticus’s delay demonstrates “his civility and courtesy in not having wanted to interrupt the course of his lecture.”31 In refusing to yield to his curiosity Rusticus thus matches Stoic self-care with a care for others.

Yet Montaigne complicates this judgment by raising an additional concern: Is it in fact prudent to postpone opening a letter from the Emperor? In doing so, does not Rusticus fail to meet his responsibility to the letter writer? By raising these questions, Montaigne points out that delaying to open a letter is neither morally good nor bad in itself. To evaluate Rusticus’s act, we must consider additional factors: the origins of the letter, Rusticus’s motivations for not opening it immediately, and his public status. We know that the letter came from the Emperor. Rusticus’s motivations, Montaigne suggests, were altruistic, an expression of “civility and courtesy.” Yet Montaigne states emphatically that wisdom would have dictated that he open the letter on the spot: “For one who receives letters unexpectedly, and especially from an emperor, it might well be very harmful to defer reading them.”32

Here Montaigne’s critique of curiosity changes direction, shifting to a critique of nonchalance, “the vice contrary to curiosity”33 of which Rusticus is guilty (and perhaps also Montaigne himself, who admits he “clearly lean[s] by temperament” toward this inclination34). While resisting curiosity, Rusticus, Montaigne suggests, ended up erring too far by acting nonchalantly—an error that, as Montaigne then points out, has resulted in the downfall of rulers. The title of the essay itself, a Greek proverb, serves as a warning example: Archias, a tyrant of Thebes, who, after receiving a letter during his supper informing him of a plot to murder him, foolishly put off opening it with the words, “Let business wait till tomorrow.” Yet the way in which this example relates to Rusticus’s case remains unclear. After enumerating these cautionary examples of disastrous nonchalance, Montaigne considers what a wise man would do when confronted with unexpected news. Rusticus, interestingly, is now invoked as an example of a wise man: “A wise man may in my opinion, out of consideration for others—for example, in order not to break company unbecomingly, like Rusticus … put off hearing the news that is brought to him.”35 Earlier in the essay, Montaigne had precisely argued that, although Rusticus acted out of consideration for others, he did not act prudently. At this juncture of the essay, acting “out of consideration for others” becomes an excusable form of nonchalance. Indeed, nonchalance is acceptable only if it is motivated by consideration for others. Herein lies the problem with Rusticus’s nonchalance. It is motivated by Rusticus’s concern for others yet at the same time violates the responsibilities toward others that he bears by virtue of his public office.36

Despite the interpretive ambiguity surrounding Rusticus’s ethos of nonchalance, one can infer from this essay an attempt on Montaigne’s part to navigate between these two dangerous vices, to find the middle ground between curiosity and nonchalance. Yet the paradoxical ending of “Let business wait till tomorrow,” seems to call into question this lesson: “But when all is said, it is hard in human actions to arrive by reasoning at any rule so exact as to exclude Fortune for her rights in the matter.”37 Montaigne is, of course, not alone in his musings on fortune. In The Prince, Machiavelli genders Fortune as female, and calls upon the “virtuous,” or manly, reader to be bold and tame her by force:

I am certainly convinced of this: that it is better to be impetuous than cautious, because Fortune is a woman, and it is necessary, in order to keep her down, to beat her and to struggle with her. And it is seen that she more often allows herself to be taken over by men who are impetuous than by those who make cold advances; and then, being a woman, she is always the friend of young men, for they are less cautious, more aggressive, and they command her with more audacity.38

In contrast, René Descartes, in his Discourse on Method, was to draw attention back to the self, away from the futile task of mastering Fortune, stressing the need to master himself (“conquer myself”) rather than fortune (the external world).39 While Machiavelli and Descartes are diametrically opposed in their treatment of Fortune, they both presuppose a certain faith in reason’s power, in its authority to govern behavior. This is not the case in Montaigne. The essayist vacates the foundational role of ratio40—it is too “depraved” to play a genuine role in ethics, and, in any case, his “innocence”41 is the result of “a good natural disposition”42 and is thus inherently “accidental and fortuitous.”43 Fortune is neither an occasion for hostility (Machiavelli) nor for introspective withdrawal (Descartes). Regardless of what human subjects desire or set out to accomplish, fortune, that which is beyond or contrary to reason, will ultimately have the last word.

“Fortune” was, of course, one of the terms from the Essays singled out by the papal censor after Montaigne’s visit to Rome in 1580.44 Despite the church’s concerns, Montaigne did not alter his use of fortune; on the contrary, his fascination with fortune continued unabated, and he constantly returned to this troubling concept throughout the writing of the Essays:

Good luck and bad luck are in my opinion two sovereign powers. It is unwise to think that human wisdom can fill the role of Fortune.45

Thus do we eagerly seek to recognize, even in shadow and in the fiction of the theaters, the representation of the tragic play of human fortune.46

If fortune ultimately renders stability illusory, when historical outcomes are governed by the irrational whims of fortune, no discernible or meaningful patterns of human behavior can be ascertained. This conclusion discredits the ancient saying historia magistra vitae (“history is the teacher of life”). Fortune becomes for Montaigne a quasi-transcendental condition for interpreting history, for interpreting history as a series of contingent events, as ethical scenes not amenable to a rhetoric of exemplarity.

Situating Montaigne’s ethical thinking and engagement with curiosity against the backdrop of the Renaissance crisis of exemplarity, then, shifts attention away from definitive categorizations and judgments of curiosity and toward an essayistic engagement with the concept. If nonchalance is now reread as delusional in thinking that it can transcend the effects of fortune, and curiosity too acquiescent to fortune’s movement, essaying—the genre inaugurated by Montaigne—recognizes both the limitations of human agency and the necessity of interpreting the world. This move, in turn, establishes further critical distance from the ideal of simplicity, the ideal of a witness who describes rather than interprets.

CURIOUS SKEPTICISM AS PHARMAKON

As a mode of inquiry, the essay form is distinctly open-ended, anathema to the pursuit of absolute truths: “I put forward formless and unresolved notions, as do those who publish doubtful questions to debate in the schools, not to establish the truth but to seek it.”47 Arresting the object of the essay—grasping or seizing its meaning (com-prendre)—is antithetical to the manner of essaying:

If my mind could gain a firm footing, I would not make essays, I would make decisions; but it is always in apprenticeship and on trial.48

I cannot keep my subject still. It goes along befuddled and staggering, with a natural drunkenness. I take it in this condition, just as it is at the moment I give my attention to it. I do not portray being: I portray passing.49

Montaigne’s famous motto, “What do I know?”50 both reflects and responds to the becoming of the object of knowledge. Indeed, far from being an impediment to thought, his skepticism generates a concern for and openness toward alterity:

[A] I do not share that common error of judging another by myself. I easily believe that another man may have qualities different from mine … [C] I more easily admit difference than resemblance between us … I consider him simply in himself, without relation to others; I mold him to his own model.51

Skepticism and curiosity (as libido sciendi—the desire to know) seamlessly blend in the movement of the essay.

In “Of cripples,” Montaigne’s skepticism often functions as a remedy for interpretive dogmatism, for the insatiable hermeneutic desire to decipher the world, to arrive at its causes. The essayist’s refusal to join the ranks of the “comical prattlers”52—his contemporaries who delight in speculative investigations into the nature of things—arguably constitutes a refusal to adhere to what Hélène Cixous dubs “masculine interpellation”:

As soon as the question “What is it?” is posed, from the moment a question is put, as soon as a reply is sought, we are already caught up in masculine interrogation [interpellation masculine]. I say “masculine interrogation”: as we say so-and-so was interrogated by the police. And this interrogation precisely involves the work of signification: “What is it? Where is it?” A work of meaning, “This means that,” the predicative distribution that always at the same time orders the constitution of meaning. And while meaning is being constituted, it only gets constituted in a movement in which one of the terms of the couple is destroyed in favor of the other.53

Declining to answer that hermeneutic call—Hey you, speculate!—Montaigne expresses his preference for the skeptical interrogative, “ ‘but does it happen?’ ”54 over the more dogmatic inquiry, “ ‘How does it happen?’ ”55 He thus troubles, in turn, traditional associations between masculinity and truth.56 Indeed, we could say that Montaigne’s complication of truth, his valorization of skepticism, entails a certain “feminization” of thought by the author of the Essays.57

In any case, what these “comical prattlers” lack is not a Cartesian method. Their dogmatic curiosity stands in contrast to what we might call Montaigne’s skeptical curiosity or, better yet, his curious skepticism. Like curiosity, skepticism is more than an annoying remainder of the impossibility of becoming a Senecan sage, of possessing absolute knowledge. Its challenge is far greater. As Montaigne makes clear in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” skepticism can have devastating effects, and it should thus be practiced only as a “final fencer’s trick,”58 that is, as a means of last resort.

What makes skepticism self-destructive is that it questions reason itself—the cherished faculty enabling the philosopher to discern between truth and falsehood. Under skepticism, we might say, philosophy suffers a process of autoimmunization, through which, as Jacques Derrida writes, a being, “in a quasi-suicidal fashion, ‘itself’ works to destroy its own protection, to immunise itself against its ‘own’ immunity.”59 Autoimmunity in its original biological context signifies a disorder, a living organism’s failure to recognize that it is attacking a very part of itself—and not just any part but the immune system, the system that protects the living being from foreign, harmful elements. Infected by skepticism, philosophy’s insights become (potentially) poisonous. In this respect, we could say that the “knowledge” that skepticism generates becomes something of a pharmakon, functioning both as a remedy (it cures philosophy of its arrogance and blindness60) and as a poison (it undermines its raison d’être). In its immoderate will to critique, philosophy poisons itself.61 In challenging philosophy’s identity—its very existence—skepticism, as philosophy’s disavowed child, wreaks havoc on philosophy’s masculine values (moderation, self-mastery, autonomy). Skepticism threatens to emasculate (cognitive castration); it infects rather than heals our being, illustrating how “our medicine carries infection.”62 In short, skepticism’s excess negates its prophylactic value, calling into question the most basic of desires: the desire for self-knowledge.

Yet not unlike the pharmakon, skepticism as autoimmunity lacks a univocal meaning. Its “strange illogical logic”63 undermines the mechanisms for traditional evaluation: the judgment that something is either good or bad. Skepticism as autoimmunity not only reveals the danger of a subject incapable of judging, of discerning its own cells (truths) from pathogens (falsehoods), but also unravels the “phantasmatico-theological”64 character of the sovereign self: “It is not some particular thing that is affected in autoimmunity but the self, the ipse, the autos that finds itself infected.”65 Making an analogy with a body’s need for immune-depressants (functioning as a necessary “supplement” to the immune system) to counter its natural antibodies and render possible “the tolerance of certain organ transplants,”66 Derrida stresses the self’s lack of self-sufficiency and autonomy. But what follows from this vulnerable condition is neither despair nor nostalgia but an awareness of the self’s exposure to otherness:

Autoimmunity is not an absolute ill or evil. It enables an exposure to the other, to what and to who comes—which means that it must remain incalculable. Without autoimmunity, with absolute immunity, nothing would ever happen or arrive; we would no longer wait, await, or expect, no longer expect one another, or expect any event.67

Likewise, without curiosity, with absolute indifference or incuriosity, nothing would ever be experienced; we would no longer be open to the outside world or available for an encounter with difference. In a late addition to “Of experience,” Montaigne will put the matter in more positive terms:

It is a sign of contraction of the mind when it is content, or of weariness. A spirited mind never stops within itself; it is always aspiring and going beyond its strength; it has impulses beyond its powers of achievement. If it does not advance and press forward and stand at bay and clash, it is only half alive.68

Skepticism and curiosity as figures of autoimmunity entail, first and foremost, a sense of vulnerability, an awareness that Stoic immunity is a sham. The other as an event (the other as such, the other “simply in himself, without relation to others”) can appear only as a frightening otherness, as a radical disruption of my hermeneutic comfort. Or as Derrida puts it: “Monsters cannot be announced. One cannot say: ‘Here are our monsters,’ without immediately turning them into pets.”69 To be sure, such a staging of one’s receptivity of and relationality to radical otherness jeopardizes one’s goal of self-mastery and produces its own form of anxiety,70 and this is an anxiety that the essay form tirelessly negotiates. In other words, pure heterology meets the demands of essaying—of interpretation.

CURIOSITY AS A PASSION FOR THE IMPROPER

In “Of cripples,” Montaigne dramatizes this point by bringing the “monster” even closer to home. Montaigne’s practice of self-study, which, in principle, produces, regulates, and normalizes philosophical selves (“We become habituated to anything strange by use and time”71), does not yield firm knowledge. It does not translate into self-mastery nor does it lead to self-understanding: “the more I frequent myself and know myself, the more my deformity astonishes me, and the less I understand myself.”72 Rather, Montaigne’s essayistic mode perverts the Senecan model, declining its “masculine interpellation,” insisting on its irreducibility to an object of knowledge, and turning the self into a monster, something utterly unrecognizable: “I have seen no more evident monstrosity and miracle in the world than myself.”73 Indeed, self-study both preserves and engenders monsters: Montaigne’s essayistic self refuses to be domesticated or naturalized—to be inscribed in the order of things and thus rendered predictable and “normal.” What emerges in the course of essaying, then, is a far less immune self: a vulnerable self exposed to chance and disorder, to the flux of becoming and to the unpredictability of what is to come.74

As an object of curiosity, Montaigne’s unruly being short-circuits the cognitive translation of wonder75 into knowledge; astonishment, what Descartes will later designate a “malady” of the mind, is the only affective response that does justice to his “monstrosity.” The word “monstrosity/monstre” also sends the reader back to Montaigne’s hesitation in “Of cruelty” about sharing his reservations regarding the authority of reason: “It is a monstrous thing that I will say, but I will say it all the same: I find in that area, in many things, more restraint in my morals than in my opinions, and my lust less depraved than my reason.”76 Queering the norms of philosophical discourse, Montaigne, taking himself as object of curiosity, recognizes his self in excess, in its resistance to mastery. Not amenable to cognition, essayistic self-study explodes the dream of self-containment, defamiliarizing and astonishing its faithful practitioner. This “foolish project … of portraying himself [sot projet … de se peindre],”77 as Pascal ungenerously put it, proves antithetical to a project of egotistical self-love. Indeed, how could it really be a practice of self-love, when the project of self-portraiture involves the undoing of the self? Curiosity, in the words of the late Michel Foucault, reflects “a certain determination to throw off familiar ways of thought and to look at the same things in a different way; a passion for seizing what is happening now and what is disappearing; a lack of respect for the traditional hierarchies of what is important and fundamental.”78 In other words, it creates the possibility for “no longer being, doing, or thinking what we are, do, or think.”79 Curiosity, even if momentarily, exposes reason’s impotence and utter lameness; like a cripple, reason limps. Yet, in its failure, reason paradoxically succeeds in disclosing to its author his irreducible alterity, his curious monstrosity.
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CHAPTER 37

MONTAIGNE ON IMAGINATION

WES WILLIAMS

“RECENTLY,” writes Montaigne, “at my house, a cat was seen watching a bird on a treetop.” Less well known, perhaps, than the “most storied cat in early modern letters,” the “chatte” of the “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” who causes Montaigne to wonder if he might not be a toy in her game, this masculine cat, along with the bird in its sights and before long in its claws, nonetheless deserves our close attention, if not admiration.1 For, so Montaigne tells us, “after they had locked gazes for some time, the bird let itself fall as if dead between the cat’s paws, either intoxicated by its own imagination or drawn by some attracting power of the cat.”2 This brief sentence, whose presence in the Essays records a beguiling instance of the work of the imagination, also marks a distinctive turn in the course of Montaigne’s sustained reflection on that work, as on the imagination’s peculiar strength, power, or force.

Some readers might already be skeptical about the worth or point of this anecdote. They might reasonably object that Montaigne, having set the scene in motion, avoids answering the important questions it raises. Who witnessed this event? Are they credible witnesses? And even if they are, does the bird’s fall matter enough to be recounted? What lesson, if any, does it teach? And to learn from this experience, do we not need to know which of two “forces” invoked actually caused the fall? Was the bird drunk or was it dragged? The last of these questions, in particular, gives rise to the most troubling query of all, intensified by the aspects of Montaigne’s sentence highlighted above. Did the bird somehow will its own death or was it only feigning: in what sense did it “let itself” fall and what weight should we give to the “as if” attached to its death-like state? And, finally, what about the cat: can it really have imagined the bird into its claws? Did it know what it was doing, and could a cat ever acknowledge such a “force attractive” as its own?

Anyone familiar with Montaigne’s writing will recognize that the studied “either/or,” which offers a choice of sorts concerning the reasons for the bird’s fall, serves not to answer such questions but to set them running. And, as seasoned Montaigne readers will also know, or recall, this bird is far from alone in falling prey to imagination’s uncanny power. Indeed, the act of falling (from a tree or a horse; in love, into a trance, or from a litter) turns out to be central to Montaigne’s thinking about the imagination. This is perhaps never more the case than when he couples thinking about the imagination with meditation on the ancient and complex questions of volition and subjection, constrained choice and the will. “Those that fall,” he notes, in a companion essay, recounting his own near-fatal fall from a horse, “throw out their arms in front of them, by a natural impulse which makes our limbs lend each other their services and have stirrings apart from our reason” [à part de nostre discours]. And to reinforce the point, Montaigne then inserts the following lines from Lucretius’s long poem about (among other things) the limits of human sensation, the will, and the imagination:



Falciferos memorant currus abscindere membra,

Ut tremere in terra videatur ab artubus, id quod

Decidit abscissum, cum mens tamen atque hominis vis

Mobilitate mali non quit sentire dolorem.



They say that chariots bearing scythes will cut so fast

That severed limbs are writhing on the ground below

Before the victim’s soul and strength can ever know

Or even feel the pain, so swift has been the hurt. (DRN. iii. 648)3

Lucretius’s poem is, of course, not mere reinforcement of a point already known by Montaigne from experience. He quotes the poet’s words of reported witness and grafts them to the body of his own text because they are themselves, in their survival and in the enduring force of their shape, rhythm, and style, further evidence of the human imagination’s reach and power.4

We will return later to these and to other examples, taken from life as from poetry, that animate the early modern discourse on the imagination, and to which Montaigne devotes serious and sceptical discussion in the final section of the essay “Of the strength/power/force of the imagination” (alternatives added). That essay, with its account of the imagination’s hold on Montaigne’s thinking about himself, his own body, and his several imaginary alter egos—from cats and horses to pregnant women—will be the focus of the closing section of this article. But before then it is important to try to gain some further sense of the significance of the term imagination and its cognates in the early modern period, throughout the Essays themselves, and in recent critical debate.5


PHANTASIA, AFFORDANCE, AND FORCE

Strength, power, and force: as a wide range of recent studies have shown, the imagination in the early modern period is, as it was for the ancients, many different things.6 For some commentators it is best conceived of as a faculty of the soul, while for others it is more properly a mental function that serves as a kind of intermediary between sensation and thought. There is general consensus that whilst the imagination is an essential part of what enables humans to survive, or even thrive, it can, if unregulated, prove harmful, even fatal, as it may have done for Montaigne’s bird. The extent, or degree, to which the imagination is a specifically human gift (or curse), as opposed to one shared with other animals, was a matter of impassioned debate throughout the early modern period. This remains true today, as inherited theories of the imagination are being reassessed and are seen to offer compelling evidence that thinking and feeling, far from being distinct or separate activities, are differently accented effects of the embodied mind at work.7

How we ourselves conceive of the constituent parts of human and animal being—soul, body, mind, self, instinct, nature, culture, nurture, intention, cognition, and so on—will, of course, have a significant bearing on the way we understand the function, status, or role of the imagination. Ian McFarlane, for instance, in his pioneering scholarly discussion of the concept in Montaigne, concludes the first paragraph of his discussion with a set of terms and categories that have, in the decades since he wrote them, been subjected to radical reappraisal: “whatever variation might be found among the traditional attitudes, it was generally agreed that the imagination was related to the body or at best the lower realms of the self, and was therefore likely to come into conflict with essential being or the spiritual aspects of the mind.”8 To value, by contrast, Montaigne’s Fabulous Imagination principally because it “anticipates the work of psychoanalysis,” as Lawrence Kritzman does in his recent study, and to praise the essayist because “he represents the beginning of a philosophical tradition in French letters in which ontological and epistemological concerns intersect,” all of which makes of our hero “the first thinker in the Western tradition to explore human subjectivity in a profound way” is to argue quite a different, albeit similarly “dated” case.9

Both McFarlane and Kritzman are exemplary in their distinctive fashions; they serve here as representatives of different, but distinctly recognizable and durable modes of approach to Montaigne, his intellectual forbears, and his critical legacy. Other approaches that have argued, in their very diversity, the richness of Montaigne’s imagination, include those situated within the field of genetic criticism, reinforced by the ever-developing tools of digital inquiry; each of the successive critical “turns” of the past few decades has refashioned Montaigne’s imagination in its own image. This is, in some sense, as it should be, and I myself have shown elsewhere that Montaigne’s grasp of the workings of the imagination can be understood as standing in compelling relation to questions of both gender and genre as well as in productive tension to both the medical and the political registers of his own time. If this article further contends that recent theories about gestural thinking, embodied mind, and situated cognition can usefully be experimented with in relation to Montaigne’s work, then this is not because such theories should be seen to have displaced others in the grand march (or as it can seem, at times, the grubby market) of scholarship over time. It is because it seems vitally clear that readers of the Essays have thus far learned most and, in future, will derive real pleasure and understanding from his text when putting themselves and their most cherished theoretical assumptions to the test of “thinking with” Montaigne. The point here is not primarily to praise one approach or blame another, still less to present the latest theory as the best; rather, it is to stress that literary interpretation is not a progressively determined science.

Intellectual historians generally agree that, in common with other Renaissance writers, Montaigne inherited and elaborated two dominant strands of theory concerning the imagination; roughly, these can be designated as the Aristotelian and the Platonic. There is also common agreement across the Renaissance itself that the classic texts underscoring each of these traditions are far from clear. Aristotle’s short chapter in the De Anima on the imagination (which he terms phantasia) was, for instance, much commented on, and it gave rise to a good deal of counterargument and further theoretical thinking in a range of works that situate themselves at the intersection of philosophy, medicine, and (at times) heterodox religious thought. As a consequence, phantasia came to cover a wide spectrum of meanings. Insofar as it can be described as “that in virtue of which we say that an image (phantasma) occurs to us” (to quote Aristotle’s clearest statement on the matter), the imagination might indeed be best understood as a faculty, serving as a kind of intermediary between both the external and the internal world and, perhaps more significantly, between the various levels of the soul.

Montaigne himself recognizes, of course, that the imagination is a concept that is notoriously hard to grasp, and he takes both pains and pleasure in recording the most reflexively compelling examples of human efforts to do so that he comes across as he writes. In respect of the classic division of the soul into three modes of action “l’imaginative, l’appetitive et la consentante,” Montaigne is clearly taken by the following gestural lesson:

Zeno pictured in a gesture his conception [son imagination] of this division of the faculties of the soul: the hand spread and open was appearance; the hand half shut and the fingers a little hooked, consent; the closed fist, comprehension; when, with his left hand he closed his fist still tighter, knowledge [science].10

In inscribing the successive moves of this gesture as a manuscript addition to the Bordeaux Copy, Montaigne also hands on its kinesic lesson to his readers.11 His own exemplary gesture serves, furthermore, to stress that to conceive of the imagination as a faculty is not to imagine it as simply a passive storehouse for mental objects. What was true for Zeno was also true for both Aristotle and for Montaigne: to speak and write of the faculties of the soul is also to speak of the active processing of perceptions derived from the senses and of the production of images readied for future thinking in action. In this respect, the imagination, far from being a flight from the everyday, or a romantic means of escape from the real, serves what Freud will call the reality principle. And in so doing, it proves to be what we might call (after both Gibson and Cave) an affordance.12

Montaigne inherits a good deal from the Aristotelian tradition, particularly, as John Lyons has recently argued, in its Stoic inflections; but he also makes much good sense of the Neoplatonic theories so clearly set out some time ago by Grahame Castor in his account of the role of imagination alongside imitation and inspiration in Renaissance poetics.13 The presence of these different traditions in the Essays shares important characteristics with what John O’Brien has rightly called a “vaste brassage” of vernacular writing on the subject across this period: “Vernacular literature does not simply reflect theories explored in more formal philosophical treatises; both sides produce a ‘vaste brassage’ of texts and add to the debate about imagination’s status.”14 As these and a host of other scholars have shown, for Montaigne, as for others in his time, “imagination” is, along with those terms that fall within its broadly defined family (from the closely related “fantasie” through “cogitations” and “songes” all the way to the distant cousins “resveries” and “fictions”) at once a process or capacity and a set of products, actions, and results.

Not least of these dually inflected process/products is Montaigne’s writing itself. Using the term “fantasies” to talk about the thought experiments that are his Essays, Montaigne asserts on opening the powerful essay “Of prayers” that he is offering to his readers “formless and unresolved notions, as do those who publish doubtful questions to debate in the schools, not to establish the truth, but to seek it.”15 The key terms in this claim can be heard echoing across the Essays. At times the echo will recall to the minds of readers the brutal, brutish, and even monstrous force with which the imagination can take hold of those subject to its power. At other times it will suggest that the well-tempered imagination, even as it sorts, classifies, and otherwise gives shape and order to the elements of past experience, also allows us to anticipate, sketch out, or even predict possible futures. In so doing it affords us the chance to act, speak, and write “à/en bon escient”—as Montaigne says, a full twenty times, and which Florio translates (depending on the context) as “in good earnest,” “in good sooth,” or more simply: “truly.”

What Montaigne does not do is give a precise technical account of the imagination at work. For while he is on occasion quite specific about the terms he derives from both legal and medical discourse, at other times he maintains the right to be as loose in his use of language as any of us might be in everyday, ordinary speech. The early modern French term “fantasie” might, therefore, like its more common Latinate cousin “imagination,” attach itself to a wide range of objects, experiences, and events. Now a set of mental functions, now a powerfully felt passion, it might also (as we have just seen) designate the results of either one, or the other, as enacted in Montaigne’s own writing. While the adjective “fantasque” and the verb “fantasier” are almost always negatively charged, the verb “imaginer” and the not quite synonymous substantives “fantasie(s)” and “imagination(s),” might, especially in the plural, encompass any number of thought-like activities or objects from conceiving, through ideas to dreams, fictions, “essais,” and—among the most powerfully complex of all instances of the imagination’s power—monsters.

What is particularly striking about Montaigne’s writing on the imagination is that he is never more eloquent about inherited traditions than when they are troubled or when they trouble him. For it is at such times that he finds himself reconceiving the relation between the central terms of the debate. This can be clearly illustrated, with reference to the short chapter “Of idleness” in which Montaigne addresses crucial questions concerning agency and the competing imperatives of passion and reason, the imagination and the will.

The succession of analogies and images that track the movement of Montaigne’s thinking across this short essay (a little less than a page long, even with its two brief accretions over time) are now well known. As with fallow land and fertile women … so it is with minds: the sequence is as memorable as it is troubling. But the argument is traditional enough. In connecting cultivation and culture, and on playing on the several senses of conception, Montaigne is engaging in a debate about inheritance and the proper management of one’s legacy whose values are clearly articulated throughout the text. A man of good standing might, it is assumed, reasonably expect to enjoy some measure of control over the productive capacity of his land, his wife, and his mind. It is common knowledge, too, that the “off-spring” delivered by all three of these turn out to be “wild, useless … shapeless,” unless planted with “good, natural … different” (i.e., masculine, ordered, and regular) seed. In case it is not yet clear to his readers that Montaigne is here (also) reworking ancient images used to talk about the imagination, he concludes this preparatory movement of the essay with a gesture toward the Platonic trope of unbridled horses, themselves moving “in disorder hither and yon in the vague field of the imagination” and a resonant reworking of the “vain visions” of Horace’s “sick man’s dreams.” There is, it seems, “no mad or idle fancy” that improperly managed minds “do not bring forth in this agitation.”16

Montaigne is here, famously, preparing to tell us that he had dernierement (i.e., recently, or following the death of his father) intended to withdraw from public life, the better to devote his time, efforts, and resources to the cultivation of the muses and his mind. But no sooner is this declaration of intent made plain, his will articulated as clearly as he is able, than his imagination pulls him short with a firmly corrective “mais/but.” The writing mind attempts to redirect its attention to the discourses of heritage management and generation, only to find them disrupted and displaced by a pair of twinned, privileged, commonplaces from the ancient and early modern discourses of the imagination: maternal impression and the child of the mind. The passage is enormously well known, but merits re-reading:

But I find—Ever idle hours breed wandering thoughts—that, on the contrary, like a runaway horse, it gives itself a hundred times more trouble than it took for others, and gives birth to so many chimeras and fantastic monsters, one after another, without order or purpose, that in order to contemplate their ineptitude and strangeness at my pleasure, I have begun to put them in writing.17

Montaigne’s return to, and reworking of the stock of traditional commonplaces marks a significant change in direction in his thinking about the imagination’s scope and significance. For whereas his land and his wife earlier served as equal partners with the mind in the metaphorical elaboration of the imagination at work, here the first two have been subsumed into the third. Giving itself license to roam, to colonize the other coordinates of the gentleman’s identity, and to turn incessantly in on itself, Montaigne’s imagination asserts its singular claim both on his present will and on his future inheritance. The classical insight that the imagination might not only affect one’s own body, but also the body of another, has here been turned in on itself. The embodied mind has become an alien mother: usurping Montaigne as host, it produces its own monstrous offspring.

The terms in which Humanist thinkers sought to reassert the value and the pertinence of Platonic thinking take us, like Montaigne before us, some of the way to understanding what is going on in a passage (and a brassage) such as this. A locus classicus here is Book 13 of Ficino’s Platonica Theologia, the first chapter of which deals with the affectus phantasiae, opening with what O’Brien rightly calls “a brusque assertion”: “Four affections accompany the imagination: desire, pleasure, fear, and pain. When these are at their most powerful, they all immediately affect one’s own body and sometimes even the body of another.”18 In this Ficinian account (which Montaigne subjects to further scrutiny throughout the Essays), the imagination is something quite other than the largely benign, or at least controllable, faculty of Aristotelian psychology. A distinctly embodied mode of perception, the vis imaginandi is, rather, endowed with a dangerous mobility. Such mobility might, as in I, 8, be figured as horses grown wild, land overflowing with weeds, or a wife grown unrestrainedly fertile; and each of these figures might, in turn, function as emblems for the reader’s uncontrollable imagination. Indeed, as O’Brien has shown, it is, in all likelihood, thanks to Montaigne’s reading of La Primaudaye’s account of his reading of Ficinian theory that the phrase “la force de l’imagination” first migrates into French.19

THE IMAGINATION AND THE WILL

“Of idleness” serves in the first instance as an emblematic exploration of how the gentleman Montaigne works and reworks his inheritance: his land, his social status, and his quest for an heir. But it is also, clearly, a reworking of the inherited theories concerning the imagination, culminating in the compelling image of the imaginary, monstrous child that is his own book. In the face of such a force, hope of redirecting the mind’s attention beyond itself, and so reasserting the force of the will, seems perilously close to futile. But things are not always this grim with, or for, Montaigne’s imagination. Those who are persuaded by an evolutionary account of his life, as of his mind, will take comfort in the fact that in the last of the Essays, “Of experience” (III, 13), Montaigne, having declared himself ready to die and free from all envy in respect of oak trees with their long and full lives, makes the following set of claims, as if in direct and corrective riposte to the story about himself he tells in I, 8:

I have no cause to complain of my imagination. I have had few thoughts in my life that have even interrupted the course of my sleep … I seldom dream, and then it’s about fantastic things and chimeras usually produced by amusing thoughts, more ridiculous than sad.20

It is clear that the spectrum of capacities and actions, objects, facts, and values associated with both the faculty and the effects of the imagination is complex and vast. What the Essays make plain from start to finish is that the imagination is (for better and for worse) far more than either a storehouse or a processing plant for images derived from every day experience. It designates, in the words of John Lyons, “the usable capacity that mankind has for dissociating the image of the external world from its actual being.”21 In other words, and as Jean Starobinksi has argued, the imagination is “a distancing capacity,” insofar as it allows us to “both represent distant things to ourselves and distance ourselves from present reality.”22

Montaigne’s training in the law had taught him that if he trusted only to the coordinates of his own experience, he would risk mistaking the particulars of the objects and events that fall within his field of vision for some kind of universal norm. His close observation of the natural world, like his close engagement with writers of the past, taught him the degree to which behaving in this way betrays a fundamental misconception of the (at once historical and intersubjective) nature of human experience. To guard against the dangers of such miscomprehension of the reach, or significance of human being in the world, he sets, allows, or suffers his imagination to work and, at times, to run wild. And as the closing moves of the short essay on idleness make plain, the best that Montaigne (or any of his readers) can do when subject to the will of the imagination is to track its movements, record the shape of monsters it brings into being, and hope, in time, to shame it into submission or, at least, into moving on to things beyond itself.

Of course, the freedom to move with which the human imagination is endowed is for many a matter of faith, as of pride. As Lyons rightly points out, Montaigne, in effect, argues that “without imagination there would be no humanity (as such) and no animality (no bestise).” But it is equally true that while it may the case that for Montaigne “humans are animals with imagination, and not, as is more often said, animals who reason … our superiority over the animals is in our imagination—in both the senses of that expression: it is an illusion and it consists of our imagination.”23

The imagination often (like Montaigne’s “chatte”) makes of the human will its plaything, and this is perhaps nowhere more evident than in respect of the movement of our bodies. “There are many movements of ours that do not come from our will,” writes Montaigne when reflecting on the games his imagination played with his embodied mind, as with his somehow disembodied will, following the fall from his horse. He records the fact that he had found himself trying to scratch open his jacket, to stop the bleeding and to assuage the pain that he knew must be there, even though, he says, “I felt nothing in my imagination that hurt me … my hands flew to it of their own accord, as they often do where we itch, against the intention of our will.”24 Time and again in this revisiting of both the theme and the act of falling in the Essays, Montaigne represents himself (and others who fall) as engaged in involuntary movement, and so subject to that crucial gap—the internalized distance or “écart”—that structures the work of the human imagination. Even as he charts the limits of his own imaginative reach and embodied memory, Montaigne also makes careful note of the imagination’s capacity to register, rather than measure, the crucially determined distance not only between anticipation and events, but also between sensation and experience in the here and now. “Of practice” recalls that he had to use his nails to tear open his clothes since he had not been bearing arms while on his horse—this was supposed to have been a gentle ride, an afternoon’s distraction.

It is this capacity to sense—and sometimes passionately to feel—the detail of the distance between our immediate, settled selves and forms of experience that we can barely even conceive of, let alone call our own, that is the imagination’s greatest gift. But the consequences of this gift are manifold. Within the compass of II, 6, it allows Montaigne finally, and after many other attempts, essais, or exercitations to somehow imagine the “true and natural face of death,” to assert some measure of cooperative control over what he believes, at the time, to be his last moments in life. Both Montaigne’s original French and Florio’s exquisite rendition of it deserve to be recalled here:

Me thought my selfe had no other hold of me but of my lips-ends. I closed mine eyes to help (as me seemed) to send it forth, and tooke a kinde of pleasure to linger and languishingly to let my selfe goe from my selfe. It was an imagination swimming superficially in my minde, as weake and as tender as all the rest: but in truth, not only exempted from displeasure but rather commixt with that pleasant sweetnesse which they feel that suffer themselves to fall into a soft-slumbring and sense-entrancing sleepe.25

Over the course of his writing life, the practice of recording, registering, and sorting the “resveries” of his imagination offers Montaigne some measure of both relief and control, as he discerns within them what McFarlane eloquently terms “a certain pattern in time relevant to self-knowledge.”26 If both Aristotelian and Platonic thinking already fostered, albeit in different ways, the conception of things and events beyond the realm of our own immediate and direct experience, Montaigne inherits these ancient traditions and makes of them a peculiarly charged capacity, or affordance, for thinking not only about his own legacy, but also about volition, death, and the limits of human understanding.

Montaigne, of course, never once deploys the substantive “moi”; we can only imagine what he would have made of Florio’s “let my selfe goe from my selfe.” But Florio’s transposition of the passage just quoted nonetheless reinforces the reader’s grasp of Montaigne’s powerfully haptic sense. For Montaigne here first asserts and then surrenders control over the event, the better to then give his several, separated selves over to the work of the imagination. In so doing he is further released (as the meditation on the death of his friend La Boétie, which immediately follows this passage, makes plain) to engage himself in the curious fret-work of mourning that is the Essays.

THE IMAGINATION’S AFTERLIVES

It is a recurrent feature of the grammar of Montaigne’s imagination that the infinitive form of the verb “imaginer” is, more often than not, set to work at, or beyond, defined limits. These limits might, depending on the instance, be modally, negatively, or superlatively determined; but the imagined objects or actions designated in this way are, without exception, habits of the constrained mind. His first example of this kind of verbal device in the Essays enacts a grumble about “indifferent things,” namely clothes: square bonnets, long tails of plaited velvet, and “that empty and useless model of a member that we cannot even decently mention by name, which, however, we show off and parade in public” are singled out as “in my opinion the most monstrous that can be imagined.”27 The second evokes the Ancients’ imagined wonder had they been able to return from the afterlife and so witness the wonders of the New World, marvels that surpass “the conception and the very desire of philosophy. They could not imagine a naturalness so pure and simple as we see by experience.”28 The sequence of examples continues across the Essays: whether the matter at hand is costume or nudity, the brave new world or the cravenly decadent old, “man can be only what he is, and imagine only within his reach.”29

This maxim-like phrase, one of Montaigne’s starkest claims, is taken from the “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” an essay in which conceiving of the imagination in negatively charged terms proves to be itself something of a habit, expressed grammatically in specifically inflected, limit-case uses of the verb “imaginer.” So, for instance, when revisiting the recurrent theme of inheritance, Montaigne writes: “There is nothing so horrible to imagine as eating one’s father.”30 And yet, he suggests, we can, and indeed must imagine such things if we are to first recognize and them move beyond the intellectual and more broadly cultural constraints of the conditions into which we are born.

An anxiety about inheritance here modulates into a “fantasie” about cultural difference: the imagined scenario in which I, Montaigne, might reasonably do something as apparently monstrous as eat my own father. This, in turn, affords me the possibility of not only acknowledging but properly imagining the existence of others, other cultural forms, and other ways of being. The point of such imagining is not (or need not be) to embrace alien practice as one’s own; it is, in the first instance, to realize that our own most cherished cultural practices might seem unimaginably horrific to others. From here, with our conceptual and affective habits measured against those beyond our common ken, we might then be better placed to come to reasoned judgments, both about our own actions and experiences here and now and about what might happen to us after we die.

Among the most challenging of the test cases exploring the limits of the humanly imaginable in the “Apology” are Montaigne’s thoughts about the forms of individual and social being in the afterlife. As he often does when engaged in thinking at the edge of inherited understanding, Montaigne here imagines himself in dialogue with Plato. Of the many “rich and great souls of the past” whose words and thoughts inform Montaigne’s own in the Essays, Plato seems to be the most chattily approachable. Many readers will recall the “modern” Montaigne’s cheery, cannibal-inspired rejoinder to the “Ancient” Plato: “You know all that stuff you wrote about Atlantis, in the Timaeus, well you might have to think again, because… .” The tone in the “Apology” is less respectful still, as after having read out a long roll-call of preposterous fiction-mongering philosophers and priests who deal in “false, impious and harmful” images of God, Montaigne addresses Plato in person. He does so not in his own voice alone but by joining company with a figure he calls “human reason” (later acknowledged as Epicurus in disguise), the better to engage in argument with Plato concerning the conceptual pictures he paints of human life after death.31

He may well have been given the soubriquet “Divine,” but Plato is rebuked for his description of the Orchards of Pluto that await us in the afterlife: they are, the collective voice of Montaigne and human reason suggests, no more spiritually credible than the lurid and “honeyed” promises of Mohammed or the “worldly pleasures and comforts” that “some of our fellows” peddle to the local faithful closer to home. All such images bear witness to the “marvellous intoxication of the human intelligence”: drunk on our imaginings (like the bird in the treetop), we risk falling into the trap of false belief. The at once fideist and skeptical conclusion of the harangue that Montaigne performs against Plato, in the ventriloquized voice of “human reason,” is that it is beyond the power of the human imagination truly [à bon escient] to understand the “conceptions divines” that regulate the conditions of our being beyond death: “to imagine them worthily, we must imagine them unimaginable, ineffable, and incomprehensible, and completely different from those of our miserable experience.”32 The adverbs unveil the paradoxical stakes of the challenge: such thinking can hardly be done appropriately if it cannot be done at all. A trio of limit-case adjectives presses the heterodox point home, before a post-1588 addition broadens (or perhaps flattens) the perspective by invoking the pathos of generalizable, human “experience.”

Heterodox/fideist; radical/conservative: it may be that neither of these binaries is, finally, very useful in respect of Montaigne’s thoughts on religious beliefs and their relation to the imagination. It might be more fruitful to see such passages, which is to say movements of thought, as formally engaged in the process of testing, or experimenting with, “experience” and its relation to the limits of the comparative, analogical imagination. For the lines just quoted continue with the translated scriptural thoughts of Paul concerning the humanly unimaginable nature of the changes that follow death, glossed, in turn, by reference to, first, Plato (by name), then Aristotle (by doctrine), and then Hector and his horse (by way of lines from Ovid). By way of conclusion to this intoxicating textual cocktail, Lucretius’s poetry takes over from “human reason” to make things altogether painful and plain (and Florio’s translation once again serves the argument here better than Frame):

‘No eye can behold (saith Saint Paul) the hap that God prepareth for his elect, nor can it possibly enter the heart of man. (1 Cor. ii. 9.) And if to make us capable of it (as thou saist, Plato, by thy purifications), our being is reformed and essence changed, it must be by so extreme and universall a change that, according to philosophicall doctrine, we shall be no more ourselves:

Hector erat tunc cum belle certabat, at ille

Tractus ab Æmonio non erat Hector equo.



Hector he was, when he in fight us’d force;

Hector he was not, drawne by th’enemies horse,

It shall be some other thing that shall receive these recompences.

quod mutatur, dissolvitur; interit ergo:

Trajiciuntur enim partes atque ordine migrant.



What is chang’d is dissolved, therefore dies:

Translated parts in order fall and rise.33

Whatever historical, religious, or intellectual tradition we imagine writing of this kind be working within, or against, and however we parse it theoretically, this is strong, tough medicine.

That we can speak about Montaigne’s Essays as heuristic imagining, and as a form of skeptically self-administered medicine, is due, in part, to a new understanding of the intellectual history of skepticism and, in part, to recent shifts in critical paradigms concerning the relation between literature and the medical, psychological, and neurological sciences. Such changes in our own cultural situatedness have, perhaps, made us more sensitive to those moments in Montaigne’s text in which he reflects explicitly on his intentions as an author, the effect his writings may one day have on others, and the distinctly somatic effects that reading produces in him. One such passage in “Of presumption” is especially instructive. Montaigne begins by telling us that he always has an idea in his mind “and some blurred picture which offers me, as if in a dream, a better form than the one I have.” The Bordeaux Copy’s record of the changes and shifts in the pattern of this phrase, and those that surround it, make startlingly clear on the page the material movement of Montaigne’s imagination over time. As will be clear from the center of the image reproduced below, just as one confession about the weakness of Montaigne’s imagination is erased, so another, of a different order, takes its place in the textual dance.

The otherwise lost sentence reads: “Even in my imagination, I cannot conceive of things in their greatest perfection.” Its surviving supplement, referring back to the “idea itself” that Montaigne once held in his mind, now qualifies that original idea as “mediocre” (in Florio’s phrase: “of the meaner stamp”). But the writer’s experience of repeated failure when trying to make his conceptions match those of his dreams contrasts, sharply, with his physically intense sense of the effects that the imaginations of others have on him: “the productions of those great rich minds of the past are very far beyond the utmost stretch of my imagination and desire. Their writings not only satisfy and fill me, but astound me and transfix me with admiration.”34 The key nouns denoting the work of the imagination here—“productions,” “ames,” “imagination,” “ouvrages,” “escris,” “souhaicts,” and “admiration”—are not only related, but also very close kin indeed. And the verbs that both recount and enact the effects on Montaigne of his engagement with texts are insistently physical (see Figure 37.1). In this imaginary embodied erotics of reading, the frustrating gap between intention and effect dissolves as one body of words takes passionate hold of the astonished reader, who, as if enraptured, generates another in turn: the body of writing, the child of the mind we call Montaigne.
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FIGURE 37.1 Bordeaux Copy, f. 264r (Montaigne Studies)




“OF THE POWER OF THE IMAGINATION”

In turning, finally, to chapter I, 21 of the Essays—“Of the power of the imagination”—we catch sight of Montaigne in reflexive pursuit of an elusive quarry that is “pensee, cogitation, phantasie, imagination”: the words for the thing proliferate, the further the inquiry progresses. From unwilled erections through shameful impotence to unwanted pregnancies, the essay is a storehouse of cases, anecdotes, and references about how the potentially deceptive intermediary between our senses and our souls that is the imagination can run both public and private riot. From legal to medical registers, from hearsay to personal testimony, from a mock-defense of the arraigned penis to discussion of the cases of children been born in unlikely or monstrous colors, shapes, and forms, Montaigne tracks the movement of his prey.

Testing the limits of inherited accounts of the imagination, Montaigne’s essay swells from its initially fairly modest conception to encompass a host of stories of people who (for instance) become ill because they imagine themselves to be so or, alternatively, are cured of diseases of the imagination because they believe themselves to have been treated well. Examples derived from Augustine—from a man who can fart tunes at will to another who seems to be able to fall down and (like the bird) appear to be dead for some long time—rub shoulders with counterexamples closer to home, and closer to the bone. Taken together, they amplify the echoes of discussion elsewhere in the Essays, including the discussions we have ourselves attended to in this article concerning the limits of the human will, on the one hand, and, on the other, the imagination’s forceful empire.

Augustine’s tuneful pétomane stands in painful contrast with the man (in whom some readers recognize Montaigne himself) whose recurrent inability to actually pass the wind that builds up within him causes him such pain at times that he wishes he could die. And the Church Father’s example of the man who appeared to be able to die and resurrect himself at will contrasts with the dinner guest, who, having been told that she had been served cat in a pie, became so convulsed with revulsion that she died; but, it was all a mistake; indeed, there was no cat—the remark had been intended as a joke.35

The examples multiply and might seem to threaten to overwhelm the point of the discussion. But the questions they raise are all the more passionately charged for being subjectively determined. “I am,” Montaigne stresses at the start of the essay, “one of those who are very much influenced by the imagination.” This confessional claim follows immediately after another, couched in Latin, and set at a distinct distance from Montaigne’s own vernacular voice: “A strong imagination creates the event, say the scholars.”36 A later, post-1588 addition shifts the balance decisively in favor of keenly felt subjective experience, even as it reinforces the point, or sharpness of the claim, concerning the imagination’s strength, power, and force: “Everyone feels its impact, but some are overthrown by it. Its impression on me is piercing.”37

The terms Montaigne here uses to convey the experience of being subject to the imagination are well chosen: they are freighted with history, with theory, and with the specifically gendered figuration of the imagination’s reach. They suggest that in this essay more than in any other, Montaigne is engaged in a distinctly reflexive meditation on the ways in which we understand the imagination as being bound up with conception and reproduction, in the several senses of these terms. And in representing himself as overcome, pierced, and imprinted by the imagination, Montaigne does more than simply articulate its effects on his own understanding, flesh, and soul. He also clearly aligns (and perhaps allies) himself with the several women whose monstrous bodies and children populate the medical, political, and just plain prurient pamphlets of early modern France.

Montaigne knew this literature well. He retells many of the commonly found examples, including that of the—now famous—sex change that befell a certain Marie/Germain as she strained herself while jumping, and whom Montaigne was able to see in the course of his travels to Italy.38 And he knew, too, that the textbook examples of the imagination’s power to act over a distance, to act, that is, not only against oneself, but also “contre le corps d’autrui” involved, as we noted above by way of introduction, the birth of monstrous, or anomalous, children:

We know by experience that women transmit the marks of their fancies to the bodies of the children they carry in their womb; witness the one who gave birth to the Moor. And there was presented to Charles, king of Bohemia and Emperor, a girl from Pisa, all hairy and bristly, who her mother said had been thus conceived because of a picture of St John the Baptist hanging by her bed. With animals it is the same: witness Jacob’s sheep, and the partridges and hares that the snow turns white in the mountains.39

These are all standard examples of the theory known as “maternal impression.” Montaigne could have derived them from either Pierre Boaistuau’s Histoires Prodigieuses or (as seems more likely) from chapter 9 of the treatise Des monstres et prodiges by the doctor, Ambroise Paré: “examples of monsters produced by the imagination.”40 Early modern medicine recognized, in theory and in practice, the imagination’s imprint rendered legible in the shape, color, size, and texture of a vast company of “monstrous” children, and the developing publishing industry made the most of an appetite for such wonders in print. Montaigne joins company, then, with compilers and the doctors of his time. But the differences between his writings and theirs are as instructive as connections we can make between them.

The example of Jacob’s sheep, for example, is explained in more detail in Paré than in Montaigne, and the essayist’s ellipsis regarding “the one who gave birth to the Moor”—almost a gossipy remark to those in the know—supplants a long excursus in the medical treatise in which Paré recounts a tale of professional rescue. An expensively reared white princess is there saved from the consequences of the accusation of adultery with a black interloper, and all on the strength of Hippocrates’s persuasive explanation.41

The imagination’s imprint on one further daughter, herself the photographic negative, as it were, of the Hippocratic child, is not so much mentioned in passing as altogether elided from the list of monstrous births as it moves from Paré’s teratological treatise to Montaigne’s essay. The case is that of Chariclea, an Ethiopian princess, born white as a result of her mother’s having fixed her gaze on a painting of the marble-white Andromeda during the moment of conception. Her story is first recorded in Heliodorus’s ancient Greek romance, the Aethiopica, and her exemple is adduced as evidence by Paré in his chapter on maternal impression. But while he cites each of Paré’s other examples, in an identical sequence, Montaigne omits all mention of Chariclea, or of Heliodorus’s romance; at least he does so here. Elsewhere, the example of Heliodorus is consciously added to an already existing list, namely that of affectionate fathers prepared to sacrifice themselves for their imaginary children: their books. But that, as they say, is another story.42

“MY FATHER SAW A CAT”

Montaigne’s tracking of the effects of imagination’s power runs, consistently, through the body. For it is at “the narrow seam between the soul and body, through which the experience of the one is communicated to the other” that the occult qualities of the imagination are made most clearly manifest.43 Vis imaginanda, la vertu imaginative, la force de l’imagination … la force attractive du chat: the imagination was debated by theorists of conception in generations from Plato to Paré and from Aristotle to Augustine, by way of Moses and Heliodorus, Pomponazzi, and La Primaudaye. Montaigne brings the work of the this compelling force, or power, home: to Montaigne, to the house, and (in the first editions of this essay) to his father, whose erased name stands behind the late emendation concerning the character and the status of the witness to the interchange between the cat and the bird in the treetop with which this discussion began. “Mon pere vit un jour un chat … ” reads the 1580 version of the phrase that introduces this encounter. If we return to it now, it is to consider one last time the cat, the bird, and the legacy of the erased father chez Montaigne as reflexively charged emblems of the imagination’s empire, reach, and force.

Antoine Compagnon, in his brief but trenchant study, Chat en poche, sounded the alarm concerning overly allegorical readings of Montaigne, readings he qualified as “teratological.”44 The cat of this essay, with the bird (almost, or finally) in its claws, does not lend itself to ready allegorization, and it appears, initially, far from monstrous. Generically speaking, it is not a character in an animal fable, and neither it nor the bird are made to ventriloquize political, ethical, or psychological lessons for their human counterparts. But both creatures do nonetheless figure, along with the now erased father who first caught sight of them, as both invitation and warning, the significance of which becomes clear when we grasp their spatial relation to each as a function of Montaigne’s restless, reflexively conditioned investigation into the workings of his own imagination. All three freeze for a moment, as if in an image: the bird and the cat each seems to be caught in the gaze of the other, with the father as it were off-screen, watching, waiting, perhaps, to be supplanted by the reader: the nonspecific “on” who gets to see the whole thing happen “dernierement”: not later, but lately, recently, just now.

This triangulated figuration might usefully be seen to represent an imagined relation between three literary properties, or communicative affordances, held suspended as if in mutually fascinated tension by the force of the imagination: an author’s consciously erased (but all the more inferred) intentions, a written text that survives over time, and its readers, here and now. Such a figuration raises further questions in turn: if we, beguiled, fall under the spell of the Essays, is this either because we have become intoxicated by our own imaginations, reflected in the mirror of Montaigne, or because we have become subject to the “force attractive” of Montaigne’s intentional legacy, his written will? Of course, as the essay itself teaches us, either/or does not exhaust the rage of possibilities imagined by the literary encounter. For (as Montaigne already seems to sense, imagine, or hope) his book may yet fall into the hands of a reader inclined to overlook the father behind the screen and, with him, the inherited “fantasies” of book-children, intention and the constrained will. In so doing, she might play cat, for a time, to the author’s bird.
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CHAPTER 38

MONTAIGNE ON ALTERITY

TOM CONLEY

DICTIONARIES of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries make no mention of alterity, perhaps because the name of the unknown would betray its essence. Later, when it is commonly understood to be that which is “other,” that which in view of human inquiry is unfathomable or utterly strange, a theorist of performativity would say that the very formulation of its defining traits would domesticate the force of its effects. A name for whatever is unnamable, alterity has currency in worlds closer to our own, where the idioms of psychoanalysis, political economy, geography, and theology are interwoven. In the sixteenth century, however, given its absence as such, it can be surmised either that alterity did not exist as we know it now or else that, pervasive and encompassing, it could not be identified in language. Not then a scientific object or a concept, alterity may have belonged more to the play of the four humors and complexions—to a sensorium, a state of mind and body in which the presence of something other is felt or even a sense of being outside of oneself. To alter, to change, to be altered; to estrange, to become other; to shift, to transform; to travel to unknown realms and to return in a different state of body and soul: such would be the inflection of “alteration” as a process and not as a category. Dictionaries attest to this: in 1606 Jean Nicot, in his Thresor de la langue françoyse, merely registers “l’alteration, Depellere sitim, Restringere vel Sistere” (to drive thirst away, to draw back, or to hold firm), whereas, five years later, in 1611 in his Dictionarie of the French and English Tongues, Randle Cotgrave is more loquacious: “Alterer: to alter, change, varie; turn from what it was; also, at adulterate, falsify, sophisticate; also, to breed, or increase thirst, or drouth; to make drie, or adrie, to drie up.”1 He adds that what alters are “vehement passions of the mind; strange, & doubtfull conceits floating in the thoughts; also, divine furie; or inspirations from above, ravishing, and transporting the spirit out her proper soul; exstasies, transportations of spirit.”

Today alterity would be closer to what, in the Critique of Political Economy, Marx means by alienation: a condition of estrangement and transformation by which an object or being whose use-value—the motivation it inspires among those who have meddle with it—gets “alienated” when translated or transformed into its condition of exchange-value, a metric of calculable worth. What Nicot, Cotgrave, and others register in the spirit of “doubtful conceit,” “divine fury,” or even the siccative quality of alteration gets lost. Reaching back to the writing of Montaigne and others, we can sense that alterity would be close to an ineffable experience of the “real,” to incommunicable sensations and impressions that language is unable to identify, and to whatever, though present, cannot be known or else belongs to a known unknown. Alterity would be at the crux of consciousness or even the sensation of being alive. It would refer to the unsettling feeling of being unable to know what one might wish to know, or even to know if one knows. By a short stretch of the imagination alterity would be the form and essence of the device Montaigne coined when beginning the writing of the essays, “Que sçais-je?” And more broadly, in the labyrinthine chapter at the core of the Essays, the “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” the great essay that shatters human presumption, alterity would be what he gets at in remarking, because it is other and unfathomable, “we have no communication with being.”2

In what follows, with a final emphasis on the delightfully crushing effects of the “Apology,” it will be argued that, notwithstanding Montaigne’s self-representation or project of incipient self-portraiture, alterity is a founding relation within and through the writing of the Essays. No matter what the context may be, the essays invariably address the matter of what it “is”—the copulative exceeding or falling short of what it “means”—to be alive. Alterity will be studied along three axes, one in a cognitive sense, in the way Montaigne perceives the ambient world through approximation of sensation; the second with the body he depicts and describes in both the Essays and the Travel Journal, and, finally, in the design and execution of the “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” in which alterity becomes a foundation of both faith and reasoned inquiry of the world. Analysis of the unknown as a concept will be taken up prior to being drawn through the essays that appear to anticipate, to concretize, and, best, to embody otherness in the shape and flow of writing unique to the Western canon.

A heuristic concept informing alterity is what Guy Rosolato has called la relation d’inconnu, for the clinical analyst a “total social fact,” stating that sensation and subjectivity are tied to the unknown, the unknown being at the core of sentience and of life itself. Rosolato coins the term to describe how we cope with milieus in which we are born. In asserting that our lives do not hinge on a relation “with” the unknown, he calls into question a Cartesian ego empowered before all else to think or to make sense of things. We are not born into the world with a pregiven virtue by which we inform ourselves of what, who, where, and how we are as we are. It is our fundamental relation of (and not “with”) the unknown that motivates our actions. Whatever we do in our surroundings cues on what cannot be named or, despite whatever knowledge we have, what cannot be fathomed or even named. In strictly Freudian terms, the unknown belongs to the province of the unconscious, the nether region of the psyche refusing access to its domain. It could be an “other” in us that says no to whatever we affirm—but in all events the unknown has two cardinal points of reference: one, the phantasm of birth, of origin, or of separation that brings us into the world, which the enigma of its oblivion in our memories drives us to wonder about our origins. The quasi-mystical trace or scar of the traumatic event of being born is the navel (and no wonder that the French call those who obsess over themselves nombriliques). Now the other, equally unknowable counterpart from whose imagination we cannot deter our thoughts is the fact of death that stands before us in every moment of our diurnal and nocturnal lives. What we imagine to be our beginning and our end remain the simple aporias that constitute the pleasures and difficulties of life itself.

Rosolato notes that a thumbnail history of the emergence of the relation can be found in Freud’s life and writing in the years 1914–1923, beginning with the First World War, an event that becomes coupled with the death of his daughter Sophie and his grandson Heinz; soon after, with his own disquieting thoughts of about his sons being in combat and, in 1919, with the suicide of Victor Tausk, a colleague and friend who had witnessed among many soldiers the traumatizing effects of war. The latter becomes the very matter of the author’s own essay of 1915, “Thoughts for the Time on War and Death.” It may be that in 1914, at the threshold of the war, Freud, having composed “The Uncanny,” his formative essay on alterity, waited or set aside its publication until 1919, in the year following the war in order to set a frame around the process of doubling and othering.3 Thus, as of 1920, adds Rosolato,

death itself gets internalized. Known through thought and language, the unknown as experience, despite slumber and swoon providing an inkling of it, above all takes part in what cannot be thought by way of the repugnance it provokes … [the condition being such that], “thou shalt not kill” becomes “thou shalt not think.” Death thus inheres in the relation of the unknown: yet it can be rejected as something ineluctable or … taken in charge as an ideal.4

It follows that the enigma of birth, a point of reference to which we return in order to go forward, cannot be dissociated from our projective fantasies about the fact of our death. The very thought of the two can lead to a depressive condition while, at the same time, it can also become the matter of affirmation.

Enter Montaigne for whom the relation is ubiquitous: seen and felt in the texture of the writing, death gives birth to the Essays when Montaigne happens upon the idea of the self-portrait. In “Of practice” (II, 6), a crucial chapter in the evolution of the essays that describes how the idea of the writing project is born, Montaigne brings forward a relation of the unknown. Alterity is encountered through recall of a limit-situation, a moment when the author finds himself at a strange threshold where life and death are indistinguishable. The narrative of the essay is crucial to its effects: unable to specify in which of three phases of the Wars of Religion the traumatic event befell him, he recalls having taken a ride on horseback. The aim or purpose of his excursion he refuses to make clear. Armed, he rides outside of his château with a group of companions. At one instant he turns about and suddenly glimpses a fellow horseman on a powerful steed galloping toward him at full tilt. Struck violently, he and his horse are thrown topsy-turvy. Landing on the ground ten or twelve feet from the point of impact, knocked unconscious, he is virtually dead. From the point of the collision, he remembers that he was

ten paces beyond, dead, stretched out on my back, my face all bruised and skinned, my sword, which I had in my hand, more than ten paces away, my belt in pieces, having no more motion or feeling than a log. It’s the only swoon that I have experienced up to this time. Those who were with me, after having tried all the means they could to bring me round, thinking me dead, took me in their arms and were carrying me with great difficulty to my house, which was about half a French league from here.5

The formula pas au delà, playing on both stepping and not going beyond, suggests that in the state in which he found himself he was both dead and alive. He vaguely recalls—or, more properly, invents—the condition in noting how, darkly and through glassy eyes, he witnessed his companions assuming he was dead, who then carried him exactly one and a half miles to his château. The effect of being coddled before being set erect brings him back to consciousness when he realizes that along the way he had vomited a full pail of clotted blood. The initial feelings “were much closer to death than to life,”6 which (in the edition of 1588) a quotation from Tasso’s Gerusalamme liberata sustains. Printed in this way, the memory brings forward the image or the very face of death, the effect allowing him not to be crushed under its impact but, by representing it in writing, to contend with what was for him, and now for his readers, a condition of alterity.

For a moment the visage of death afforded comfort and pleasure that in the essay Montaigne associates with sleep. Remembering how, albeit with a “sight so weak and so deadened” that he began to see his body bespattered with the blood he had rendered, he closes his eyes to take pleasure in languishing, in letting himself go, in indulging in a feeling “mingled with this sweet feeling that people have who let themselves slide into sleep.”7 A turn of phrase brings together the sight of the approach of death and an impression of the gentle torpor of sleep. Words seem to invoke again the memory of the accident taking place in the thick of war (he imagined himself having been struck by harquebus fire) when, now, in the third person, estranged and altered, he would figure himself among “people … whom we see fainting with the weakness of agony and death … or wounded in the head when we hear them groan from time to time utter poignant sighs,”8 indeed those whom he thought had both body and soul prostrate and comatose, or “buried in sleep.”9 In the verb rommeler (“to rumble, grumble, grunt”)—the sole occasion Montaigne employs the word in all of the Essays—a death-rattle is associated with snoring and, further, by inference, with the spell (and the spelling) of sommeil—recalling the pains of deadly illness, mentioned earlier in the essay, that for a long time had been “delicate and feeble.”10 Like the beguayement (stuttering) that beckons and announces sleep, the gurgling sounds that signal the onslaught of death become printed approximations of what cannot (yet) be known. Montaigne reports having had no idea of where he was coming from or where he was going, adding that his soul seemed “licked and sprinkled” by the soft impression of sensations “as if … touched very lightly, and merely licked and sprinkled by the soft impression of the senses,”11 yet when his body regained consciousness he felt again as if he were being born into death.

The conclusion he draws from his account cues on self-estrangement. Taking a distance from himself, trivializing the anxiety that inaugurated the narration, he notes how, exemplary for himself and his readers, “this account of so trivial an event”12 tells us that to ready ourselves for death we do well to “try it” in the way he has done through the simulations of writing. By inference, the event that engages alterity becomes one of the very acts of working in and with both birth and death. Herein one of the beginnings of self-study: in one of the longest single additions penned into the margins of the Bordeaux Copy (Figure 38.1) Montaigne addresses the very alterity that becomes the core of the Essays. Summing up his relation of the unknown, he writes—the hurried aspect of the autograph in the Bordeaux Copy suggesting that the writer is in another world, “[i]t’s a thorny undertaking, and more so than it would seem, to follow a movement so wandering as that of our mind, to penetrate the opaque depths of its innermost folds; to pick out and immobilize the innumerable flutterings that agitate it.”13 The espineuse entreprinse is located where espionage or spying upon oneself and autopsy become one, beginning with the dorsal column—the spine—before leading into the folds of the bodily organs whose image is summed up in the figure of the skeletos: “a cadaver on which the veins, the muscles, and the tendons all appear at a glance, each part in its place.”14
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FIGURE 38.1 Bordeaux Copy, f. 155v (Montaigne Studies)



In “De l’exercitation” we find a first great account of alterity as it is experienced in the sensory realm. For what concerns a political register, students of Montaigne are most likely to encounter different inflections of alteration and estrangement in “Of cannibals” (I, 31), one of the great essays on the nature of the encounter of things other. In setting the design of the essay in place, prior to describing the inhabitants of the new world, he is compelled to distinguish topographers from cosmographers. The former are would-be ethnologists while the latter remain artisans compiling fictions of the world from received knowledge. Cosmographers cannot refrain from “altering” the historical information they register in their compendious encyclopedias. “[T]hey never show you things as they are, but bend and disguise them according to the way they have seen them.”15 They distort and amplify matter whereas topographers write only of what and as much they know, and nothing more. Yet, confined to our own conditions and contingency of life, we are at odds when encountering what has little resemblance to what is known, and it is there where we risk altering what is uncommon or unknown into something that can only be “vraisemblable,” a semblance of fact or truth. The inhabitants of the New World, like plants in nature, are among “those that we have changed artificially (alterez) and led astray from the common order.”16 Detailed observation, a virtue that does not appropriate what is seen or encountered in the manner of sympathy or empathy, seems to be the only way of engaging and cultivating a relation of the unknown. In the descriptive matter that follows, because it is gathered and fashioned from commonplaces and received images, Montaigne’s report on the cultures of natives in Antarctic France is—as it ought to be—taken third hand, thus considered with suspicion and doubt. Alteration is experienced when an unknown phenomenon is juxtaposed to what would seem to be a known and common counterpart, the purpose of the comparison being that of yielding an “unknown known” (or vice versa) that otherwise cannot be conveyed in language.

From this standpoint “Of cannibals” undertakes a seemingly—only seemingly—objective and dispassionate (or, in the idiolect of the essay, topographic) appreciation of the alterity of the inhabitants of “Antarctic France.” From the outset Montaigne estranges the discourse that would otherwise domesticate or appropriate things unknown. First, in word: When King Pyrrhus passed over into Italy, after he had reconnoitered the formation of the army that the Romans were sending to meet him, he said: “ ‘I do not know what barbarians are (because the Greeks thus called all foreign nations), but the formation of this army that I see is not at all barbarous.”17 From high and afar the point of view from which Pyrrhus gazes upon the Romans belongs to the perspective of an ingénieur du roi, a king’s engineer, a topographer assigned to map a defensive plan at the borders of the French nation.18 The image of an arrangement of troops in neatly ordered encampment gives the lie to barbare, a descriptive that Montaigne quickly glosses in parentheses without further mention. The point of seeing reasonably, without preconditioned modes of perception, is driven forward through the resemblance and difference of the words on the printed page, some nearly homophone, that require the reader to look at and listen carefully to the entirety of the audiovisual field, which includes the aspect of the printed text itself. From the very outset of the essay indexical signs are marked to keep the observer at a distance from what is in view: “Thus we should beware of clinging to vulgar opinions, and judge things by reason’s way, not by popular say.”19 The sight of the Roman encampment, viewed from above and afar, offsets hearsay. Barbare, a signpost that the reader is invited to look at from various angles in the plotting of Montaigne’s narrative, becomes altered on practically every occasion it is used and often from a perspective that isolates the word in a visual field—even in the most celebrated sentence of the essay, when Montaigne implicitly looks at the inhabitants of the New World just as Pyrrhus had gazed upon his Roman enemies from a self-estranging point of view:

Now, to return to my subject, I think there is nothing barbarous and savage in that nation, from what I have been told, except that each man calls barbarism whatever is not his own practice; for indeed it seems we have no other test of truth and reason than the example and pattern of the opinions and customs of the country we live in.20

In the Bordeaux Copy Montaigne puts mire in place of touche, the alteration suggesting that a better perspective and keener impression of the unknown is taken at a distance. Touche implies the direct contact of an object with the body, be it a touchstone, the tip of a sword, or the impression of a finger on a thing, while mire might equivocate on a topographer’s surveying instrument or a gunsight, in every instance something that keeps its object at a distance in an optical field. The immediate sense is that of a mark or sign of truth, and if the latter, a degree of truth can only be indicated, never grasped, the formula de vray il semble implying that only a semblance of truth is possible. It would seem that, given the images of indigenous cultures that follow, the “example” and the “idea” of our opinions or a “traditional” sense of custom would be in the shape of clichés or reproducible images, many including those that Montaigne gathers from various accounts of the Spanish conquest of the Americas.

For that reason the next sentence shifts its point of view, moving from an angle opening onto what is “here,” where “we are,” to “there,” to an imaginary site, to a non-place onto which we project fantasy of a prelapsarian condition that no sooner the writing ironizes through redundancy: “There is always the perfect religion, the perfect government, the perfect and accomplished manners in all things.”21 Là, over “there,” arches back to “here” insofar as in a perfectly Marxian turn, choses, the crowning word of the sentence, reifies the attributes of the implied utopic or non-place of the Americas. Once these things are qualified and named as “perfect” they can be appreciated as the currency or money of fantasy. In these famous sentences that are often read quickly or thematically—or reified in the name of relativism—the shifting point of view draws attention both to what we construe things savage to be and to the very nature of “truth.” “They,” the subject of the following sentence, invites the reader to think that the savages are the cannibals of the essay’s title, but clearly the pronoun refers to religion, government, and custom (usage de toutes choses) on this side of things, that when Montaigne sets, in the best tactical use of the demonstrative “là où” adjacent to “à la verité” he estranges what seems evident before the very mention of alteration, in other words, that which customary culture imposes on what it does not know: “whereas really it is those that we have changed artificially and led astray from the common order, that we should rather call wild.”22 The oscillation of the sentence becomes the very operation of estrangement.

In the gist of the remarks, art and artifice, next to the products of nature and fortune, are inflected to be almost “barbaric.” Noting that we cannot represent or produce the contexture, the beauty of the “slightest bird’s nest” or even the tissure [weave] of the fragile arachnid, he returns to the expression of creative doubt that motivates the “Apology for Raymond Sebond” on pages 455–456, where the essay demonstrates that the works of sparrows and spiders exceed those of human facture. If artifice has obfuscated or corrupted the art of nature and fortune, what goes by the name of barbarity begins to oscillate, in short, to become altered and ever altering in the shifts and turns of the writing. Where he notes that “these nations, then, seem to me barbarous in this sense, that they have been fashioned very by the human mind, and are still very close to their original naturalness,”23 a variant of barbare or barbarie appears a third time, under the sign of “semblance,” which, in Montaigne’s idiolect, what he calls “a vocabulary all my own”24 fits in a network of terms of dissemblance mobilized to alienate would be self-evident, self-identical, or, in the language of contemporary philosophy, what would bear the value of ipseity.

And this is done when barbare and its variants are altered over and again throughout the essay: the observation that it is more barbarous to eat a human alive rather than dead refers to the common practice of torture among Protestants and Catholics in the Wars of Religion.25 In recalling how, on the threshold of being quartered, roasted, and eaten by his captors, a prisoner defiantly sings a song telling that the flesh the victors will be chewing contains the “substance of the members” of their own ancestors (because he has assimilated them in prior combat), Montaigne underscores how the victim’s wit (invention) hardly evinces of barbarity. Remembering a song that a Tupi had sung (much of the essay being couched in the gist of a recent past), Montaigne adds that the familiar air of the poetry informs him that, given its resemblance to the song of Anacreon, it is “an idea that certainly does not smack of barbarity.”26 Seemingly turning barbarity against itself, Montaigne further—and decisively—alters its expression when recounting how he had witnessed a meeting between the adolescent Charles IX, the French king, and a group of Tupis brought to Rouen in 1562.27 As if humbled by the imposing stature of the Swiss guard assigned to protect him, in the eyes of the Indians the diminutive monarch ought to have been under the order of the strapping mercenaries who stood over him. In the midst of the wit that Montaigne brings to the scene the context is marked by a sudden use of barbe, a noun that spins off the keystone word of the essay. Turned against itself, the unknown that had been marked as barbare becomes a sign of the facial hair (or secondary sexuality) of the European male, elsewhere and throughout the essays, the conqueror and colonizer whose refusal to relate to alterity becomes a founding virtue of unalloyed violence and murder.

“[W]itness my Cannibals”28: in “Of coaches” (III, 6), the essay that pairs with “Of cannibals,” Montaigne imagines what might have been the Spaniards’ first encounter with native populations of the world. As he had at the end of “Of moderation” (I, 30), the essayist reenacts a meeting that stages the inverse of what could have been a victory of diplomacy had it followed the model of “such a great change and alteration”29 of cultural transfer in the time of Alexander the Great. The Iberian conquerors take command of a fertile land. Standing before the indigenous tribes, they claim to be peaceful souls, coming from afar, under papal benediction decreeing that the territories are theirs. Seeking nourishment and gold, the Spaniards preach Catholic doctrine, “adding a few threats”30 to the effect that if the natives refuse to comply with their wishes and demands the condition of their lives will be at risk. In their seeming gibberish or balbutie the natives reply clearly and distinctly that the docility of the foreigners’ demeanor is not evident, and that their leader (the pope) is not so indigent as he ought to be, and surely “the one who had awarded their country to him,”31 the person who had promised to return to them the lands was he who had ordered his men to wrest them away. Although they would furnish victuals to the invaders, the natives tell their interlocutors that gold is something that can be “altered.” The words suggest that for the Indians, who face the Spaniards, coveting the precious metal gold is the prima materia of alienation. “Of gold they had little”32 and, moreover, for them it was “a thing they held in little esteem, since it was useless to the service of their life.”33 Astutely altering or into chose, a valued commodity bearing a masculine attribute into a mere “thing” in the feminine, the alchemy of Montaigne’s prose transmutes precious metal into something lesser than lead. In the greater context of the essay that deals with the relation of causes to effects, that goes to and from coches and choses, transvaluation becomes synonymous with the force of alterity.

If, as implied in “Of coaches,” alteration is a process related to alterity, in both the Essays and the Travel Journal the latter is felt through bodily sensation that description only approximates. In his detailed accounts of the baths and purgatives he took during his seventeen-month sojourn in Italy in 1580 and 1581—whose effects are inflected theoretically in “Of the resemblance of children to fathers” (II, 37), the capstone essay of the pre-1588 editions—Montaigne treats his body as an entity to a strong degree unknown, replete with life and death of its own making, an irritable mass of flesh and bone at once intimate and strange. Much of the Travel Journal is a meticulous register of sensation, notably in the material recorded in French and then in Italian, beginning with the first stopover of three months spent at Della Villa and in Tuscany, along an itinerary from Florence to Pisa and Lucca. Throughout these travels the sensation of alteration is ubiquitous. In one spa he feels his “mouth dry, with a sharp bad taste.”34 Dryness, he avows, prompts an “alteration” that was further increasing the force of his imagination. Awakening one day, “my mouth dry, with sourness and a bad taste,”35 he senses himself dessicated, altéré, at the threshold of fantasy such that on one occasion he excretes a urinary stone that he imagines having exactly the form of the masculine member.

The body itself becomes a site of experiment and essay, first, of himself when pain abates enough to allow him to countenance the strange world he encounters in Italy and even, involuntarily, when memories of his beloved friend Étienne de La Boétie intervene, causing the author to be “overcome by such painful thoughts about”36 his late companion. Second, as the form of the Travel Journal makes clear, an intimate relation holds between the world before the author’s eyes and the inner folds and pleats of his body. It is difficult not to figure Montaigne, en route from Rome to Milan, observing the roads and rivers he encounters as extensions or analogies of his circulatory and excretory systems. In approaching Siena he remarks how a bridge carries the canal of a river over what it straddles: “Near Siena, as in innumerable other places, there is a double bridge, that is to say a bridge above which another stream crosses over an aqueduct (canale).”37 On the morning of October 21 he excretes a stone and succumbs to another bout of colic, rendering yet another stony object, “rather round than otherwise, hard and massive, but harsh and rough, white inside and red outside”38 that had been lodged in a conduit of the same name: “I ejected another stone, which stopped for a while in the passage (canale) but nevertheless came out without pain or difficulty.”39 Here and elsewhere the daily record, as in the Journal bears witness to the substance of the writing of the unknown, of himself, in “Of the resemblance of children to fathers,” an ultimate chapter in which the effects of giving birth to things dead or inert convey alterity as it is felt within the body.

What is noted as the somatic experience of alterity, which turns into a speculative reflection on its nature in the Journal or essays of the gist of “Of cannibals” and “Of coaches,” acquires its strongest philosophical inflection in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” the most alienating text of the Essays but also the most self-altering. A monstrous chapter, even a counter- or anti-essay five times the length of the longest of the third volume that includes “On some verses of Virgil,” “Of vanity,” and “Of experience” it seems engineered as an alienating machine. Starting as a reasoned critique of human presumption, moving forward slowly and accelerating with locomotive mass and force, as it advances the essay seems to go crazy or even to become lucidly crazed. Toward the end of the chapter, as noted above, a single sentence might sum it up: “we have no communication with being.” Aiming to isolate the humans from the world in which they believe they belong, Montaigne formulates the remark in echo of another, located close to the outset of the chapter, such that as double point of reference each becomes one of the two axes of an essay whose overall form resembles a gigantic ellipse.40 Prompted by another caustic remark—that Blaise Pascal will later refashion to scare the wits out of the libertines and atheists of his time, that “the most vulnerable and frail and frail of all creatures is man, and at the same time the most arrogant,”41 Montaigne asserts that humans are hardly cognizant of the branles internes (internal stirrings) and secret ways of animals: it is precisely “this defect that hinders communication between them and ourselves,”42 which he no sooner turns around in the next clause: why is it not just as much ours as theirs? It is a matter of guesswork whose fault is that we do not understand one another; for we do not understand them any more than they do us. The shift in gender from eux to elles owes to a celebrated intercalation in the Bordeaux Copy in which, playing with his cat (in the feminine), the essayist wonders if anyone would ever know that it might be spending its time playing with him as much as he plays with it. The shift from the masculine to the feminine, already signaled in the remark that man (m.) is the most calamitous, frail, and boastful of all creatures (f.), underscores reference to bestes [beasts] in the subsequent sentence: “Do we need a better proof to judge man’s impudence with regard to the beasts?”43 The question comes on the heels of an allusion to Plato, who had noted how wise persons acquire intelligence and prudence through “communication” with bestes, especially when grasping the qualities and differences between the ones and the others.

Bestise, on first glance a defining trait of much of what follows, avers to be a virtue we gain from having no communication with being. The noun counts among the skeleton keys that open the locks on the portals of the essay, a hortus conclusus, a labyrinth, a zoological garden, a tower of Babel, even a register of the sum of human knowledge. At the very outset: “In truth, knowledge is a great and very useful quality; those who despise it give evidence enough of their stupidity.”44 As the essay moves ahead, bestise, that here describes mental deficiency, will be turned about, taken literally, as a condition of bestiality, perhaps in order to arch back to the reflections concluding “Of cruelty,” in which allusion to Plutarch’s praise of the admiration of ancient Egyptians for a cat and a steer whets further thought on the debt humans owe to animals and plants, with whose “commerce,” or communication, we form a social contract, a mutual ecological obligation. In this essay, stressing that he abhors cruelty in all its forms, Montaigne announces that he is a stranger to it. Folded in his words is what will be the subject of the following chapter, whose spatial articulation sets “man” in a home, or Heimlichkeit, of absolute alienation.

The “Apology” begins in the warmth of the author’s château. Following a remark noting how philosopher Herillus “lodged” (logeait) knowledge (science) in sovereign goodness, and how the assertion is the “subject of a long interpretation,” Montaigne recalls his home and hearth, a place where his father, then fifty-five years old, practically bereft of knowledge, was “ablaze” with the tenor of letters Francis I brought to France. He welcomed them into his household and listened to them, heeding their contents as if they were an oracle. Among others could be found Pierre Bunel, who, au desloger [the moment he was departing from the château], left him with a copy of Raimond Sebond’s Theologia naturalis, a treatise built upon a protracted description of the great chain of being. Montaigne recounts how, in homage to his father, he soon translated and published the hefty treatise that now, in view of its mixed reception, merits defense and illustration. The apologia that follows cues on two sets of objections: first, that Christians are wrong to base their belief on human reason instead of faith and “a particular inspiration of divine grace,”45 and, second, that the arguments for the foundations of faith are weak on the part of reason, the consequence being that the task of the “Apology” is to make felt “the inanity, vanity and the nothingness, of man”46: in other words, in view of its uncertain state of being, to alienate the human species from itself or whatever identity it would wish to possess. The inversion that the essay performs has to begin at home, in the good company of “the best father there ever was,”47 before shattering the foundations of knowledge, then setting himself and his reader adrift in the diatribe, and, finally—or infinitely—flowing in the uncertain currents of creative doubt. A point of reference that would be the home disappears, whereas along its course the essay considers what it means for us in our lives to have temporary “lodging” in the world and or have illusions of knowledge that would be a foundation for human praxis.

For the purpose of unseating his reader Montaigne is obliged to create a great void, a geographical and metaphysical vacuum or cosmic non-place having no order whatsoever. In strong likelihood the sheer mass of the essay becomes the elliptical matrix of total perdition. For starters: this driving “thing,” “truth” in its relation to location, can be “lodged” in us only through divine intervention. Whatever is “strange” in the midst of religious strife is found in the casual way we witness events floating and diversifying—a compass of justice is never received, welcomed, “lodged,” or espoused in ourselves. As if looking at the tower of his château, he wonders how, upon the return of spring, migrant swallows find the best place to “lodge” or nest in the crannies of his home, without any need for the measure of geometry to build homes giving onto eastern exposure. The issue of forever being “out of place” or outside of any familiar space recurs time and again through reference to lodging. He asks if knowledge acquires a “lodging” in us through means other than pure chance, and if chance becomes the uncertain ground on which truth is indistinguishable from falsehood. In the cosmic order that the essay everywhere calls in question, he remarks:

that things do not lodge in us in their own form and essence, or make their entry into us by their own power and authority, we see clearly enough… . Thus external objects surrender to our mercy; they dwell in us as we please. Now if on our part we received something without alteration, if the human grip was capable and firm enough to grasp the truth by our own means; these means being common to all men, this truth would be bandied from hand to hand, from one man to another.48

In other words, if by chance we welcome any concept in itself as it is, we would inevitably alter or alienate it, and quite possibly enjoy casting it in doubt. With eager pleasure we remain in a state of alterity with respect to ourselves. Read thus, these words and other passages in the later pages of the essay are cause for universal disquiet, while, in another, they subscribe to a process of investigation bearing untold health and benefit.

A magisterial staging of a continuous process of alteration and alienation, the essay cannot end. If an end it must have, it is arbitrary, imposed only for reason of the cost of ink and paper. The conclusion might be likened to a swinging door at the entry of an edifice dear to the author, at once his home in Bergerac, giving onto the fields and vineyards of the Dordogne, and also a building of cosmic dimension, of monstrous proportion, whose inner architecture, in the folds and meanders of a body afflicted with choler and melancholy, becomes at once an ultimate home (and, as pain experienced in Italy and elsewhere shows him), a site and ongoing condition of estrangement. The inconclusive ending to the essay, based on Plutarch, attests to an interminable state of being. At “the end of this long and boring discourse, which would give me material without end,”49 he notes that, absurd as they may seem, his patron’s words advising humans not to rise above their humanity embraces an uncompromising ideology of immanence. On a vertical axis of things where we find ourselves we do well not to rival with the flora and fauna above us, while on the horizontal counterpart, which can be measured in units of time and space, the human creature remains—in what may be another key to the vault of the essay—its last word: in a condition of metamorphosis. Taken as a process of alteration, the latter becomes the condition of alterity without which, within the given world, life could not be.

As a coda to the assertion in the preface to the reader that begins the Essays, “I am myself the matter of my book,”50 fittingly, at the end of the first two volumes, in calling attention to “this dead and mute portrait”51 of himself in the world and his body, Montaigne turns the very art of the essay into a retrospective and projective relation with things unknown. Time and again readers of the Essays recover that relation and, with Montaigne, turn its alterity into a vital and ethnically firm component of life. If the aim of this Oxford Handbook of Montaigne is to displace Montaigne into our own time and space, in the midst of dilemmas concerning the future of the planet, the estranging operation at the core of the Essays seems uncannily pertinent. To engage the alterity of ourselves in respect to the world in which by chance we are born and to see ourselves in it as it is, outside of any hierarchy that sets the human at its center, are the foundations of an ecology, the topic of another essay, also based on an ethics of alterity.
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CHAPTER 39

MONTAIGNE ON MONSTERS AND MONSTROSITY

KATHLEEN LONG

MONSTERS are everywhere in the Essays; they patrol the borders of some essays and they are found at the heart of others. They are also everything, according to Montaigne: the writings themselves, the author, all of mankind, the natural world, and how we think about that world. The form of the Essays, their conceptions, their rhetoric, and their fluid and mutable language all evoke monstrosity. Many scholars have focused on the monstrous in Montaigne’s Essays, and a survey of their work reveals the diversity and fluidity inherent in the subject.1 The Essays focus frequently on monstrosity in relation to diversity, a concept dear to the essayist. The descriptions of “monsters” in the Essays emphasize a refusal to engage in allegorizing interpretation, or often any interpretation at all, a departure from the dominant mode of presenting the monstrous, which is evident in the Histoires prodigieuses of Pierre Boaistuau, to name one example from many.2 The mode of representation of these monsters reflects the writing process of the Essays themselves, and the author presents his work as monstrous. In turn, this work, in its novelty, hybridity, and rhetorical deformity, is a monstrous (grotesque, chimerical) reflection of the monstrous mind of its author. On the one hand, monstrosity serves in Augustinian fashion as the critique of limited human knowledge, which seeks to normalize the natural world and exclude that which does not fit within its scope. On the other hand, monstrosity is the universal human and natural condition. We are all singular, we are all different; therefore, we are all monstrous.

Montaigne demonstrates a familiarity with ancient, medieval, and early modern theories of the monstrous. He is heir to a longstanding interaction between rational philosophy, with its search for causes and taxonomies to render the world comprehensible to and controllable by the human mind, and mystical forms of thought, which present the world as beyond the reach of human reason. In medieval thought, this interaction played out between the more mystical (and skeptical) theology of Saint Augustine and the rationalist scholastic philosophy of Thomas Aquinas that arose from the recovery of Aristotle.3 This debate over the status of monsters in the natural realm intersected with his skepticism in complex ways, as one significant question in this debate was whether everything in the world could be known, in the sense of being subordinated to human systems of knowledge, or whether some things escape human grasp. This question arises in discussions of the monstrous in the Essays, whether in “Of idleness” (I, 8), “Of a monstrous child” (II, 30), “Of cripples” (III, 11), or the “Apology for Raymond Sebond” (II, 12). This debate is sometimes turned inward in self-scrutiny or in meditations on the relationship between the author and his text, sometimes outward in the form of sustained criticisms of human intellectual vanity and praise for the diversity of the world. Over the course of the Essays, it is this interplay between critical self-scrutiny and contemplation of the unassimilable, supposedly monstrous, other that creates an ethics of difference particular to Montaigne. The monster is neither simply a symbol nor just a body; rather, it operates on the margins of the human knowledge systems that created it, signaling their factitious nature.

From the very beginning of theories of the human, the monster has been a mechanism for questioning our tendency to create categories and form knowledge in an abstract and self-enclosed manner. Aristotle’s discussion of the monstrous in The Generation of Animals focuses on departures from the norm or type:

For even he who does not resemble his parents is already in a certain sense a monstrosity; for in these cases nature has in a way departed from the type. The first departure indeed is that the offspring should become female instead of male; this, however, is a natural necessity.4

As Richard Regosin points out, Montaigne complicates this view of the monstrous by underscoring that his own monstrous textual progeny is both similar to and different from himself.5 Timothy Hampton points out in relation to Aristotelian concepts that “a meditation on monstrosity must also, necessarily, be a meditation on the dynamics of resemblance.”6 This is clear in the essay “Of the resemblance of children to fathers” (II, 37), which begins with the characterization of the Essays as “a bundle of so many disparate pieces” and continues with a self-assessment focusing on his illness, and then a meditation on suffering. But the largest part of this essay is a critique of medical knowledge, set off by a critique of mankind’s use of miracles or wonders to demarcate the borders of this knowledge:

There is a certain type of subtle humility that is born of presumption, like this one: that we acknowledge our ignorance in many things, and are so courteous as to admit that there are in the works of nature certain qualities and conditions that are imperceptible to us and whose means and causes our capacity cannot discover. By this honest and conscientious declaration we hope to gain credence also about those things that we claim to understand. We have no need to go picking out miracles and remote difficulties: it seems to me that among the things we see ordinarily there are wonders so incomprehensible that they surpass even miracles in obscurity. What a prodigy it is that the drop of seed from which we are produced bears in itself the impressions not only of the bodily form but of the thoughts and inclinations of our fathers! Where does that drop of fluid lodge this infinite number of forms? And how do they convey these resemblances with so heedless and irregular a course that the great-grandson will correspond to his great-grandfather, the nephew to the uncle?7

In this passage, wonders, often associated with monsters, sneak up on the realm of everyday human life. The ordinary act of human procreation is beyond our comprehension, since it escapes both our understanding and the control of the paternal form. Montaigne combines a critique of human presumption to knowledge, even of our own origins, with a subtle but effective revision of the Aristotelian assumption that the normal (non-monstrous) child must resemble his father. Montaigne suggests that, as often as not, the form of the child deviates from that of the father and can, in fact, take on “an infinite number of forms.” In this critique of the dynamics of resemblance, the abnormal is made normal. These dynamics, of difference as well as resemblance, inform many of the discussions of the human body and of human knowledge in the Essays.

Augustine’s view of the monstrous, on the other hand, offers a stark contrast to the Aristotelian model, and it was viewed in this way throughout the medieval and early modern period. He presents monsters as signs of the diversity of creation, and of God’s power. His description of the monstrous races, based for the most part on Pliny’s Natural History, but also on Aristotle’s own accounts, leads him to declare:

For God is the Creator of all things: He Himself knows where and when anything should be, or should have been, created; and He knows how to weave the beauty of the whole out of the similarity and diversity of its parts. The man who cannot view the whole is offended by what he takes to be the deformity of a part; but this is because he does not know how it is adapted or related to the whole.8

Thus, our belief that an individual is monstrous is derived from our own lack of understanding, our limited knowledge of the world. We cannot possibly understand God’s plan from our circumscribed human perspective. Monsters thus become a symbol both of divine transcendence and of the limits of human knowledge.9 Montaigne echoes this concept most evidently in his essay, “Of a monstrous child,” but it is omnipresent in his discussions of human vanity and human knowledge. Augustine also mocks the divinatory tendency to see monsters as signs to be read: “The word ‘monster,’ we are told, clearly comes from ‘to demonstrate’ [monstrare], because monsters are signs by which something is demonstrated… . Let those who divine by such means see for themselves how often they draw false conclusions from them.”10 Thus, as has been suggested above, monsters are not meant to be interpreted; rather, they should evoke awe at God’s power to create such a diversity of beings. This refusal to explain the monstrous fits well in Montaigne’s Essays with the skeptical denial of the body as a site of meaning.

Late medieval natural philosophers return to the monster through the reaction of wonder, a phenomenon they saw as epistemologically problematic, as Katharine Park and Lorraine Daston make clear: “If theologians associated wonder with fear, philosophers, as Abelard had already made clear, associated it with ignorance of causes.”11 Bodies had to conform to the regime of knowledge, not the reverse, and knowledge was the domain of truth: “… scientia was the privileged body of universal and necessary truths that could be known with absolute certainty.” Wonders, for medieval thinkers, were “the atypical, the marginal, the strange,”12 and thus called this certainty into question. Related to wonders and miracles, monsters were seen as singularities, unusual or unique creatures that did not fit readily into the systems devised by natural philosophy.

Early modern humanism encompasses both of these traditions in complex ways. At the dawn of the Reformation, monstrous births dominated popular representations of religious and political matters.13 These births already represented a change in focus; monstrous races no longer dominated the popular imagination as a sign of God’s power or of natural diversity. Unusual human bodies signifying God’s wrath or warning of imminent doom multiply in various pamphlets. At the same time, the humanist revival of ancient medical texts suggests possible “natural” causes for these bodies; too much or too little seed, too much or too little space in the womb, or the mother’s imagination.14 As these scientific explanations take hold, monstrous races are replaced by monstrous types, and early teratologists start to classify these types. This naturalization of the monstrous has the effect of effacing the notion of monsters as particulars or individuals and replaces them with more universal categories.

William J. Beck traces the importance of this early modern medical model of monstrosity for Montaigne through the work of Ambroise Paré, chief surgeon for the French royal family in the late sixteenth century.15 While Paré gestures toward the use of monsters for divination, or at least to interpret the favor or the wrath of God, the greater portion of On Monsters and Marvels tends more toward this naturalization of the monstrous, saving discussion of the supernatural for his chapters on demons. He refuses the notion, popular in his time, that anomalies of the anatomy are signs of divine punishment. The most important difference between Paré and many of his contemporaries is the separation between corporeal difference and morality; extraordinary bodies are not the outward signs of evil souls or minds. Paré does temper this approach with wonder at the variety and diversity of nature.16 This is why, Beck asserts, there is a profoundly humane aspect to Paré’s work, which is echoed in this regard in Montaigne’s Essays. As Beck notes, Montaigne often uses the terms “miracle” and “miraculous” ironically, mocking the human pretention to understanding God’s will. The miraculous might seem to call for admiration, the monster for repulsion, but Montaigne often reverses these poles.17 In this, he outstrips Paré’s approach; rather than merely naturalizing the monster, he normalizes it. Arguably, Paré is still representing his human “monsters” as pathological in some way, not in harmony with the norm, having too much or too little in the way of limbs or other body parts. Montaigne, on the other hand, is presenting this diversity as the norm.

While this newly naturalized representation of monstrosity replaces the response of wonder or horror, it also pathologizes that which is designated as monstrous, in keeping with the Aristotelian theory that the monster is the result of some excess or lack.18 This concept of the pathological body is crucially integral to the modern concept of normality, a concept that man has constructed, and that has nothing natural about it, as Georges Canguilhem has argued.19 While early modern medicine is not yet as focused on pathology and normality as modern medicine will be, the groundwork for these concepts is being laid in treatises from the nascent science of teratology, which depend on earlier theories of monstrosity.

While Montaigne openly mocks the use of monstrous bodies as interpretable signs of God’s will, he also refuses to acknowledge the rationalizing medical approaches to monstrosity; in his discussion of medicine in “Of experience,” he makes it clear that he values individual experience over medical theories, thus refusing systematic scientific approaches to knowledge of the body. This is particularly evident in the passage that begins: “Experience is really on its own dunghill in the subject of medicine, where reason yields it the whole field.”20 In a late addition of his essay, “Of a monstrous child,” Montaigne echoes Augustine’s views of the monstrous:

What we call monsters are not so to God, who sees in the immensity of his work the infinity of forms that he has comprised in it… . From his infinite wisdom there proceeds nothing but that is good and ordinary and regular; but we do not see its arrangement and relationship.21

Beck sees this reference to the City of God as a celebration of diversity, as it most certainly is. But also important to Montaigne’s Augustinian view of the monstrous is the idea that it is man’s incapacity to understand God’s creation that makes us think we see monsters in every creature that is new to us.

This deforming aspect of human cognition is a recurrent theme in the “The apology for Raymond Sebond,” where the question of man’s ability to understand the divine by means of reason gives way to a profound critique of the human pretense to knowledge. In the context of this essay, the monstrous returns in a wide range of forms. Montaigne not only presents atheism as unnatural and monstrous,22 but he also presents all human discourse and imagination in the same light:

Now our human reasons and arguments are as it were the heavy and barren matter; the grace of God is their form; it is that which gives them shape and value … so it is with our ideas (imaginations) and reasonings: they have a certain body, but it is a shapeless mass, without form or light, if faith and divine grace are not added to it.23

In the course of this essay, Montaigne uses the term “monster” to designate an army at war,24 to designate the Plinian belua, or excessively large animal,25 and to designate immorality.26 As he deploys a range of meanings for the term, he underscores that even the language of monstrosity is itself unstable, unformed, and monstrous. It is such a capacious and widely used term that, in its proliferation of meanings, it eludes any systematic control.

A little more than halfway through the essay, at the end of his long skeptical argument against the idea that man has any certain knowledge, he overtly links monstrous races to the limitations of human knowledge:

How many things we call miraculous and contrary to nature. This is done by each man and each nation according to the measure of his ignorance… . For to us, to go according to nature is only to go according to our intelligence, as far as it can follow and as far as we can see; what is beyond is monstrous and disordered.

Now by this reckoning, to the most knowing and ablest man everything will therefore be monstrous.27

This denunciation of the search for knowledge beyond the limits of human capacity elides into a question of what humans can know at all, and the famous motto, “Que sçay-je?” In this context, the monster becomes at one and the same time the sign of that which extends beyond human capacity to know and a symbol of the excessive human vanity present in the presumption that we can know anything. Montaigne returns to the theme of monstrous intellectual hubris at the end of the essay: “For to make the handful bigger than the hand, the armful bigger than the arm, and to hope to straddle more than the reach of our legs, is impossible and unnatural [monstrueux].”28 What has become monstrous by the end of the “Apology,” then, is our will to mastery of the world around us, or even of our own bodies and minds, rather than the bodies we designate as violating our norms.

It is no wonder, then, that Montaigne depicts himself and his project as monstrous, in the traditional senses of something new and unfamiliar, as well as something ill-formed, but also in the sense of a body of writing that exceeds the capacity of its author to master it or to master himself through it. This depiction, noted by Jean Starobinski29 and then analyzed in detail by others, has dominated discussions of the monstrous in the Essays. Regosin, in his chapter on “Monstrous progeny,” underscores “diversity and disparity” as a “characteristic mark of Montaigne’s writing,”30 and he points out that this theme returns throughout the Essays, in “Of idleness” and in “Of the affection of fathers for their children” (II, 8), among other contributions. He also signals the author’s description of his own work as “crotesques et corps monstrueux” that frame the more beautiful work of his friend, Étienne de la Boétie, in Montaigne’s essay “Of friendship” (I, 28). Thus, the figure of the monster becomes a means of contemplating the project of writing the Essays. Both Regosin and Starobinski signal the symbiosis of uncontrollable project and mind in the “chimères et monstres fantasques” of “Of idleness.”31 While Montaigne undertook this project to tame the wild imaginings of a leisured mind, it has been the occasion for more irregularities and monstrous musings.32 As he does frequently in the Essays, he takes as his starting point the Aristotelian model of procreation, from the Generation of Animals, in which the mother produces shapeless masses of flesh in the absence of the formative power of the male seed: “as we see that women, all alone, produce mere shapeless masses and lumps of flesh, but that to create a good and natural offspring they must be made fertile with a different kind of seed; so it is with minds.”33 But by the end of this essay, it is clear that this formative power is illusory or feeble, allowing for the proliferation of monstrous thoughts, which are the substance of Montaigne’s project.

Philippe Desan reminds us that the project of the Essays is already inherently monstrous.34 As he suggests, the “abnormal” or “deviant” genre of the essay, new and not aligned with the established norms of literature, is the appropriate medium for conveying the value of difference, of that which we deem monstrous.35 The text itself was (and is) monstrous, in its extra-canonical form (at the time) and in its irregular manifestations: untranslated Latin and Greek citations that erupt into the body of the text; lack of framing materials to give the work a clear form or a biographical context; marginal notes in the Bordeaux Copy that require editing to bring about some sort of order; and another possible copy, now lost. Desan traces Marie de Gournay’s role in protecting the monstrous aspect of Montaigne’s text, which she identifies with its author (as he himself had done). He traces the increasing pressure by printers over the course of the seventeenth century to smooth out the text, frame it with elaborate paratexts, and contain or control its monstrosity, in short, to normalize the text.

Bernd Renner reads “Of cripples” as a model for the monstrous nature of Montaigne’s writing project, both in its reflection of this monstrous mind and in its capacity to reveal the monstrosity of human vanity by means of its irregular or anamorphic gaze. At the same time, this essay reveals that monstrosity is a matter of perspective, and Renner links it and deformity to the gaze that transforms irregularity into superior understanding. What we live with is the illusion of understanding, which monstrosity calls into question. In Renner’s reading of this essay, this approach to human intelligence is a profoundly ethical one, calling into question blind trust in supposed evidence of the supernatural. As Renner suggests, “The diligent readers are supposed to become startled, disoriented, and hence incited to look at the text differently to avoid falling prey to false appearances.”36 Renner also suggests that this emphasis on a skeptical approach as a profoundly ethical one, linked to irregularities in human systems of rhetoric and knowledge and thus to the concept of the monstrous, is a cornerstone of the project of the Essays. The irregularity of the subject matter of the Essays is seconded by their irregular style, with chapters of uneven length and with defiance of rhetorical norms at every turn, digressions, accumulation of rhetorical devices, and other affronts to polished prose. The deformities of the text underscore its monstrosity, but also signal the value of the monstrous: “Deformity is thus valued over conformity.”37 The reader is forced to consider new perspectives rather than merely following the author and his text as ideal models. Thus the monstrous is not a theme or image in the Essays as it is a mode of writing and reading, a meditative exercise in understanding alterity.

Gisèle Mathieu-Castellani analyzes this aspect of “Of a monstrous child” (II, 30), suggesting that this child becomes the metaphor for the text that has made him into a metaphor, and the chapter thus becomes a mise-en-abîme of the process of writing that incorporates its own commentary within its form. The project itself is thus monstrous, but even more, the form of the essay underscores the monstrosity of the project as a whole and evokes the importance of what can be seen as “monstrous writing.” As Mathieu-Castellani points out, this essay mimics the child by having two bodies joined together, that of the child and that of the shepherd in Médoc, presented in two portions of text also joined (the first one from the 1580 edition and the second one added in the 1588 edition). The different stories are separated and joined by a citation from Cicero, added in a third moment (a posthumous addition), which repeats in Latin what had just been said in French, dismissing divination. Similarly, the posthumous conclusion to the essay combines a clear allusion to Augustine and a citation from Cicero, seemingly similar in message but in fact very different in import. While Augustine meditates in The City of God on monsters as evidence of God’s omnipotence, of the fact that he can do whatever he wishes with bodies, and thus that nothing is unnatural according to the divine plan, Cicero focuses in On Divination on monsters as evidence of men’s credulity. These two views exist in symbiotic relationship in the text, both supporting each other and playing off of each other, creating a sort of hybrid text that leaves two different but related ideas in suspension. This bringing of two different perspectives together into one text is a sort of citational imitation of skeptical suspension of judgment.38

Again in this context, the monstrous form becomes the norm, rather than existing outside of the norms or being naturalized by science to conform to those norms. The monster is already entirely natural, and this point is crucial to understanding Montaigne’s strategy. Mathieu-Castellani states that the “discourse on monsters is remarkably coherent in Montaigne,” and it can be summarized as “nothing is a monster, everything is a monster, and man is the measure of all things (monstrous).”39 This monster can be found in all aspects of the “normal” man; the self is a monster, and the Essays reflect that monstrosity. The lesson to be drawn from this is that the monster is neither a manifestation of horrifying disorder nor the sign of a transcendent order; it is simply what it is. The Essays rehearse this alterity at every turn, not only in subject matter, but also in their form, as if to familiarize the reader with that which might be called monstrous. Thus, the project itself is not only presented as a monstrous progeny, but also embodies that monstrosity rhetorically.

It becomes hard to distinguish this project from the mind that created it, as Montaigne says in “Of giving the lie” (II, 18), it is “a book consubstantial with its author.”40 Fausta Garavini sees the monstrous or chimerical subtending the Essays in their entirety, reflecting the incapacity of the mind to control itself, or at least its unconscious self.41 The book thus becomes the monstrous progeny of a monstrous man. Montaigne’s strategy for contemplating the place of the strange and monstrous in a nondogmatic or universalizing way, even though he proposes diversity as the one universal quality of mankind and of nature in “Of experience,” is to offer himself as an example of this particularity: in “Of cripples,” he says “I have seen no more evident monstrosity and miracle in the world than myself.”42 As Jean Céard points out relative to this essay, Montaigne is profoundly attached to the concept of diversity, as is evident from the example he offers of human actions exceeding the capacity of human laws to contain them.43

In fact, the link between alterity and monstrosity is notably absent in the Essays, or rather presented only as the object of skeptical scrutiny. Where cosmographers imagine monstrous races,44 Montaigne turns the tables and imagines the inhabitants of the Western Hemisphere seeing Europeans as monsters:

For as regard the men who subjugated them, take away the ruses and tricks that they used to deceive them, and the people’s natural astonishment at seeing the unexpected arrival of bearded men, different in language, religion, shape, and countenance, from a part of the world so remote, where they had never imagined there was any sort of human habitation, mounted on great unknown monsters.45

For Montaigne, the monster is always the self, not the other. Even the famous cannibals are not as bad as their European counterparts, and the language of monstrosity is not deployed in their description.46

Zahi Zalloua situates this representation of the monstrous in the larger context of Montaigne’s ethical approach to difference, which solicits “the beholder’s generosity and openness to alterity, from a sensibility, that is, to the diversity and unruliness of nature.”47 Thus even those others called monsters in the Essays are not portrayed as such, as Montaigne paradoxically uses the language of monstrosity to criticize this negative response to physical difference. To return to the essay, “Of a monstrous child,” Montaigne offers first a direct, almost clinical description of the child’s body. He then adds a hypothetical interpretation, which he immediately retracts:

This double body and these several limbs, connected with a single head, might well furnish a favorable prognostic to the king that he will maintain under the union of his laws these various parts and factions of our state. But for fear the event should belie it, it is better to let it go its way, for there is nothing like divining about things past.48

This ironic take on allegorical interpretation of the monstrous allows Montaigne to express a fervent wish concerning national politics while offering a subtle criticism of the political use of monsters.49 Instead of the divisive force of the monster, Montaigne deploys this figure as a symbol of unity. The original version of this essay contained only the description of this child.

Montaigne augments this brief essay significantly in subsequent versions. In the second version, published with additions in 1588, the essay ended with a second “monster,” the shepherd in Médoc: “thirty years old or thereabouts, who has no sign of genital parts. He has three holes by which he continually makes water. He is bearded, has desire, and likes to touch women.”50 No explanation, scientific or allegorical, is offered for this person. In an even later addition to the essay, taken from the Bordeaux Copy and creating a new conclusion, he underscores the refusal to explain these extraordinary bodies. This addition begins with the passage: “What we call monsters are not so to God” (quoted above), and it ends with an assertion of the ordinary quality of the monstrous: “We call contrary to nature what happens contrary to custom; nothing is anything but according to nature, whatever it may be. Let this universal and natural reason drive out of us the error and astonishment that novelty brings us.”51 Montaigne’s use of the word universal is key to this reversal of the notion of the monstrous, which is anomalous and often singular, as a “natural particular,” that is, something that does not fit into the realm of universals or categories of the natural as defined by scholastic philosophy. The monster becomes that which is universal.

Thus, once we look for these singular or extraordinary bodies, they are everywhere in Montaigne. Another example is Germain-Marie, who was transformed from a woman into a man when she jumped over a ditch and whose story was already recounted in Ambroise Paré’s treatise On Monsters and Marvels:

I saw a certain person (a shepherd) named Germain Garnier—some called him Germain Marie, because when he had been a girl he had been called Marie—a young man of average size, stocky, and very well put together, wearing a red, rather thick beard, who, until he was fifteen years of age, had been held to be a girl, given the fact that no mark of masculinity was visible in him, and furthermore that along with the girls he even dressed like a woman. Now having attained the aforestated age, as he was in the fields and rather robustly chasing his swine … finding a ditch, he wanted to cross over it, and having leaped, at that very moment the genitalia and the male rod came to be developed in him, having ruptured the ligaments by which previously they had been held enclosed and locked in.52

In Paré’s account, Germain is unquestionably masculine after his transformation; there are even aspects of his pretransformation behavior that suggest the masculine potential of Marie. Even though she had “no mark of masculinity” and dressed like the girls, her “robust” pursuit of the swine prepares the reader for the metamorphosis. The masculine adjectives, past participles, and nouns that dominate the description in the original French text of Germain-Marie in her pre-masculine life also convey the virility already inherent in her body.

This tale receives very different treatment at the hands of Montaigne in his essay, “Of the power of the imagination”:

I might have seen a man whom the bishop of Soissons had named Germain at confirmation, but whom all the inhabitants of that place had seen and known as a girl named Marie until the age of twenty-two. He was now heavily bearded, and old, and not married. Straining himself in some way in jumping, he says, his masculine organs came forth.53

While Paré concludes that this transformation from female to male confirms the superiority of the latter sex, Montaigne notes that the girls in Vitry-le-François still sing a song, even in his time, warning each other “not to take big strides for fear of becoming boys.”54 He adds the detail that Germain-Marie is not married, and old, and omits Paré’s assertion that he is “well-built.” In addition, Montaigne’s ironic commentary conveys doubt about the whole matter and about other such “marvels”:

It is not so great a marvel that this sort of accident is frequently met with. For if the imagination has power in such things, it is so continually and vigorously fixed on this subject that in order not to have to relapse so often into the same thought and sharpness of desire, it is better off if once and for all it incorporates this masculine member in girls.55

He seems to be suggesting, with some degree of humor, that this sort of “accident” is more a figment of the imagination, focused as it is so frequently on sexual matters. This skepticism becomes stronger as the essay continues. While enumerating other extraordinary bodily feats, he engages in a strong denunciation of the belief in the supernatural: “It is probable that the principal credit of miracles, visions, enchantments, and such extraordinary occurrences comes from the power of imagination, acting principally upon the minds of the common people.”56 The imagination thus works on the mind rather than transforming the body in reality.57

This question of the role of the imagination in the creation of the monstrous is linked to the popular notion, repeated by Paré, that the mother’s imagination can have a very real effect on the appearance of her child.58 Montaigne seems to accept this idea: “we know by experience that women transmit marks of their fancies to the bodies of the children they carry in the womb; witness the one who gave birth to the Moor.”59 But this example is tellingly not taken from his own direct experience; rather, it is found in the works of a number of his contemporaries. Wes Williams has analyzed Montaigne’s work in its full historical context, with a particular eye to medical treatises, in his rich study of this subject. Williams emphasizes the anti-authoritarian nature of the essayist’s discussion of the imagination, which calls even his own knowledge into question.60 Thus the essay calls into question the power of the imagination to directly transform physical reality while underscoring the power of this faculty to invent new possibilities, to reimagine the world as it is.

This is the dual nature of the imagination, deceptive and creative, that is explored throughout the essay. After giving some other striking examples, Montaigne begins a sustained conclusion with this admission:

So in the study that I am making of our behavior and motives, fabulous testimonies, provided they are possible, serve like true ones. Whether they have happened or no, in Paris or Rome, to John or Peter, they exemplify, at all events, some human potentiality, and thus their telling imparts useful information to me. I see it and profit from it just as well in shadow as in substance. And of the different readings that histories often give, I take for my use the one that is most rare and memorable. There are authors whose end is to tell what happened. Mine, if I could attain it, would be to talk about what can happen.61

Invented knowledge, if plausible, has the same value as facts because, as the conclusion of the essay makes clear, facts are no more verifiable than fiction. Monsters and miracles are associated in this essay as examples of human credulity, but they are also associated with that which is possible rather than “true.” The self-fashioning capacities of the imagination and its potential for reinventing the world defy existing dogmas without creating new ones, that is, without assenting to the reality of this newly imagined universe.

The imagination is a monstrous quality, not only for the effect it can have on the body, but also for the infinite forms it can create in the mind, combining men and horses, women and fish. Lawrence Kritzman links this capacity to the profound and monstrous reimagining of gender and the body, even of the mind, that takes place in the Essays.62 Given the value that Montaigne ascribes to these imaginings in his writings, we must return to the images of “grotesques and monstrous bodies, pieced together of divers members, without definite shape, having no order, sequence, or proportion other than accidental”63 and to the citation from Horace’s “Ars Poetica” of the lovely woman tapering off into a fish. These grotesques have an important creative power in the Essays.

As Michel Jeanneret argues, monstrous bodies, while having a new teratological aspect in early modern culture, are also linked to ancient forms, rediscovered and baptized “grotesques” for their (misperceived) sites of origin.64 These forms are decorative, used to frame works of art and architecture, and they signal a very different use and value for the anomalous or monstrous form. This is, as mentioned above, how Montaigne describes his own work, offering the full artistic context for this image.

As I was considering the way a painter I employ went about his work, I had a mind to imitate him. He chooses the best spot, the middle of each wall, to put a picture labored over with all his skill, and the empty space all around it he fills with grotesques, which are fantastic paintings whose only charm lies in their variety and strangeness.65

While this introductory image for the Essays can be seen as a self-deprecating captatio benevolentia, a rhetorical device placed there simply to display the author’s modesty and gain the reader’s sympathy, Montaigne is also presenting his monstrous manner of writing as a deliberate choice.

The grotesque is perhaps the ideal aesthetic for the Essays, offering a commentary as well as a frame for works of art and architecture considered to be more “classical.”66 Grotesques can offer a serious message in a playful form. Grotesques are hybrid in nature, blending the human, the animal, and even the vegetal. Jeanneret presents them in the context of Ovidian metamorphoses, omnipresent in this period, and conveying the mutability of forms, for the monstrous can call into question our privileging of the human by effacing distinctions between species, just as Montaigne does in his “Apology.” In this context, the monstrous conveys not only diversity, but also the instability of both man and nature, a favorite theme for Montaigne (see, for example, “Of cannibals”). This instability is reconnected to the element of wonder, and thus it is linked to the concept of “curiosities” and even to the monster or freak as spectacle or entertainment, an idea touched upon briefly by Montaigne in his essay on the monstrous child. In this context, the monstrous is sought after, cultivated, and prized.

In his study of Montaigne’s metamorphoses, François Rigolot analyzes the profound conceptual importance of Ovid’s epic for the Essays, particularly the mutability of textual forms and conceptions of identity and language.67 The paradoxical, shifting, and hybrid forms of rhetoric in Montaigne’s work become the embodiment of Ovidian concepts, echoing the stories of transformation. This symbiosis of rhetoric and concepts of mutability underlies the particularly complex and elusive nature of the text.

While Jeanneret proposes a reading of the monstrous as a representation of the perfectibility of man and nature, thus returning to the Aristotelian concept of the monster as a departure from the ideal form, Montaigne turns this concept of the monstrous on its head. Women are not perfected in his version of the story of Marie-Germain. Humans are not necessarily superior to animals. Bodies appear in many different forms, fascinating in both their functions and their dysfunctions. Their chief value lies in their constant confounding of mankind’s pretentions to perfection. We need to contemplate the possibility of an aesthetic of the monstrous in Montaigne’s Essays, of the unusual, the new and unfamiliar, the hybrid, the deformed and disorderly as an original and creative strategy, encouraging the reader to think outside of the normative box.



1 I cannot be exhaustive in my citation of the scholarship within the scope of this short essay, but I have endeavored to cite the scholars advancing the widest range of ideas concerning the monstrous in Montaigne’s Essays, and most particularly those who offer extensive or useful citations.

2 Pierre Boaistuau, Histoires prodigieuses (1561 edition), ed. Stephen Bamforth (Geneva, Switzerland: Droz, 2010). Timothy Hampton has also underscored this refusal of interpretation, particularly of allegorical interpretation, in his essay “Signs of Monstrosity: The Rhetoric of Description and the Limits of Allegory in Rabelais and Montaigne,” in Monstrous Bodies/Political Monstrosities in Early Modern Europe, ed. Laura Lunger Knoppers and Joan B. Landes (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2004), 179–199, particularly 196–199.

3 For an excellent analysis of this contrast, and its importance for early modern conceptions of the monstrous, see Lorraine Daston’s “Marvelous Facts and Miraculous Evidence in Early Modern Europe,” Critical Inquiry 18 (1991): 93–124.

4 Aristotle, On the Generation of Animals, trans. Jonathan Barnes (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984), 1187.

5 Richard Regosin, “Monstrous Progeny,” in Montaigne’s Unruly Brood: Textual Engendering and the Challenge to Paternal Authority, by Richard Regosin (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 179–180.

6 Hampton, “Signs of Monstrosity,” 182.

7 All quotations from Montaigne are taken from The Complete Works of Montaigne, trans. Donald Frame (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1958), and Les Essais de Michel de Montaigne, ed. Pierre Villey and V. L. Saulnier (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1978): II, 37, 578 [763]: “Il est certaine façon d’humilité subtile qui naist de la presomption, comme cette-cy, que nous reconnoissons nostre ignorance en plusieurs choses, et sommes si courtois d’avouer qu’il y a és ouvrages de nature aucunes qualitez et conditions qui nous sont imperceptibles, et des quelles nostre suffisance ne peut descouvrir les moyens et les causes. Par cette honneste et conscientieuse declaration, nous esperons gaigner qu’on nous croira aussi de celles que nous dirons entendre. Nous n’avons que faire d’aller trier des miracles et des difficultez estrangeres; il me semble que, parmy les choses que nous voyons ordinairement, il y a des estrangetez si incomprehensibles qu’elles surpassent toute la difficulté des miracles. Quel monstre est-ce, que cette goute de semence dequoy nous sommes produits, porte en soy les impressions, non de la forme corporelle seulement, mais des pensemens et des inclinations de nos peres? Cette goute d’eau, où loge elle ce nombre infiny de formes? Et comme portent elles ces ressemblances, d’un progrez si temeraire et si desreglé que l’arriere fils respondra à son bisayeul, le neveu à l’oncle?”

8 Augustine, The City of God against the Pagans, trans. R. W. Dyson (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 16, 8, 708. Hereafter cited as City of God.

9 See David Williams, Deformed Discourse: The Function of the Monster in Mediaeval Thought and Literature (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1996), for discussions of the theological and philosophical significance of the monstrous or anomalous body, in particular chapter 1, “The Context of the Monstrous,” and chapter 2, “The Language of the Monstrous,” 23–106.

10 Augustine, City of God, 1063–1064.

11 Lorraine Daston and Katharine Park, Wonders and the Order of Nature, 1150–1750 (New York: Zone Books, 1998), 113.

12 Ibid., 114–115.

13 See Jennifer Spinks, Monstrous Births and Visual Culture in Sixteenth-Century Germany (London: Pickering and Chatto, 2009).

14 For example, Ambroise Paré’s Des Monstres et prodiges (On Monsters and Marvels), ed. Jean Céard (Geneva, Switzerland: Droz, 1971).

15 William J. Beck, “Montaigne et Paré: Leurs idées sur les monstres,” Rinascimento 30 (January 1990): 317–342.

16 Ibid., 323.

17 Ibid., 336.

18 Aristotle, On the Generation of Animals, 1193: “Both deficiency and excess are monstrous.”

19 In particular, Jacques Duval’s consideration of hermaphrodites presents the normal as an accumulation of individual instances (“accidents”) that resemble each other, see Des Hermaphrodits, accouchemens de femmes, et traitement qui est requis pour les relever en santé (Rouen, France: David Geuffroy, 1612), 2D6.

20 III, 13, 826 [1079]: “l’experience est proprement sur son fumier au subject de la medecine, où la raison luy quite toute la place.”

21 II, 30, 539 [713]: “Ce que nous appellons monstres, ne le sont pas à Dieu, qui voit en l’immensité de son ouvrage l’infinité de formes qu’il y a comprinses… . De sa toute sagesse il ne part rien que bon et commun et reglé; mais nous n’en voyons pas l’assortiment et la relation,” “D’un enfant monstrueux.” See also Augustine, City of God, 21, 8: “Indeed, men say that all portents are contrary to nature. They are not so, however; for how is that contrary to nature which happens by the will of God, since the will of so great a Creator is certainly the nature of every created thing? A portent, therefore, is an occurrence contrary not to nature, but to nature as we know it.” This is also cited by Gisèle Mathieu-Castellani in her chapter “L’essai, corps monstrueux,” in Montaigne. L’écriture de l’essai (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1988), 229.

22 II, 12, 325 [446].

23 II, 12, 326–327 [447]: “Or nos raisons et nos discours humains, c’est comme la matière lourde et sterile: la grace de Dieu en est la forme; c’est elle qui y donne la façon et le pris… . ainsin est-il de nos imaginations et discours; ils ont quelque corps, mais c’est une masse informe, sans façon et sans jour, si la foy et grace de Dieu n’y sont joinctes.”

24 II, 12, 349 [475].

25 II, 12, 352 [479]. In this case a whale and a crocodile. For the description of the crocodile as a monster (belua), see Pliny, Natural History, trans. H. Rackham (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1983), 8, 37–38, 64–69.

26 II, 12, 383 [516].

27 II, 12, 391 [526]: “Combien de choses appellons nous miraculeuses et contre nature? [C] Cela se faict par chaque homme et par chaque nation selon la mesure de son ignorance … car, aller selon nature, pour nous, ce n’est qu’aller selon nostre intelligence, autant qu’elle peut suyvre et autant que nous y voyons: ce qui est audelà, est monstrueux et desordonné. Or, à ce conte, aux plus avisez et aux plus habilles tout sera donc monstrueux…”

28 II, 12, 457 [604]: “Car de faire la poignée plus grande que le poing, la brassée plus grande que le bras, et d’esperer enjamber plus que de l’estanduë de nos jambes, cela est impossible et monstrueux.”

29 Jean Starobinski, “Le dédoublement, les monstres, la mélancolie,” in “ ‘Et puis, pour qui escrivez vous?’ ” Montaigne en movement (Paris: Gallimard, 1993), 52–64.

30 Regosin, “Monstrous Progeny,” 153.

31 Ibid., 154; for Starobinski, see note 22.

32 See Virginia Krause, “ ‘En plein oysiveté’: Idleness in the Essais,” in Idle Pursuits: Literature and ‘Oisiveté’ in the French Renaissance, by Virginia Krause (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2003), 143–170. See also Krause’s article, “Montaigne’s Art of Idleness,” Viator 31 (1) (2000): 361–380.

33 I, 8, 20–21 [32]: “comme nous voyons que les femmes produisent bien toutes seules, des amas et pieces de chair informes, mais que pour faire une generation bonne et naturelle, il les faut embesoigner d’une autre semence: ainsin est-il des espris.”

34 Philippe Desan, “Les Essais comme Freak Show ou Marie de Gournay tutrice d’un enfant monstrueux,” in Le Visage changeant de Montaigne / The Changing Face of Montaigne, ed. Keith Cameron and Laura Willett (Paris: H. Champion, 2003), 307–319.

35 Ibid., 309–310.

36 Bernd Renner, “A Monstrous Body of Writing? Irregularity and the Implicit Unity of Montaigne’s ‘Des Boyteux’,” French Forum 29 (1) (Winter 2004): 1–20; citation is from page 8.

37 Ibid., 15.

38 Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Pyrrhonism, trans. R. G. Bury (Amherst, N.Y.: Prometheus, 1990), 23–27.

39 Gisèle Mathieu-Castellani, Montaigne, 221–440. For this quote, see 235: “Le discours sur les monstres est d’une coherence remarquable … rien n’est monstre, tout est monstre, l’homme est la mesure de toute chose (monstrueuse).”

40 II, 18, 504 [665]: “livre consubstantiel à son autheur.”

41 Fausta Garavini, “Le livre des monstres et des chimères,” in Monstres et chimères: Montaigne, le texte et le fantasme, by Fausta Garavini (Paris: H. Champion, 1993), 9–35.

42 III, 11, 958 [1029]: “Je n’ay veu monstre et miracle au monde plus expres que moy-mesme.”

43 Jean Céard, La Nature et les prodiges: l’insolite au XVIe siècle, en France (Geneva, Switzerland: Droz, 1977), 404–405.

44 To cite a few examples of the massive scholarship in this field, see Mary Baine Campbell, The Witness and the Other World: Exotic European Travel Writing, 400–1600 (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1991); Frank Lestringant, Écrire le monde à la Renaissance: quinze études sur Rabelais, Postel, Bodin et la littérature géographique (Caen, France: Paradigme, 1993); Frank Lestringant, André Thevet, cosmographe des derniers Valois (Geneva, Switzerland: Droz, 1991); also Frank Lestringant, L’Atelier du cosmographe ou l’image du monde à la Renaissance (Paris: Albin Michel, 1991), among many others. See also Surekha Davies, Mapping the Peoples of the New World: Ethnography, Imagery and Knowledge in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2016).

45 III, 6, 694 [909]: “Car, pour ceux qui les ont subjuguez, qu’ils ostent les ruses et batelages dequoy ils se sont servis à les piper, et le juste estonnement qu’aportoit à ces nations là de voir arriver si inopinéement des gens barbus, divers en langage, religion, en forme et en contenance, d’un endroict du monde si esloigné et où ils n’avoyent jamais imaginé qu’il y eust habitation quelconque, montez sur des grands monstres incogneuz…”

46 I, 31, 150–159 [202–214].

47 Zahi Zaloua, “Montaigne,” in Reading Unruly: Interpretation and Its Ethical Demands (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2014), 41.

48 II, 30, 539 [713]: “Ce double corps et ces membres divers, se rapportans à une seule teste, pourroient bien fournir de favorable prognostique au Roy de maintenir sous l’union de ses loix ces pars et pieces diverses de nostre estat; mais, de peur que l’evenement ne le démente, il vaut mieux le laisser passer devant, car il n’est que de deviner en choses faictes…”

49 For an excellent take on the political use of monsters, see Ottavia Niccoli, Prophecy and the People in Renaissance Italy, trans. Lydia Cochrane (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1990).

50 II, 30, 539 [713]: “de trente ans ou environ, qui n’a aucune montre des parties genitales: il a trois trous par où il rend son eau incessamment; il est barbu, a desir, et recherche l’attouchement des femmes.”

51 II, 30, 539 [713]: “Ce que nous appellons monstres, ne le sont pas à Dieu,” and “Nous apelons contre nature ce qui advient contre la coustume: rien n’est que selon elle, quel qu’il soit. Que cette raison universelle et naturelle chasse de nous l’erreur et l’estonnement que la nouvelleté nous apporte.”

52 Ambroise Paré, “Memorable Stories about Women Who Have Degenerated into Men,” in On Monsters and Marvels, trans. Janis Pallister (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), chap. 7, 32; “Histoires memorables de certaines femmes qui sont dégenerées en hommes,” Des monstres et prodiges, ed. Jean Céard (Geneva, Switzerland: Droz, 1971), 29–30: “j’y vey un certain personage nommé Germain Garnier,—aucuns le nommoyent Germain Marie, par-ce qu’estant fille estoit appellé Marie—, jeune home de taille moyenne, trappe et bien amassé, portant barbe rousse assez espesse, lequel jusqu’au quinziesme an de son aage avoit esté tenu pour fille attendu qu’en luy ne se monstroit aucune marque de virilité et mesmes qu’il se tenoit avec les filles en habit de femme. Or, ayant attaint l’aage susdit, comme il estoit aux champs et poursuyvoit assez vivement ses pourceaux … trouvant un fossé le voulut affranchir; et l’ayant sauté, à l’instant se viennent à luy desvelopper les genitoires et la verge virile, s’estans rompus les ligamens par lesquels au-paravant estoyent tenus clos et enserrez.”

53 I, 21, 69 [99]: “je peuz voir un homme que l’Evesque de Soissons avoit nommé Germain en confirmation, lequel tous les habitans de là ont cogneu et veu fille, jusques à l’aage de vingt deux ans, nommée Marie. Il estoit à cett’heure-là fort barbu, et vieil, et point marié. Faisant, dict-il, quelque effort en sautant, ses membres virils se produisirent…”

54 I, 21, 69 [99]: “de ne faire point de grandes enjambées, de peur de devinir garçon.”

55 I, 21, 69 [99]: “Ce n’est pas tant de merveille, que cette sorte d’accident se rencontre frequent: car si l’imagination peut en telles choses, elle est si continuellement et si vigoureusement attachée à ce subject, que, pour n’avoir si souvent à rechoir en mesme pensée et aspreté de desir, elle a meilleur compte d’incorporer, une fois pour toutes, cette virile partie aux filles.”

56 I, 21, 70 [99]: “Il est vray semblable que le principal credit des miracle, des visions, des enchantemens et de tels effects extraordinaires, vienne de la puissance de l’imagination agissant principalement contre les ames du vulgaire …”

57 For a gendered perspective on this story, see Edith Benkov, “Rereading Montaigne’s Memorable Stories: Sexuality and Gender in Vitry-le-François,” in Montaigne after Theory / Theory after Montaigne, ed. Zahi Zalloua (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2009), 209–217.

58 Paré, Des monstres et prodiges, chap. 9, “Exemple des monstres qui se font par imagination,” 35–37.

59 I, 21, 75 [105]: “nous voyons par experience les femmes envoyer aux corps des enfans qu’elles portent au ventre des marques de leurs fantasies, temoing celle qui engendra le more.”

60 Wes Williams, “Montaigne’s Children: Metaphor, Medicine, and the Imagination,” in Monsters and Their Meanings in Early Modern Culture: Mighty Magic, by Wes Williams (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 121–167. See also Marie-Hélène Huet, “The Renaissance Monster,” in Monstrous Imagination, by Marie-Hélène Huet (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993), 13–35.

61 I, 21, 75 [105]: “Aussi en l’estude que je traitte de noz mœurs et mouvemens, les temoignages fabuleux, pourveu qu’ils soient possibles, y servent comme les vrais Advenu ou non advenu, à Paris ou à Rome, à Jean ou à Pierre, c’est tousjours un tour de l’humaine capacité, duquel je suis utilement advisé par ce recit. Je le voy et en fay mon profit egalement en umbre qu’en corps. Et aux diverse leçons qu’ont souvent les histoires, je prens à me servir de celle qui est la plus rare et memorable. Il y a des autheurs, desquels la fin c’est dire les evenements. La mienne, si j’y sçavoye advenir, seroit dire sur ce qui peut advenir.”

62 Lawrence D. Kritzman, “Montaigne’s Fantastic Monsters and the Construction of Gender” and “Representing the Monster: Cognition, Cripples, and Other Limp Parts in ‘Des Boyteux,’ ” in The Fabulous Imagination: On Montaigne’s Essays (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 29–69.

63 I, 28, 135 [183]: “crotesques et corps monstrueux, rappiecez de divers membres, sans certaine figure, n’ayants ordre, suite ny proportion que fortuite?”

64 Michel Jeanneret, “Grotesques et corps monstrueux,” in Perpetuum mobile: métamorphoses des corps et des œuvres de Vinci à Montaigne, by Michel Jeanneret (Paris: Macula, 1997), 123–160.

65 I, 28, 135 [183]: “Considérant la conduite de la besongne d’un peintre que j’ay, il m’a pris envie de l’ensuivre. Il choisit le plus bel endroit et milieu de chaque paroy, pour y loger un tableau élabouré de toute sa suffisance; et, le vuide tout au tour, il le remplit de crotesques, qui sont peintures fantasques, n’ayant grace qu’en la varieté et estrangeté.”

66 Frances S. Connelly, The Grotesque in Western Art and Culture: The Image at Play (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2012).

67 François Rigolot, Les Métamorphoses de Montaigne (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1988).


CHAPTER 40

MONTAIGNE ON ANIMALS

THIERRY GONTIER

THE contemporary trial of modern subjectivity has recently centered on the animal question. This debate derives its general inspiration from Martin Heidegger and Emmanuel Levinas,1 but it tends to reuse the concepts established by them in order to surpass that which might appear, in their writings, excessively indebted to a tradition of Western thought described as “anthropocentric.” One particularly emblematic text in this regard is that of Jacques Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am,2 a posthumous work published in French in 2006 based on lectures given at Cerisy. Derrida’s objective is to deconstruct, both on the metaphysical and ethical level, a tradition of the philosophy of the subject that passes from Descartes to Kant, Heidegger, Levinas and Lacan, by confronting the human subject with the figure of the animal, understood as the most radical representative of “alterity.” Derrida contrasts this philosophical tradition with the thought of Montaigne, whose chapter II, 12, “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” constitutes, he writes, “one of the greatest pre- or anti-Cartesian texts on the animal that exists.”3 Precartesian, for Montaigne places himself ahead of this tradition, so that the deconstruction of modern thinking on the animal must be accomplished through critical analysis of “a certain mutation between Montaigne and Descartes.”4 Anticartesian, for, according to Derrida, Montaigne refutes this modern tradition by anticipation, as though he had seen its aporiae in advance.

ANIMALITY AND ALTERITY

Although the reference made to Montaigne remains allusive in the work of Derrida, it is no less programmatic. For Montaigne, the “animal question” does not so much concern the animal itself as man, whose dogmatic presumption must be corrected: “the question refers … not to the animal but to the naïve assurance of man.” This is precisely the perspective of Derrida himself, who, by rehabilitating the figure of the animal, seeks to deconstruct the anthropocentrism of post-Cartesian metaphysics, or, to repeat his own expression, its “carnophallogocentrism.”5 This anthropocentrism has two aspects: on the one hand, man claims to be superior to the animals and entitled to dominate them to the point of destruction in what Derrida considers to be full-fledged genocide.6 On the other hand, man, by making himself judge and jury, believes that he is capable of explaining animal actions and exposing the internal principles directing them. It is this second form of anthropocentrism in particular that is the subject of Montaigne’s mockery:

Montaigne makes fun of “man’s impudence with regards to the beasts”, of the “presumption” and “imagination” shown by man when he claims, for example, to know what goes in the heads of animals; especially when he presumes to assign them or refuse them certain faculties.7

Derrida employs two types of arguments against these “presumptuous” individuals. The first argument is based on a sort of reciprocity between man and the animals. For Derrida, the animal is not simply an object of knowledge. It possesses the dignity of a being capable of facing man and adressing him, at an existential level as it were, by provoking him in its capacity as a knowing and interpreting subject. In order to avoid this provocation, the modern philosophical tradition, from Descartes to Lacan, has retreated to a position of denial, by reducing animal behavior, and especially animal language, to simple mechanical reactions. Montaigne, for his part, acknowledged that the animals have “a ‘facility’ in forming letters and syllables”, an ability that “testifies that they have an inward power of reason which makes them so teachable and determined to learn.”8 The animal stands facing me as an equal and speaks to me as an alter ego.

Secondly, the animal is an alter ego not only because it possesses the dignity of a subject equal to myself, but also because, through its provocation, it reveals the dimension of alterity at the heart of the ispeity of the human ego. The animal only relieves us of this false ipseity because it speaks to me as an other. The experience analyzed by Derrida of the cat contemplating me in my nakedness, in other words in the core of my existence, echoes that of Montaigne’s cat which, by playing with me, reverses the roles (“When I play with my cat, who knows if I am not a pastime to her more than she is to me?”9). It is not sufficient to say that the animal presents itself as an other: it is “a wholly other,” and even “the absolute other.” Derrida emphasizes what is perhaps the central, and most original, point within his argument, namely that between the animals and mankind there is no kinship or natural proximity, but a genuine break:

I have thus never believed in some homogeneous continuity between what calls itself man and what he calls the animal. I am not about to begin to do so now. That would be worse than sleepwalking, it would be simply too asinine [bête]. To suppose such a stupid memory lapse or to take such a naïve misapprehension of this abyssal rupture would mean, more seriously still, venturing to say almost anything at all for the cause.10

The animal watching me, he expands, “has its point of view regarding me. The point of view of the absolute other.”11 It is the other to the point of eluding the categories of discourse, and is described by Derrida as “what they call the animal,” “the wholly other they call ‘animal,’ for example ‘cat,’ ” or even “the wholly other, more other than any other, which they call an ‘animal,’ for example, a ‘cat.’ ”12 The continuist approach to the animal-human relationship, which turns the animal into a being that resembles me and is related to me, is based on an anthropomorphism that reveals an evasion of the provocative gaze of the other, reduced to an inoffensive gaze of the same: “As with any bottomless gaze, as with the eyes of the other, the gaze called ‘animal’ offers to my sight the abyssal limit of the human: the inhuman or the anhuman, the ends of man, that is to say, the border crossing from which vantage man dares to announce himself to himself.”13

In this article, I want to demonstrate how, beyond the very obvious resemblances between both projects, the figure of the animal in Montaigne and Derrida is made to play a role that is not merely different but in certain respects opposed. Not that I wish to act here as zealous historian overly concerned with distinguishing periods and contexts for the purposes of condemning anachronism. It is clear from this point of view that Montaigne knows nothing of the Heidegerrian and post-Heidegerrian analysis of technology as the domination of subject over being, etc. The actual terms “anthropocentrism” or “deconstruction,” etc., do not exist in his vocabulary, and that of the “subject” does not hold the same meaning as it does in current usage. It is not my intention to undertake a comparison of the texts at this level; I shall instead accept the possibility of a dialogue transcending the ages in order to demonstrate that the Montaignian eulogy on the animals forms part of a metaphysical and ethical project that is fundamentally different to that of Derrida, and which, even today, is capable of constituting an alternative to various discourses within “postmodernity.”

STRANGENESS AND SIMILITUDE

The iconic text devoted to the defense of the animals is found in chapter II, 12 of the Essays, “Apology for Raymond Sebond.” It is thirty pages long in the edition by Donald Frame,14 or the length of a chapter of the Essays. It is located at the beginning of the refutation of the second group of “criticisms”15 leveled at Raymond Sebond by his opponents, who claim “that his arguments are weak and unfit to prove what he proposes, and undertake to shatter them with ease.”16 Turning his back on the form of traditional apologetics, Montaigne is not interested in the content of the objections raised against Sebond’s doctrine, but launches a very general attack on the claims made by the latter’s opponents that they are able to do better than him and that they know better than he does about theology. The “natural theology” of Sebond is almost forgotten in this attack, which is not concerned with a specific thesis, but with a general attitude, rationalistic and dogmatic. This long skeptical diatribe is inextricably linked to a moral project designed to humiliate reason: “The means I take to beat down this frenzy, and which seems fittest to me, is to crush and trample underfoot human arrogance and pride… .”17 Sebond’s rationalist objectors (“These people … who are ignorant of nothing, who govern the word, who know everything”18) must not so much be refuted as cured of their dogmatic pride.19 Montaigne teaches them a lesson in modesty, challenging them to account for everything that is: “Let him help me to understand, by the force of his reason, on what foundations he has built these great advantages he thinks he has over other creatures.”20

The defense offered on behalf of the animals is made entirely within this mode of a hermeneutical challenge. Derrida quotes the introductory passage: “How does he know, by the force of his intelligence, the secret internal stirrings of animals? By what comparison between them and us does he infer the stupidity that he attributes to them?”21 Man is challenged to explain the actions of the animals and to interpret, to repeat Derrida’s phrase, “what goes in the[ir] heads.” The expression cited by Derrida, “When I play with my cat, who knows if I am not a pastime to her more than she is to me?”22 applies as much to the reversal of perspectives occurring in this instance between the observer and the observed as to the challenge of knowing what is hidden behind the animal’s gaze.

The numerous examples of animal behavior referred to by Montaigne tend to highlight this strangeness of the animal, which renders its actions unintelligible to human reason. Drawing from the vast repertoire of ancient zoological writing, from Aristotle to Aelian passing by way of Pliny and Lucian, and especially the Plutarchian dialogue, Whether Land or Sea Animals Are Cleverer, Montaigne gives preference to curious anecdotes over commonly observed facts. Thus he speaks less about dogs, foxes, mules, and lions than about Chrysippus’s dog, Thrace’s fox, Thales’s mule, and Andronicus’s lion, that is, individual animals, ascribed to a specific character, storyteller or place, and whose particular nature precludes any kind of empirical verification. This “credulity” of Montaigne has often been criticized by commentators who see him as one of the fathers of positivist rationalism.23 In reality, it forms part of a strategy accepted fully by Montaigne, who implicitly asks his reader to subscribe to these narratives, not despite their unbelievable character, but precisely because they are unbelievable. As Montaigne writes elsewhere: “it is folly to measure the true and false by our own capacities,”24 and “we must not judge what is possible and what is not, according to what is credible and incredible to our sense.”25 However, is that which seems “habitual” because it is more common no less extraordinary when confronted with our capacity for reason? For the strangeness of these narratives only succeeds in revealing the strangeness of the “ordinary” behavior that we experience on a daily basis: “if anyone studies closely what we see ordinarily of the animals that live among us, there is material there for him to find facts just as wonderful as those that we go collecting in remote countries and centuries.”26 Abolishing the boundaries between the ordinary and the wonderful, Montaigne transforms the whole animal nature into a challenge for man.

This is, however, merely one of the aspects of Montaigne’s defense. For if the animals appear in certain places in the text to be concealing from mankind the secret motivation that drives them, in other places their behavior appears entirely transparent to those who wish to interpret it. The whole of the plea made on behalf of the animals in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond” is, in a sense, such an attempt at interpreting animal actions, aimed at demonstrating that the latter possess a language, a reasoning faculty, moral virtues, etc. Montaigne himself seems to know quite well “what goes on in the heads of animals.” “The naïve assurance of man” (the expression used by Derrida) condemned by Montaigne actually contains two slightly distinct facets: (1) man claims to know the “secret internal stirrings of the animals”; (2) He claims that they are of lesser dignity than himself. Dogmatism and anthropocentrism are nearly inseparable: man claims to know the nature of the animals only in order to declare that they are inferior to him. However, these elicit somewhat different responses in Montaigne. To the dogmatists, who claim to know the nature of the animals, he replies that man has no right to judge what is hidden to him, and, more generally, that human reason is not the measure of the being of things. To the anthropocentrists, who claim that man is the master of nature, he replies that man has no legitimate grounds for asserting his superiority over the animals, and, if he does, it is only by denying the obvious similarities. In opposing dogmatism, Montaigne thus highlights the strangeness of animal nature, its inscrutability to human intelligence. Against anthropocentric domination, on the contrary, he brings to the fore certain lines of intelligibility, by showing that we can see various animal behaviors that relate to our own, and that we must interpret them by relating the same effects to the same causes. We still find ourselves in the tonality of challenge, but a shift has occurred: it is no longer a question of confronting man with phenomena that he cannot understand and whose existence he cannot legitimately deny, but of confronting him with phenomena that he understands only too well and whose patent meaning it cannot legitimately falsify.

At certain points, Montaigne tries to articulate the two perspectives by himself, drafting a sort of “discourse on method” for interpreting animal actions:

Everything that seems strange to us we condemn, and everything that we do not understand; as happens in our judgement of the animals. They have many qualities that are related to ours; from these by comparison we can draw some conjectures; but as for what is peculiar to them, what do we know about it?27

It is possible to understand some animal actions since they resemble those we produce ourselves. They must be related back to the same cause (i.e., intelligence) as our own actions. For Montaigne, this is the case, for example, for the religion of the elephants.28 Others appear strange to us because they bear no resemblance to our own. Here, we must refrain from determining their cause, and in particular from concluding on the basis of their dissimilarity to human actions that they are not produced by reason. One of the examples given by Montaigne is that of a strange negotiation held by ants for the exchange of a dead body for an earthworm ransom,29 a negotiation that, according to Montaigne, gives evidence of “mutual intercourse and communication” between the animals, but whose subject and content remain unknown to us: “and for this reason we are meddling foolishly by expressing our opinion in the matter.” Montaigne then proceeds to furnish a list of the “occult” faculties possessed by the animals—the ability of the remora to paralyze boats, the hedgehog’s ability to predict the winds, that of the chameleon and octopus to change color, etc.

At this level of reasoning, criticism is not being leveled at the human attempt to decipher a “nature”, but at the attempt to decipher it partially, by interpreting it through the prism of a hierarchial “scale,” in which man would be placed at the highest level, which would summarize all the others. Another interpretation of nature emerges in this text, a nature that is not structured by the idea of hierarchy but by that of kinship. Here, the animal is not merely the being that provokes and undermines my subjectivity by penetrating it with the dimension of alterity. It encourages me to consider our common nature, and in so doing, against Derrida’s wishes, to take seriously the continuities beyond the apparent divisions.

NATURE AND REASON

Another tension runs through the defense made on behalf of the animals in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond.” Montaigne is indeed not content with emphasizing the similarities and differences between the animals and man; he also underlines the superiority of animals over man. The general line of reasoning guiding the rehabilitation is as follows: where we observe similar effects, we must assume similar causes. We may call this rule, the parity rule, if we consider its logical aspect (Montaigne himself speaks of “the parity there is between us”, and of the “equality and correspondence between us and the beasts”30) or the equity rule, if we consider its moral aspect. This is the first explicit expression that Montaigne gives to it:

We recognize easily enough, in most of their works, how much superiority the animals have over us and how feeble is our skill to imitate them. We see, however, in our cruder works, the faculties that we use, and that our soul applies itself with all its power; why do we not think the same thing of them? Why do we attribute to some sort of natural and servile inclination these works which surpass all we can do by nature and by art?31

Having acknowledged the similarity of the effects (the excellence of the animals’ works), and also the cause that determines these effects in man, namely the inner power of the soul, we must conclude that there is a similar cause at work in the animals, instead of attributing their works to a “natural and servile inclination”, in other words to a constrained, external nature.

However, Montaigne immediately adds a secondary argument. If we do not want to follow this parity rule, and if we consider (inequitably) that man produces these actions actively, by making use of its reasoning capacity, while the animals produce them passively, according to the nature acting within them, it follows as a result that we bestow an advantage not on man but on the animals: for nature is itself a reason which always attains its goal, whereas human reason remains hesitant and fallible. This argument for animal superiority, follows immediately on from the passage that we have just mentioned:

Wherein, without realizing it, we grant them a very great advantage over us, by making Nature, with maternal tenderness, accompany them and guide them as by the hand in all actions and comforts of their life; while us she abandons to chance and fortune, and to seek by art the things necessary for our preservation, and denies us at the same time the power to attain, by any education and mental straining, the natural reseourcefulness of the animals: so that their brutish stupidity surpasses in all conveniences all that our divine intelligence can do.32

Is this merely an ad hominem argument? The expression “without realizing it” might give us reason to think so. The opponent is being forced into the contradictions ensuing from his premises, and unable to state that the animals are simultaneously subject to natural inclination and inferior to man. If we follow this interpretation, animal superiority demonstrates the inconsistency of those who believe that they are able to belittle the animals by denying their reason. For Montaigne himself, however, this appears to be false as it does not result from premises that he accepts, and he believes that like man the animals are animated by an internal reasoning faculty. This is indeed the direction in which the rest of the text appears initially to be heading, in which Montaigne uses a digression covering almost four pages33 to refute the Lucretian and Plinian notion of a mankind that nature has placed in a position of inferiority in relation to the animals. Those complaints, writes Montaigne, are “false.” And, at the end of this refutation, Montaigne returns to the parity rule set out earlier:

So I say, to return to my subject, that there is no apparent reason to judge that the beasts do by natural and obligatory instinct the same things that we do by our choice and cleverness. We must infer from like results to like faculties, and consequently confess that in the same reason, this same method that we have for working, is also that of the animals. Why do we imagine in them this compulsion of nature, we who feel no similar effect?34

However, Montaigne once again follows this argument with the secondary argument for animal superiority, although its consequences appear to have been refuted by the preceding text: “Besides, it is more honorable, and closer to divinity, to be guided and obliged to act lawfully by a natural and inevitable condition, than to act lawfully by accidental and fortuitous liberty; and safer to leave the reins of our conduct to nature than to ourselves.”35 It is no longer clear at this point whether we are dealing exclusively with an ad hominem refutation. The fact that it is “safer to leave the reins of our conduct to nature than to ourselves” does appear in this case to be an affirmation that Montaigne claims on his own behalf.

Both of these arguments reappear in several places in the defense on behalf of the animals, constituting a sort of leitmotiv of this development. On each occasion, they are presented together and in the same order. Thus, we encounter them once more in combination in the argument concerning the medical skill of the animals. Here is the main argument: “Why do we say that in man it is science and knowledge built up by art and reason, distinguish the things useful for his living and for help in his illness from those which are not? … why do we not say likewise [for the animals] that that is science and wisdom?”36 This is followed immediately by the secondary argument:

For to assert to disparage them, that it is solely by the instruction and tutelage of nature that they know this, it is not to take way from them the claim to science and wisdom; it is to attribute it to them by a better reason than to ourselves, because of the honor of so sure a schoolmistress.37

This juxtaposition of two lines of apparently contradictory reasoning reappears when Montaigne addresses the moral and social virtues of the animals, arguing simultaneously that the animals are not virtuous due to natural constraint and that the fact that they are subject to nature makes them superior to us in virtue. Thus, for example, the animals are not in the least inferior to us as regards temperance. That temperance is not the effect of a natural constraint that might deprive them of their liberty: “Animals, like us, exercise choice in their amours and make a certain selection among their females.”38 The animals are therefore equal to us in this respect, virtuous through deliberation and choice, and not due to constraint. Montaigne, however, goes on to praise natural desires over artificial and superfluous desires. He concludes: “For it is marvelous how little Nature needs to be content, how little she has left us to desire,”39 thereby letting it be known that the animals, because they are subject to nature, enjoy the advantage of having a reliable guide, whereas man, through his reason, forms desires that he cannot satisfy.

The whole of the conclusion of the text on animals draws on this difference in nature, or in the relationship with nature, between man and the animals. After demonstrating that animals are not in the least inferior to us as regards the qualities of the mind, Montaigne shifts the comparison onto the qualities affecting the body. He begins by refuting the idea of the alleged superiority of mankind in beauty, by showing the relative and arbitrary character of judgments made on beauty. He then moves on to another criterion, whose value is indisputable, namely health. Here, again, we encounter the secondary argument of animal superiority:

Moreover, the very share of the favors of nature that we concede to the animals, by our own confession, is much to their advantage. We attribute to ourselves imaginary and fanciful goods, goods future and absent, for which human capacity by itself cannot answer, or good which we attribute to ourselves falsely through the license of our opinion, like reason, knowledge and honor. And to them for their share we leave essential, tangible, and palpable goods: peace, repose, security, innocence, and health—health, I say, the finest and richest present that nature can give us.40

Although the argument is announced as an ad hominem, it is evident in this case that Montaigne is also speaking on his own behalf and that, according to him, the animals are superior to us in robustness and health, as they deviate less from nature than man, who is subject to a continual agitation of the mind causing him to engage in a vain quest for goods created by the imagination. In the subsequent part, Montaigne condemns science for the reason that it does not bring mankind any positive benefit: “What good can we suppose it did Varro and Aristotle to know so many things? Did it exempt them from human discomforts? … Have they found that sensual pleasure and health are more savory to him who knows astrology and grammar?”41

Moreover, is there really a contradiction between these lines of argumentation? Is Montaigne, using any means available, declaring that the animals are both equipped and deprived of those qualities that the anthropocentric tradition has considered to be unique to man? “Nature” displays two different faces in these passages: it may be understood either as a constraint (depriving those submitted to it of liberty) or as a superior rationality. In relation to the first aspect, Montaigne denies that the animals are subject to nature, while emphasizing, in relation to the second aspect, that the animals are indeed, if not subject, then at least guided by that nature. The argument concerning the instruction of animals (“yet the animals are not incapable of being taught also in our way”42) indicates that their industrious powers are not entirely innate, but bear witness to a form of initiative possessed by them. The same may be said in relation to the passages dealing with the vices of the animals: “Animals are much more self-controlled than we are, and restrain themselves with more moderation within the limits that nature has prescribed to us; but not so strictly that they do not have something comparable to our debauch.”43 And Montaigne mentions the amorous disorders of certain animals (passion for individuals from another species and for mankind, in particular, homosexuality, incest, laziness, and trickery). Thus it is not true that their virtues are completely constrained. The truth is that nature does not figure purely as a constraint for either man or the animals. The terms used by Montaigne, “servile inclination” or “compulsion,” are in fact those used by the anthropocentric rationalist in order to denigrate the animal. Montaigne, for his part, speaks of a “schoolmistress,” or “guide,” leading beings with “maternal tenderness.” The chapter “Of experience” speaks of nature as a “gentle guide, but no more gentle than wise and just.”44 From this perspective, there is less of a division between man and the animals than a difference in the degree of pressure exerted by nature, a force that is never entirely absent (even though, Montaigne asserts continually that in man, the law of nature is almost entirely occulted), just as it never presents itself as a form of pure constraint.

Far from highlighting the features that would turn the animals into a figure of radical alterity, at this point Montaigne emphasizes the ties that unite mankind with the animals: “It is one and the same nature that rolls its course.”45 When Montaigne writes, distorting Plutarch’s expression, that “there is more difference between a given man and a given man than between a given man and a given animal,”46 he is undoubtedly stating a paradox, challenging the rationalist to draw a generic demarcation line between man and the animals (this is of course not a statement made by a biologist but that of a moralist). Another voice can nevertheless be heard in this defense, other than that of the hermeneutical challenge and humiliation of human reason, namely that of the ancient prescription enjoining us to “follow nature.” Understood in this sense, the animal is no longer merely superior to man: it constitutes a model figure for him. In that respect, it is similar to other figures, such as the cannibal of chapter I, 31, the peasant of chapter III, 12, or that of Socrates in the same chapter, the very Socrates who was able to rediscover an ordered relationship with nature through self-discipline.

THE ANIMALITY OF MAN

What is the lesson that nature (and indirectly the animal, which submits obediently to nature) teaches man? Let us return to the passage mentioned in which Montaigne refutes the various discourses on “human misery.” According to Lucretius and Pliny, whose works are constantly reused during the Renaissance, man is born abandoned by nature, a “very injust stepmother”, and exposed to all the hazards. Montaigne criticizes these “false complaints” not only because they are insincere, calling for their refutation in the form of a Promethean eulogy on human art, but also because they cause man to be turned into an exception to nature: “our organization is not so deformed and disorderly. Nature has universally embraced all her creatures; and there is none that she has not very amply furnished with all powers necessary for the preservation of its being.”47

Montaigne then answers Lucretius and Pliny point by point, demonstrating that nature has indeed provided man with what he requires, namely protective skin, abundant food, effective weapons and sufficient language for communication. Exceptionally, at this juncture the defense made on behalf of the animal is transformed into a defense of man. It should however be clarified that this is not the deified man viewed as an exception to the common nature of living beings (to which the Promethean discourses on “human misery” are, moreover, highly adapted), but of man considered in his animal state, as a being equipped by nature with that which it requires. The conclusion of this passage adopts a prescriptive tone:

Man must be constrained and forced into line inside the barriers of this order. The poor wretch is in no position really to step outside them; he is fettered and bound, he is subjected to the same obligation as the other creatures of his class, and in a very ordinary condition, without any real and essential prerogative or preeminence.48

Nature, Montaigne tells us, has “very amply furnished [us] with all powers necessary for the preservation of [our] being”. Any man who would be wise enough to follow it, “would set the true price of each thing according as it was most useful and appropriate for his life.”49

The animal is superior to man in that it knows, without being required to learn it, what is beneficial for it and appropriate for its constitution. This self-appropriation, which the animal receives almost immediately, constitutes a moral project for man. At this point, Montaigne encounters the moral philosophy of the Stoics and Epicureans, focused on the notion of the oikeôsis (in Greek), commandatio or conciliatio (in Latin). Indeed, he reuses it only by means of reappropriation.50 Montaigne, as we have seen, does not think as the Stoics do that the animal is subject to this nature in a purely constrained manner. Another important difference is that the oikeiôsis of the Stoics and Epicureans extends naturally from the attachment of each being to itself and its self-preservation (or, in the case of the Epicureans, to its own pleasure) to the attachment of each being to that which is close to it, such as its fellow creatures. Montaigne does indeed question if not the naturalness of the extension,51 then at least its ethical value, in his chapter “Of the affection of fathers for their children.” More importantly, in the chapter “Of cruelty” he breaks out of the limits of the oikeiôsis by extending from man to animals and plants. We may quote the passage at the end of this chapter:

there is a certain respect, and a general duty of humanity, that attaches us not only to animals, who have life and feeling, but even to trees and plants. We owe justice to men, and mercy and kindness to other creatures that may be capable of receiving it. There is some relationship between them and us, and some mutual obligation.52

Respect for the animals is not born out of the fact that they somehow resemble us, but it connects us, by means of a sort of solidarity among creatures (one of the rare themes that Montaigne reuses here from Sebond), to everything that has “life and feeling.” However, that which remains in Montaigne of the Stoic and Epicurean model of the oikeiôsis is this idea of a natural self-attachment. The animal provides us with a model for this, and the passages that we have quoted on health undoubtedly have an ethical value for Montaigne. The human subject is, it is true, questioned by Montaigne in his anthropocentric version but it is only deconstructed in order to be reconstructed on the basis of a new relationship to nature. In this sense, the animal’s address does not invade the human subject with a dimension of alterity, but assigns to it a twofold duty: the preservation of self-reserve in the face of external demands, and the strengthening of the connection between the mind and the body.

The claim to a private sphere is what separates the self-appropriation of the Stoics most clearly from that claimed by Montaigne. Since for the Stoics, man’s attachment to his own constitution results in an attachment to universal reason, to which man is not only subject, but from which, along with the gods, he also benefits, to the extent that he must sacrifice his individual self to it. Montaigne, for his part, never refrains from expressing his distrust of anything that might resemble an appeal to the public and deconstructs the moralizing discourses that make it our duty to submit ourselves to it. Hence, the fine lessons of civism and altruism in general conceal a simple libido dominandi, and those that proclaim that “we are not born for our private selves, but for the public” are, in fact, only seeking “the titles, the offices, and the hustle and bustle of the world” with the aim of gaining “private profit from the public.”53 “The greatest thing in the world is to know how to belong to oneself,”54 he writes in the chapter “Of solitude.” The animals serve as a model in this case: “We must do like the animals that rub out their tracks at the entrance of their lairs.”55 The chapter “Of husbanding your will” is especially significant in this respect. It is possible to see it as a reworking of the Discourse on Voluntary Servitude by Étienne de La Boétie at a private level, during a period of civil strife, in which protecting oneself from tyranny is less a matter of protecting one’s country from tyrants than protecting oneself from the tyranny of public duties and offices. In this chapter, Montaigne turns self-love into a veritable duty: “We must lend ourselves to others and give ourselves only to ourselves”56; “We must husband the freedom of our soul and mortgage it only for the right occasions; which are in very small number, if we judge sanely”57; “I do not want a man to refuse, to be in charges he takes on, attention, steps, words, and sweat and blood if need be…. But this is by way of loan and accidentally.”58 The abundance of reflexive expressions in these two chapters (to “sequester [one]self,” “repossess [one]self,” “belong to oneself,” “retire into [one]self,” “receive [one]self,” “live onto [one]self,” etc.59) support this affirmation of ipseity, the foundation of the Montaignian moral project. Even the exaltation of friendship in chapter I, 28 is founded paradoxically on the rejection of a philia politike (which appears in any case illusory in those times of civil war). And, although Montaigne describes his friendship with La Boétie as a sort of fusion, the condition of this friendship is a form of self-appropriation: “Because it was he, because it was I.”60 Generally speaking, “the friendship that each man owes to himself,”61 must serve as the foundation of the knowledge of the extent of the duty towards others. As in the discourse of the self and ipseity, this explicit demand for a virtuous egoism, defines, even beyond the difference in contexts, a contrasting project to that delineated by the postmodern ethical discourses of the deconstruction of subjectivity, the abandonment of the self, vulnerability and exposure to alterity.

Animality means more in this case than this attachment to oneself, namely an attachment to one’s own body. If it is true that Montaigne condemns cruelty towards the animals, he is even more vehement in his condemnation of cruelty towards man himself, and especially the cruelty that takes the form of man’s resentment towards his own body: “What a monstrous animal to be a horror to himself, to be burdened by his pleasures, to regard himself as a misfortune.”62 In man, self-appropriation is therefore achieved through an appropriation of the animal body. The body is not, as certain rationalists have believed, a source of hybris, but in fact a source of stability in the face of the ramblings of a mind left to its own devices: “I find … my lust less depraved than my reason.”63 We may quote from the chapter “Of presumption”:

The body has a great part in our being, it holds a high rank in it … . Those who want to split up our two principal parts and sequester them from each other are wrong. On the contrary, we must couple and join them together again. We must order the soul not to draw aside and entertain itself apart, not to scorn and abandon the body (nor can it do so except by some counterfeit monkey trick), but to rally to the body… .64

The body is, for Montaigne, an immanent principle of order and measure. The variety of our bodily conditions does not consist of a simple anarchic succession of dissimilar states. It follows an immanent rule by which these states are less contradictory than complementary and mutually enriching. The body that Montaigne has in mind is not, moreover, an idealized or aestheticized body. The chapter “Of experience” describes the body of an old man suffering from illness. It is often said that the mature man is a man of “experience.” It rests with him, above all, to know this ariston metron, which reveals itself paradoxically in the ordered alternation of bodily states (which leads Montaigne to compare our lives to “the harmony of the world”65), within which health is revealed only through its proximity to, and contrast with, illness.66 The popular saying “live like a beast” (vivez en beste)67 defines, by means of this appropriation of the self and the body, an authentic moral program.


MONTAIGNE AND THE MODERNS

We have said that one of the major aspects of the defense undertaken by Montaigne on behalf of the animals was the critique of anthropocentric rationality. Does this mean that there is a preemptive critique of modern rationality, as Derrida believes? In this respect, we cannot fail to be struck by certain resemblances between the thought of the Essays and some of the great “modern” rationalist philosophies, such as those of Bacon, Descartes, Pascal or Hobbes. We shall limit ourselves here to Descartes, as he represents Derrida’s principal target.68 The former does indeed appear to adopt the Montaignian critique of anthropocentrism:

We may say that all the created things are made for us in the sense that we may derive some utility from them; but I do not know that we are obliged to believe that man is the end of creation… . And in so far as created beings are of service of each other, any of them may ascribe to itself a privileged position and consider that all those useful to it are made for its sake69

Making use of someone or something does not confer a right of domination. This is close to what Montaigne was saying when he spoke of the imaginary power of domination held by man over the other animals. To quote the “prosopopeia” of the gosling in chapter II, 12:

For why shall a gosling not say thus: “All the parts of the universe have me in view: the earth serves for me to walk on, the sun to give me light, the stars to breathe their influences into me; I gain this advantage from the winds, that from the waters; there is nothing that the heavenly vault regards so favorably as me; I am the darling of the nature. Is it not man that treats me, houses me, serves me? It is for me that he sows and grinds. If he eats me, so indeed does he eat his fellow man, and so do I eat the worms that kills and eat him.”70

The principle “I eat, therefore I am master” (or, more generally, “I make use of, therefore I am master”), the equivalent of the “carnophallogocentrism” condemned by Derrida, is turned against man himself. Stoic anthropocentrism is being directly targeted here, as it is by Raymond Sebond.71 This critique does not, however, affect Descartes, who is not pleading at all on behalf of some “privilege” of man or “letters patent” for his “great and splendid charge.” The exclusion of final causes from the field of science renders this question not only superfluous, but also counterproductive at both the scientific and the moral levels. Thus, far from it being the case that modern rationality grew out of a finalist and anthropocentric philosophy, it might rather be said that it was founded on the basis of a critique of the former, in favor of a positivist form of philosophy, in which no being is privileged de jure over any other, and each one has as much power as it is capable of assuming de facto. Although Descartes declares, at the end of the fifth chapter of his Discourse on Method that the animals do not think, this is not based on metaphysical, theological or moral considerations, but on a protocol of physical experiments. Descartes does not deny the principle of parity demanded by Montaigne. However, in his view, the effects are only similar prima facie, and that similarity will not stand up to closer inspection. The issue of animal thought is, for Descartes, a question of facts, and not a question of right.

Indeed, Montaigne attacks rationalist anthropocentrism and dogmatism primarily as permanent tendencies of the human mind. It is also possible, from this perspective, to see Montaigne’s eulogy on the animals as a premonitory refutation of certain expressions of modern rationalism. It is also possible, however, to demonstrate the extent to which Montaignian skepticism occupies a seminal position in relation to the philosophies of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and the extent to which the rationalism of the Moderns, while extending the power of man to a considerable degree, is based paradoxically not on an arrogant claim to a title of nobility, but on a form of modesty. Consequently, modern philosophy would appear to us to be suffused with a skeptical concern that would balance the enthusiasm of its affirmation of immanence.72

Translated by Johanna Louw
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CHAPTER 41

MONTAIGNE ON AGING

CYNTHIA SKENAZI

MONTAIGNE retired at the age of thirty-eight and thought that he had lived the major part of his life. At age forty—seven years before the first edition of the Essays—he considered himself “well on the road to old age.”1 We may find his old age precocious, but in contrast to the increasing longevity of today’s Western world, the few statistics indicate that life expectancy at birth averaged around thirty-five years in sixteenth-century France. Each individual, however, has a subjective estimate of his own condition, and Montaigne’s failing health contributed probably to his early feeling of growing old. Yet what we know about his later years is mostly what he tells us, and the Essays is a literary construction rather than the faithful record of lived experiences. Critics have commented on Montaigne’s obsession with time and instability,2 but his emphasis on his decline has been somehow neglected.3 Never does he hide his age, quite the contrary: “an avowed ugliness and old age is less old and less ugly to my taste than another that is painted and glossed over,” he writes.4 From his thirties on, he contends that “since that age [his] mind and [his] body ha[d] rather shrunk than grown, and gone backward rather than forward.”5 Elsewhere, he refers to his “heavy old soul,”6 and to his aging body, which “droops and grieves.”7 He speaks of his book as “some excrements of an aged mind.”8 He found ways to confront death, but growing old proved a more challenging, and pressing, task that required a constant attention. There is no systematic discussion of age in the Essays. Montaigne’s comments on this issue appear scattered throughout his work, but they are especially elaborated in Book III. Taken together, his observations generate the elderly manifold, rich plurality precisely because they offer no rigid schemata for the aged. Each remark takes its full meaning when situated in its specific context.

This article is about a heuristic, experimental approach that puts faith in aging as a productive period of life, in spite of—and ultimately because of—the destructive power of time. What matters is not what aging does to Montaigne, but how he refers to this process to relate to oneself, to the other, to the world, and to his literary endeavor. Whether aging is a disease or a natural process, as Aristotle and Galen, respectively, contended, does not make much difference to him;9 the two perspectives prevailed in his time and he mentions them both, but he never trusted general concepts and rigid classifications. There is no definition of age in the Essays. Indeed, any attempt to address this issue must acknowledge that it involves multiple perspectives—biological, chronological, social, psychological, functional, cultural, and so on. Since the notion of age embraces a great diversity of capacity and experience, Montaigne’s considerations on his later years open up ways to address a variety of personal and public topics, to instigate precise actions, to discuss various practices, to judge some behaviors, and to provoke feelings. At all these levels, the essayist revisits contemporary and classical arguments on the series of life stages carefully lined up from childhood to old age, and he repudiates the stereotypes associated to each of them. On the one hand, his personal experience is embedded in the systems of knowledge of the day and takes its full meaning in a society and culture increasingly interested in problems related to longevity. On the other hand, Montaigne’s observations have not lost their relevance over the centuries, and one can learn more about how he responded to the challenges of old age and compensated for the losses to turn them into opportunities by reading the Essays and their classical sources than contemporary self-help books.


HEALTH

In the schemes for the division of life into stages elaborated from classical antiquity through the sixteenth century (the number of these stages varied from three to seven, and they could even go up to twelve),10 opinions varied on the onset of old age, and several thresholds were suggested: thirty-five, forty-five, fifty, sixty, seventy. These numbers referred to specific contexts (religious, medical, scientific, literary, among others) and to different social groups; as such, they related to different conceptions of human nature and of time. Despite the data on the average life spans, people did grow old in the Renaissance, and in larger numbers than is often thought, even if the definition of old age varied from place to place and according to one’s point of view. The Eyquem family provides good evidence of such longevity since Montaigne’s great grandfather, grandfather, and father all lived beyond age sixty-five. Ramon lived up to seventy-six years (1402–1478); his son Grimon died at about age sixty-nine (c. 1450–1519); Pierre passed away at age seventy-three (1495–1568). Both Pierre’s and Montaigne’s last years were plagued by kidney stones, but the former kept his physical vigor in old age, at least according to two passages in the Essays,11 whereas the latter dwells on his physiological decline throughout his work. Montaigne’s physical signs of growing old include the loss of a tooth, a blurring of vision at night, a melancholic mood, a greater sensitivity to cold, and a weaker memory. They might have been part of Montaigne’s daily life, yet these signs have also a rhetorical quality insofar as they are traditional markers of old age.

Like his contemporaries, Montaigne was concerned about preventing the biological process of aging from accelerating. From the fifteenth century on, the increasing number of elderly men from the wealthy classes and the urban intellectual milieu created a market for issues related to longevity. A movement of secularization—inspired by this revival of classical literature—tended to dissociate old age from the Christian preparation for death and downplayed the role of the afterlife, reorienting the concept of aging around pragmatic matters such health care, intergenerational relationships, and insights one might acquire in later life and pass along. That old age became the subject of intense personal reflection and widespread public debate in France and Italy is evidenced by the number of texts dealing with various aspects of later life. A variety of self-help books appeared, each claiming to provide insight on the elderly’s well-being.12 Since there was no fixed retirement age, keeping a sound mind in a healthy body in the winter of life was an especially pressing concern for educated men in a position of authority (members of the courtly and ecclesiastical circles, in particular) who had the financial means to take good care of themselves. For such a targeted audience, the senior assumed the shape of a clinical object; his daily life was susceptible to a language of medical care and control.

Galen’s fifth book of On Hygiene [De Sanitate tuenda], in particular, influenced all subsequent discourses on the preservation of health in old age, and on the prolongation of life. For Galen as for today’s scientists, the issue was not just to live longer but to keep people healthy and productive in their later years. The medical and physiological assumptions underlying this goal, however, differ from those of the modern world. In the Hippocratic-Galenic medicine, health depended on a balanced proportion of innate heat and radical moisture as well as an appropriate mixture of the humors (body fluids)—phlegm, blood, choler or yellow bile, and melancholy or black bile—each of which was linked to a specific temperament. Senescence was a progressive cooling and drying of the body, with a rise in the melancholic humor, and ultimately in the phlegmatic one.

Montaigne had read Hippocrates’s texts and Galen’s observations on the process of aging, which were the bases of Western medicine for more than 1,500 years. Dietetics, in particular, did not require a specialized knowledge and was embedded in the literary, philosophical, social, and moral culture of his contemporaries. Eclectic and idiosyncratic as Montaigne’s remarks on his health care are in the chapter “Of experience” (III, 13), they comply with the basic tenets of the humoral physiology of the day. The essayist reports that he is fifty-six years old, and he emphasizes his physical decline throughout this text. Galen’s advice to the elders shapes his lifestyle: Montaigne values intellectual and social activities that stimulate his mind, sleeps more than in his youth but is physically active, and is sexually continent to preserve his limited strength.13 Echoing again Galen and his followers (especially Marsilio Ficino whose work he had read),14 he is convinced that freedom from care extends the life span, and he notes that excessive professional worries hastened his father’s death. Finally, the aged Montaigne’s favorite activities as described in the chapter “Of three kinds of association” (III, 10) echo Stoic sources, but they do not differ much from Galenic advice to the elderly: the essayist avoids the tensions of the city, and he lives in his castle surrounded by a circle of close friends and books. Along with intellectual exchanges, he enjoys the company of women whose beauty is a feast for the eyes. Physicians, such as Marsilio Ficino, also stressed the importance of sensual pleasures for combating learned men’s propensity to senile melancholy.

Last but not least, Montaigne dwells on his dietary habits since digestion (a matter of combustion of food in Hippocratic-Galenic medicine) was at the center of the conservation of health, and old stomachs need special attention. Moderation is the key word in this respect. Montaigne limits himself to one substantial meal a day, but the older he grows the more he enjoys the taste of food and wine.15 Following Galen’s recommendations to seniors, his meals include fish and poultry, low in fat and easy to digest, along with a glass of wine (mixed with water) that helps to moisten and warm his aging body. Like Galen, Montaigne stresses the importance of personal habits when it comes to health care and acknowledges his taste for melons, believed to rot in the intestine.16 As he notes, “Tiberius used to say that whoever had lived twenty years should be responsible to himself for the things that were harmful or beneficial to him, and know to take care of himself without medical aid.”17 In fact, he was criticizing contemporary physicians, such as Jacques Du Laurens, who had reduced Galenism to a set of rigid principles with no latitude for individual experience.18

The care of self may slow down the process of aging, but it cannot reverse its ineluctable progression toward death. Montaigne does not believe in fountains of youth and never asks for an extension of life. The older he grows, the more he values health as the most precious gift of all.

CICERO’S ON OLD AGE

Montaigne’s comments stem from his own experience, but they draw also upon his readings, combine several sources, subvert them, and depart from them. On the one hand, his emphasis on growing old personalizes his self-portrait and reinforces his claim of sincerity by rejecting any form of embellishment either rhetorical or aesthetic. On the other hand, the posture of the old man confronting death situates the Essays in a literary tradition that views old age as an appropriate period to attempt to know oneself, since the beginning of one’s life is farther away than its end. “I have chosen the time when my life, which I have to portray, lies all before my eyes; what is left is more related to death,” Montaigne notes.19 As the term of his journey comes closer, he examines death, pleasures, events, and experiences in terms of time left to live. His alleged disengagement from social obligations and professional constraints goes along with the elder’s legendary freedom of speech and frankness when it comes to discussing sensitive issues such as the political and religious turmoil of his time.20 Moreover, as the years go by, he capitalizes on old age’s stereotyped prudence and eclecticism by favoring probable interpretations over definitive judgments. Even Étienne de La Boétie’s presence in the Essays can be seen in the light of Cicero’s emphasis on friendship in old age.21

Montaigne’s dialogue with Cicero is of special interest since the essayist was rereading Cato the Elder on Old Age (Cato Maior De Senectute) in his later years. As he grows old, his references to De Senectute increase.22 For centuries, Cicero’s dialogue had given readers a repertoire of ideas in defense of old age. The number of editions, comments, and translations of De Senectute during the Renaissance attests to its immense popularity as well as to its author’s reputation. Cato the Elder, the octogenarian protagonist of this dialogue, presents later life as the crowning of his successful career. Old age opens up a whole way of being that frees him from his youth’s imperfections and brings him serenity, wisdom, and perceptive judgment. Thanks to his sober and disciplined way of life, he has kept his physical dynamism and his mental acuity. His earlier years were marked by the pursuit of futile pleasures, but now he can focus his energy on meaningful civic tasks and devote all his time, including his leisure, to the common good. Learned people could easily identify in De Senectute’s emphasis on Cato’s pivotal function in the social and political spheres the imprint of a philosophical and medical tradition that included Plato and Hippocrates. Cato can no longer take part in physical military activities, but his later years mark his transition to a more valued public role. He participates in important political advisory councils and passes along to the young generation his long experience in the management of affairs of state.

Austerity, efficiency, and self-control are the master words of Cato’s old age. In contrast, in Book III of the Essays, the aging Montaigne boasts of wasting his time, claims to be unable to spend hours studying books, laughs at old men like Cato eager to learn like schoolchildren, and points out his incapacity to contribute to society. It is for old persons “to trifle and play the fool, and for the young to stand on their reputation,” he notes.23 Self-deprecation is a way to particularize his self-portrait, and the exhibition of his deficiencies is as ironic as it is serious: he allegedly pokes fun at his genuine attempts to know himself, but the more he pretends to “play the fool,” the more he feels human.24 Cicero wrote De Senectute when he was sixty-two years old and had lost his influence in the Senate; his apology of later life served his ambition to be at the center of Rome’s public sphere. As such, De Senectute gave generations of readers a stock of philosophical, political, and rhetorical arguments to support the view that the management of affairs of state and the education of the young should be the elders’ specific tasks. For Montaigne, however, “All things have their season”25 and he mentions approvingly Emperor Charles V’s abdication at age fifty in 1550.26 The old man is not qualified to keep the reins of power because he belongs to a past world, and he is unable to evolve with the rest of the world. He tends to repeat his previous experiences, whereas the young man is more likely to adapt to a changing world and to consider new perspectives. Men generally accomplish their most remarkable deeds when they are in their thirties, Montaigne notes in the chapter “Of age”27; consequently, laws should take into account the nature of human existence. His discussion focuses on historical figures, such as Emperor Augustus, who conquered the world at about age twenty, but Montaigne was also challenging contemporary arguments in favor of gerontocracy and councils of elders that were gaining momentum in the context of France’s civil wars. How could the alleged wisdom of old age put an end to the political and religious turmoil of the day, he wondered, and what exactly is the nature of this wisdom? In contrast to Cicero, he was convinced that an individual does not necessarily become wiser as years go by. He thought that in certain ways he had the same amount of wisdom in the prime of his life as in his fifties, although the “quality” of his wisdom was different according to his age.28 He even believed that Socrates had lent himself to his condemnation to death at age seventy so as not to let time steal his intellectual capacities.29 It is obvious to the reader that Montaigne’s own case is an exception to his own rule: his aging brain and vast erudition give him great insights into creativity and innovation. Moreover, his decision to retire at age thirty-eight did not prevent him from serving as the mayor of Bordeaux for two terms in a row some years later. Indeed, his retreat was a way to maintain a balance between his professional obligations and his attempt to know himself.

Power and authority shape Cato the Elder’s relations with Rome’s young intellectual elite. Montaigne, on the other hand, advocates affection and cooperation between generations; these feelings are especially important in matters of inheritance of wealth. The despotic paterfamilias who brings destruction on his relatives while destroying himself is part of a long comedic tradition. The chapter “Of the affection of fathers for their children” (II, 8) includes similar contemporary stories of abusive fathers from the upper social classes who refused to hand properties over to their sons and daughters, resulting in desperate acts. Young people can cope better with such weighty matters than decrepit old men. Montaigne wishes that he had a son in this respect, but since his only child is a daughter, he is looking forward to having his future son-in-law taken care of the management of his estate.30

Cicero’s apology presents life as a continuous progress, thereby negating old age and human finitude altogether. On the other hand, Montaigne understands that an honest look at his pains is the precondition to coping with the woes of old age. In the chapter “Of experience” (III, 13), he imagines that his own mind persuades him to overcome his melancholic look at the effects of time on his persona. The arguments of this long discourse are a montage of literary, biblical, and philosophical references that focus on the relationship between Montaigne’s mind and his ailing and aging body. The “mind” reminds the essayist that his kidney ailment appeared late in his life and that aging is part of life. To live means aging and dying; it is because Montaigne is alive that his health is a matter of concern to him. His kidney stones may be painful, but they have nevertheless some advantages since he has received many compliments for his courage. The “mind” also finds it reassuring that Montaigne already knows the cause of his death; his ailment helps him to get used to the idea of death. Moreover, he has no reason to wish to live longer because an extension would mean more days of physical suffering. By the end of this prosopopopeia, the essayist’s efforts to accept his decline become the object of an ironic and lucid comment: “By such arguments, both strong and weak, I try to lull and beguile my imagination and salve its wounds, as Cicero did his disease of old age. If they get worse tomorrow, tomorrow we shall provide other ways of escape.”31

As this remark makes clear, Montaigne confronts the woes of old age not through abstract planning and reasoning, but with a smile. The arguments put forward by his “mind” ignore the basic realities of the experience of growing old and should not be accepted at face value. Yet, in the end, this fictitious discourse proves to be an entertaining way to divert the gloom of old age for a while. Eloquence can have a therapeutic value, regardless of its truth. Such reaction conveys a feeling of acceptance of physical decline over time rather than resignation to it; it draws strength and courage from a lived experience, however daunting. Montaigne reminds us therefore that successful stories of later life, such as Cato the Elder’s in De Senectute, are often artificial poses. As a good actor, he is able to perform the standard repertoire of characters epitomizing the wise and exemplary old man: stoic courage, heroism, patience, and resignation all have a role in his own discourse of consolation. Yet these attitudes are distorted representations of what old age really means to Montaigne. He humorously demystifies the ready-made scenarios offered by his “mind,” and that readers expected to find in his self-portrait. In an ironic and vertiginous game of self-reflections, he shows himself being aware of his being aware of himself.

In Cicero’s De Senectute, Cato the Elder denies the woes of old age and assimilates all signs of decline in later life to personal weaknesses. Montaigne, on the other hand, confronts the negative aspects of his experience of growing old and tries to embrace them in a pragmatic way. His ailing and aging body fills him with despair, yet this also stimulates his imagination and his irony. In many ways, his art of living is “an attempt to live and think appropriately to his age, yet without satisfaction of being old,” Hugo Friedrich notes.32 The first step in this direction is self-observation and a willingness to adjust to change. Montaigne’s physical condition may deteriorate as the years go by, and his mood may be darker, yet he rejoices in the self-knowledge gained from watching his vain attempts to resist his decline:

What metamorphoses I see old age producing every day in many of my acquaintances! It is a powerful malady, and it creeps up on us naturally and imperceptibly. We need a great provision of study, and great precaution, to avoid the imperfections it loads upon us, or at least to slow up their progress. I feel that, notwithstanding all my retrenchments, it gains on me foot by foot. I stand fast as well as I can. But I do not know where it will lead even me in the end. In any event, I am glad to have people know from whence I shall have fallen.33

LOVE

Montaigne’s comments on growing old stress the alternation of pain and joy, their inextricable blending, their mutual conditioning. The prosopopopeia in “Of experience” describes a condition of age in which, in contrast to the aged and sick body, the mind continues to be flexible in its own manner and in pursuit of its own aims. One of the fundamental paradoxes of this fictitious discourse is that the rational subject (epitomized by “the mind”) in Montaigne wants to control his experience of growing old but remains, nevertheless, part of it, and consequently gets caught in his own actions. The essayist adopts a similar strategy in his comments on love in old age. In Cicero’s De Senectute, Cato the Elder condemned his youthful passions as a waste of time and energy; in contrast, in “On some verses of Virgil” (III, 5) Montaigne views sexual desire as an essential part of his being, and indeed of life itself. He reconsiders the misfortunes of his aging self and fantasizes on a way to cure his melancholy. The posture of the lover growing old is a traditional comic character, but the essayist eliminates any such incongruity because he is his own judge in this matter. A love affair, he observes, would cheer him up by bringing back his youthful energy and gaiety; yet, he rejects this option as unrealistic on the basis of his age, for love is the privilege of youth. Furthermore, Montaigne’s appearance and poor health do not give him any hope of seducing an attractive young woman. This conclusion ironically provides a means of diverting his troublesome thoughts: he reads erotic verses from Virgil and Lucretius; the suggestive power of poetry awakens his sexual desire and chases away the gloom of old age.

The essayist feels too old for a love affair but compensates this loss by a vivid imagination that produces sensual and erotic images of women; he even becomes an expert at mentally increasing the intensity of sexual desire’s effects. His experience subverts the Platonic and Neoplatonic views of the chaste old man climbing the ladder of love to reach the highest form of spiritual love, pure beauty, and divine perfection. For Montaigne, this attitude turns us into insensitive beings oblivious of the body. In contrast, his fictitious pleasures correspond to his physical limitations. What he describes in “On some verses of Virgil” is a conscious effort by the mind to evoke the sexual pleasures that came spontaneously in youth. The reading of poetry enables him to obtain certain effects he can control at will, and whose intensity may even prove superior to actual sexual love. For Montaigne, the question of love in old age should be addressed in terms of tactics and practices of everyday life rather than via ideology or compliance with a set of coded behaviors. The stereotyped oppositions between the lustful and the chaste old man, and between the wise senior and the childish elder, are misleading clichés. Since later life is a time of physical decline, it requires adaptability. The posture of the childish old man epitomizes such flexibility of the mind. “Childhood goes, but childishness remains,” Seneca wrote to Lucilius (Ad Lucilium 4, 2). Fantasizing about sex through the suggestive erotic power of Latin poetry may seem a vain exercise for a senior, but the very possibility of entertaining these youthful thoughts capitalizes on the mind’s inconstancy, and thus on its ability to divert the gloom of old age. The success of his tactic, however, is relative, for it cannot undo the cause of Montaigne’s melancholy—the biological process of aging—and its effect wears off with time: “I am merry only in fancy and in dreams, to divert by trickery the gloom of old age. But indeed it would require another remedy than a dream: a feeble struggle, that of art against nature.”34

The most negative aspects of the process of aging can lead to positive results, even if these results are temporary, and imply tensions and contradictions. As the years go by, Montaigne’s mood varies between the “jovial and the melancholy”35 as a 1588 addition to the chapter “On presumption” puts it, and often superimposes both states of mind. Yet what matters is his constant effort to lighten the gloom of old age. His later life’s pleasures are scarcer than in the prime of life, they require also more creativity and imagination. As he physically ages, his mind rejuvenates and becomes more playful. “Since it is the privilege of the mind to rescue itself from old age, I advise mine to do so as strongly as I can,” he writes in “On some verses of Virgil.” “Let it grow green, let it flourish meanwhile, if it can, like mistletoe on a dead tree.”36 From the Ancients on, laughter has a therapeutic quality, but for Montaigne, wisdom itself is of a “gay and pleasant quality.”37

GROWING AND DWINDLING

Montaigne’s views on love in later life in “On some verses of Virgil” (III, 5) challenge static accounts of the “life cycle” as a succession of fixed and repetitive stages—youth, old age—with a uniform set of oppositions. Systematic denigrations of old age are as suspicious as their unconditional celebrations. In the Renaissance, arguments in praise of and against it were gathered from the Greeks and Romans, the Bible, the church fathers, as well as medieval writers. The extreme texts bore the imprint of remarkably stable—positive or negative—stereotypes of age. Cicero’s De Senectute and Plato’s Republic capitalized on the first ones,38 whereas Aristotle’s Rhetoric and Nicomachean Ethics disseminated the second ones by describing the old man as selfish, mean, bitter, cowardly, unreliable, suspicious, and socially dysfunctional. For Aristotle, the old man idealizes his past and blames the present; his alleged experience is the sum of the mistakes he made in the course of his long life.39 Cicero places the elder at the center of his social and political community; in contrast, Aristotle describes him as marginalized, shunned for his loss of youth and physical and mental strengths. This fundamental dialectic, which has long roots in Egyptian, Jewish, and Babylonian traditions,40 shows the relational and binary nature of age stereotypes: the qualities attributed to old age are the shortcomings attributed to youth, and vice versa.

Traces of these typologies can be found in the Essays. Montaigne’s reflections on growing old, however, bridge their contradictions. The essayist’s experience proves more versatile than abstract and homogeneous age-related categories would lead us to believe; acceptance to the ineluctable damages of time on human beings goes hand in hand with an attempt to exploit the advantages of later life. He sees the process of aging in terms of gains and losses. “Man grows and dwindles in his entirety,” he notes in the chapter “Of repentance.”41 He grows old in pieces; the “old” does not supplant the “young” so much as it grafts itself on to it, thus creating the image of a complex textured age. As the years go by, he becomes more aware that multiple perspectives can be taken on any subject, including one’s own self. Aging into old age triggers unsettling revelations of differences within the self; the passage of time does not alter the function or condition of identity itself but rather dissolves façades of wholeness and stability: “I have portraits of myself at twenty-five and thirty-five; I compare them with one of the present: how irrevocably it is no longer myself! How much farther is my present picture from them than from that of my death!”42 Aging emerges as a process of increasing multiple identities and dialogue with one’s self. As anthropologist Sharon Kaufman observes, within each aging person’s life narrative there is an “ageless self.”43 The process of narration opens up the possibility of intercommunion among Montaigne’s various “selves” and creates an “inner space” from which he is able to present a stable identity. In John Paul Eakin’s words, “We do better, I think, to speak of ‘registers of self and self-experiences,’ for there are many stories of self to tell, and more than one self to tell them.”44 Paradoxically, this process engenders a rounded sense of self, in the Essays, along with an understanding of the contradictions within the human being and a greater tolerance for paradox and ambiguity.

By exploring the narrative possibilities of this instability, Montaigne’s story remains open to new patterns of significance. His literary endeavor is consubstantial with his experience of growing old, in this respect. The chapter “Of idleness” (I, 8) informs us in that after his retirement, he was suffering from a form of senile melancholy; he was seeing himself decline, his intellectual torpor went along with a gloomy state of mind; moreover, he was unable to focus his attention. Montaigne decided to put his inept and strange thoughts “in writing, hoping in time to make [his] mind ashamed of itself.”45 The initial purpose of the Essays was therapeutic, but as Montaigne later ironically observed, there was no cure for his later life’s deficiencies, and the publication process was an inappropriate remedy from the start: “Whoever puts his decrepitude into print plays the fool, if he hopes to squeeze out of its humors that do not smell of ungraciousness, dreaminess, and drowsiness.”46

As he grows old in an expanding number of different versions of himself, so does his book. From one edition of the Essays to the next one, further developments, additional comments and quotes, and revised judgments signal the passage of time, altering the treatment and the perspective of a subject. These changes (in modern editions, the letters A, B, C refer to the texts of the 1580, 1588, and 1592 Essays, respectively) remind us that the past does not determine the present; it shapes, but does not make our choices. Decline and growth go hand in hand throughout the life course, Montaigne observes in the chapter “Of experience”: “Decline mingles and fuses with our life throughout.”47 Improvements and weaknesses are inseparable; in fact, Montaigne capitalized on the stereotyped negative effects of aging that served his own purposes and fitted the informal genre of the essay. This perspective reinforced his feeling of the polyphony of the self. As Simone de Beauvoir perceptively noted,

there is a curious paradox that may have escaped him [Montaigne] but that is strikingly obvious to the reader: the Essays become richer and richer, more and more intimate, original and profound as the author of the book advances in age… . It was when he felt that his powers had declined that he was at his greatest. But no doubt he would never have attained this greatness but for the severity with which he treated himself.48

Montaigne’s emphasis on the decline of his intellectual capacities reveals not only his greater insight into the complex text of his self in the course of his life, but also his technical mastery. The chapter “Of vanity” (III, 9), which some commentators consider as one of the latest ones, progresses by way of digressions and associations, mimicking the stereotyped loquacity and rambling of old men, while also conveying the feeling of its own vanity as well as of the indeterminacy and provisional aspect of life. Only death could put an end to Montaigne’s work, yet the last words of the Essays remained untouched. Borrowing the words of an ode by Horace, Montaigne begs Apollo, the god of medicine and poetry, to allow him to keep a sound mind in a healthy body in old age, along with his creative energy:



Grant me but health, Latona’s son,

And to enjoy the wealth I’ve won,

And honored age, with mind entire

And not unsolaced by the lyre.49

Without waiting for Apollo’s eventual intervention, he had taken good care of his last wish.

A JOURNEY TO LIFE

Montaigne’s vast repertoire of texts referring to old age was not lost to writers from the following generations. The Essays helped perpetuate a wide range of comments on aging and also influenced the reading of Cicero’s De Senectute in seventeenth-century France.50 Montaigne’s classical heritage is no longer part of our culture, yet his self-portrait as an old man has not lost its relevance when we think about aging in terms of attitudes toward time. Throughout the centuries, people have had similar aspirations and anxieties about human life: coping with changes in their cognitive and physical capacities; keeping the affection of relatives and the esteem of their social group; remaining active in their communities. Accounts from a distant period can help us to see what might be universal in the ways Western culture deals with an irreversible biological phenomenon. The Essays are especially suggestive in this respect insofar as they offer forms of resistance to the view of aging as a process of straightforward physical and cognitive decay. The notion of old age is not challenged, but there is a refusal to see it as totally negative and unproblematic and an attempt to focus on the quality of the elder’s lifestyle as well as on the meaning of his later years. Montaigne’s pragmatic attempts to adjust to the effects of time by adding life to years still speak to us in this respect. Moving from the view that growing old is something that “happens” to him, he sees it as a process with which individuals have to engage and which requires a variety of skills—self-understanding, observation, adaptation, imagination, tolerance, and humor. Moreover, from the Ancients on, doctors have noticed the therapeutic effects of a positive state of mind. Montaigne could have read a confirmation of this theory in his contemporary Laurent Joubert’s Treatise on Laughter.51 To paraphrase mildly his own words, old age “puts more wrinkles on his body than in his mind.”52

In our modern world that encourages the constant dispersion of our thoughts, Montaigne’s attitudes toward time act as a healthy reminder not to forget the present moment. He learned from the Stoics (especially Cicero and Seneca) and the Epicureans (including Horace) not to be affected by things that are beyond human control, such as old age’s physical frailty and to grasp the fullness of every instant. “As for me, then, I love life and cultivate it just as God has been pleased to grant it to us.”53 Later he adds: “It is an absolute perfection and virtually divine to know how to enjoy our being rightfully.”54 Old age, far more than youth, is the time of carpe diem because only the present depends on us. Striving to free his attention from the woes of old age, Montaigne observes that the majority of us are tormented by fears and hollow, senseless desires related to power, glory, wealth, or unbridled passions. The common characteristic of all anxieties and expectations is that they project us forward into an unknowable future. His joy of existence at the end of the chapter “Of experience” is a smiling invitation to relaxation.

There is a connection between the diminution of the self and the enlargement of empathy, in this respect. As he grows old, Montaigne learns how little we can do, how small is the space we occupy in the world. Quoting Plutarch in Amyot’s recent translation, he notes:



You are as much a god as you will own

That you are nothing but a man alone.55



From this insight, that is not despairing but pragmatic and down-to-earth, arise the most timeless reflections on old age in the Essays. The metaphor of life as a journey is as old as thoughts on human existence; it can help us conceptualize Montaigne’s reaction to the passage of time in the final chapters of his work. Instead of looking at old age as the end of the journey of life, Montaigne represents his later years as a journey to life.
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CHAPTER 42

MONTAIGNE ON HEALTH AND DEATH

DOROTHEA HEITSCH

AT the end of his essay on the resemblance of children to their fathers (II, 37), which is the conclusion to the 1588 edition of the Essays, Michel de Montaigne quips that one day he might be carried away by the ridiculous idea to put his life in the power of medical doctors because he cannot guarantee that he will remain firm enough to continuously reject their assistance. At the same time, he might show to someone inquiring about his health six drams of opiate to prove that he does suffer from a violent illness.1 Of course, he alludes to the attacks of colic caused by his kidney or bladder stones, the mere thought of which makes him curse:

Health, in God’s name! Those who love our medicine may also have their own good, great, and strong considerations. I do not at all hate opinions contrary to mine. I am so far from being vexed to see discord between my judgments and others’, and from making myself incompatible with the society of men because they are of a different sentiment and party from mine, that on the contrary, since variety is the most general fashion that nature has followed, and more in minds than bodies, inasmuch as minds are of a substance suppler and susceptible of more forms, I find it much rarer to see our humors and plans agree. And there were never in the world two opinions alike, any more than two hairs or two grains. Their most universal quality is diversity.2

The essay II, 37 represents Montaigne’s most systematic treatment of medical knowledge3 and the above passage contains much of the author’s repertoire of terms and thought movements associated with health and death; it will serve as an entree to the ensuing pages, for the essayist connects, in characteristic manner, health and sickness, body and soul, physical pain and writerly inspiration, medicine and skepticism. In other words, for Montaigne, notions concerning health, sickness, and potential cures, or their lack, are interpretable opinions, and his own medical belief is dependent on his personal corporeal and mental givens, just like that of any doctor. Consequently, dealing with health, life, and death becomes a matter of attitude, and discussing such issues approaches a spiritual exercise and one in connotation, as show, for example, his own opinions on health: that health and illlness are part of or consubstantial with our life; that we must learn how to approach and deal with any illness; that we should face our health problems rather than neglect or repress them; that we ought to distinguish between detrimental and useful illnesses; that we need to understand that fighting an illness presents a challenge for the mind; and that we must seize the opportunity to study ourselves through our illnesses.4

This article will show how Montaigne assesses personal health and sickness and the means he suggests to preserve good health. The essayist’s interest in one particularly common medical practice–purging–is illustrated within the context of humoral theory. A discussion of death and dying in the Essays, as exemplified in the passing of family members and the author’s best friend Étienne de La Boétie, ending in Montaigne’s thoughts concerning suicide, resurrection, and the afterlife, then follows.

SUBJECTIVE HEALTH

Montaigne suggests several reasons for sharing the experience of his personal health: it helps him regain his mental sanity, he has lived long enough to have his health serve as a useful example uncorrupted and unaltered by medical art and deliberation (“nullement corrompue et alterée par art et par opination”),5 and he is ready to share the recipe for his relatively long life.6 From his early childhood on, he had a very stable and complete physical health,7 and he had the good fortune to spend a good part of his life in this state.8 In spite of this vigorous and little interrupted well-being,9 he experienced frequent illness that he found easier to face without doctors’ potions,10 especially when it came to the inherited chronic illness of the stone later in life, which he feared from an early age on and which he tried to cure by sampling the baths on the journey to Rome11 that he chronicled in the Travel Journal.12 If he does have to succumb to medical treatement, he waits until he is healthy enough to face the medication and otherwise prefers to let nature take its course.13 When he is fit, his mood is good and he celebrates life; when his vigor is somewhat impaired, as for example by a simple corn, his mood is affected and he can be hard to deal with.14 Therefore he makes sure that he lives the good days to the fullest:15 he practices, so to speak, reverse Epicureanism.16 In a similar manner he treats his moods: though he does not succumb to sadness, he has bouts of melancholy, as scholars have discussed, that he cures in part by writing, according to the essay II, 8.17

Like the preservation of a good mood, the preservation of health is due to good genes, good example, and good education in childhood.18 Yet as Montaigne gets older, his eyesight gives him trouble so that he cannot read for too long and therefore prefers to have someone read to him.19 Likewise, he has begun to suffer from a slight hearing impediment.20 His olfactory sense is well developed, so that he is sensitive to smells that seem to cling to his body, especially his moustaches. Therefore simple and natural smells seem more agreeable to him than perfumes, especially since they are often used for cover21; still, he thinks that physicians could make better use of scents. He considers lovemaking important to good health, as indicated in the essay on Virgil’s poetry:22 love, for Montaigne, is a “sprightly, lively, and gay agitation” by which he was neither troubled nor afflicted but warmed and made thirsty,23 and he admits to having had two bouts of syphilis during his wilder days.24 Now that he is older, he seeks out verse by Virgil and Lucretius as an (insufficient) substitute for sex.25 Having matured, he regrets the loss of all kinds of sharp appetites—or not.26 Though he does not seem to have any health restrictions, his stomach digests certain foods more easily than others, according to the essay on experience in which he develops what could be called a holistic approach to health27: here he describes his diet (a weakness for melons, an avoidance of spices) and exercise, personal hygiene, as well as the advantage of drinking wine in moderation and mixed with water.28

Drinking as a way not only to warm the aging body,29 but also to purge the digestive system from the top down is one recommendation given by Jacques Dubois (1489–1555), an anatomist and dietician from Picardy in northern France.30 In a passage on the essay on drunkenness, Montaigne expresses his admiration for this contemporary practician, whom he heard say one day that to preserve the stomach’s vigor one should stir it up once a month by excessive drinking.31 What Montaigne omits from his anecdote, knowingly or unknowingly, is the fact that Dubois himself sometimes used this means to unfortunate ends: in the case of the ophthalmic pain of Pierre de la Ramée (Petrus Ramus), the physician prescribed, according to Theodore Zwinger’s Theatrum vitae humanae (1565), generous amounts of wine.32 Thanks to the recommended remedy, the unfortunate scholar (who had overused his eyes burning the midnight oil) instead began to suffer from another illness that he was hardly able to stop. In recommending this remedy, Dubois followed Hippocrates, who advised for pains of the eyes a similar cure of drinking wine, bathing, vapor baths, bleeding, or purging. This is a typical example of how the remedies Montaigne mentions often turn out to have occult qualities or side effects, which make them (Derridean) pharmakons.

HEALTH, SICKNESS, AND MEDICAL PRACTICE

Though it has been said that medicine is the more flawed of the three pillars on which the Essays rest, the other two being law and philosophy,33 and though Montaigne professes not to have any detailed knowledge of most subject matters, stating that he knows medicine, jurisprudence, and four parts in mathematics as well as roughly what they are good for,34 the place of medical knowledge in his work bears outlining.35 It has been repeatedly discussed in general terms, with most critics coming to the conclusion that Montaigne displays merely average knowledge of contemporary medicine and contributes little to a limited number of medical domains.36 Yet he gives numerous curative examples, such as this one from “Of evil means employed to a good end”:

We are subject to a useful and harmful surfeit of humors: either of good humors—for even this the doctors fear; and because there is nothing stable in us, they say that too blithe and vigorous a perfection of health must be artificially reduced and abated for us, for fear that our nature, unable to settle in any certain position and having no room for improvement, may retreat in disorder and too suddenly; therefore they order purgings and bleedings for athletes to draw off this superabundance of health—or of evil humors, which is the ordinary cause of diseases.37

As is often the case in the Essays, Montaigne assays special knowledge antithetically and tests it by transferring it to different contexts, by juxtaposing it with counterexamples, or by (de-) hierarchizing it through linguistic polyphony38: in this case the author states that both good humors and bad humors may have a negative effect on health. This is the leitmotif in all discussions of medical knowledge that we find in the Essays, and it should, in general, be tied to Montaigne’s own motto “epecho” (je m’abstiens), a skeptical suspension of judgment influenced by his reading of Sextus Empiricus and the Pyrrhonian School.39

At the same time, this statement must be read in the context of Galenism and humoral theory: illness that is caused by a wrong ratio of juices or qualities from the particular mixture, which they take in the human being and in his or her organs and tissues, can be healed so as to ensure a proper balance of the humors, which will then guarantee the proper workings of the brain as the seat of reason. The Aphorisms of Hippocrates or Celsus’s De medicina may serve as manuals for such a therapy, but Ficino also embraces humoral theory to the point of building a metaphysics in which microcosm and macrocosm are in correspondence, just as are the soul of man and the world-soul. In humoral pathology, balancing the humors means to purge the body; and purgatives make up the medico-pharmacological basis for this theory. In removing superfluous humors or qualities and the damaging matter of affected organs and tissues, the Hippocratic diet, together with the laxative or purgative drugs, reestablishes the correct humoral ratio. Michel de Montaigne, who is as aware of this practice as were all early modern patients, gives the example of a purging tortoise from the animal realm.40 In addition, in a commonplace image, he describes a state that needs to be purged in “Of custom, and not easily changing an accepted law.”41

Montaigne seems to envisage a wide array of purgeable domains, from the tortoise to the state, from the creature to the political department, and perhaps beyond. In this way, he spreads human lines of conduct to the animal realm and employs human language to describe the body politic in linguistic transfers that constitute an integral part of his philological explorations and of the project of the Essays.42 Purging occurs twenty-four times in the Essays in different forms of the word.43 It is, for example, used for the illness that functions itself as a purge,44 a frequently recurring idea in Montaigne, which he resumes in his last essay “Of experience” with the correct mixture or perfect balance of the humors in what he names the “mixed man.” His own medical history here serves as a confirmation of this theory because he explains that since his latest attack of kidney stone he has gotten rid of all his other ailments, including fever, as the vomiting tied to it must have purged him, and his natural distaste for food together with forced fasting must have used up all his bad humors.45 To purge, doctors prescribe drugs. Montaigne’s fascination for drugs is due to their unforeseen effect and, as he learned from Plato, purging is the worst of the evacuative strategies and the drugs offered to help are often untrustworthy and can cause problems.46 In the time of Montaigne drugs were based on plants and were either fresh or dried, which is expressed in the name drug, from the Dutch droog and the German trocken (dry). And with each plant potentially having more than one effect and with the voyages of exploration bringing exotic plants to Europe, room for experimentation is practically unlimited. In this context, Montaigne’s opinions on drugs have been considered one of his major contributions to the medical controversies of the time.47

According to Montaigne, not only are multiple domains purgeable, but also potentially the brain, as we see in a passage in which he tersely suggests to all too credulous patients that a purge for their brain may be more efficient than one for their body.48 In this way, he is using language that applies to the body with respect to affairs of the mind. This could be tied to Montaigne’s use of what has been termed “concrete language,”49 “une sémiotique incarnée,”50 or “un langage motivé,” whose point of departure is physical stimulus.51 In the author’s own words, he is composing essays “in flesh and bone.”52 Here we should remember that the essays arise as conversations with friends and acquaintances, such as Madame de Duras, to whom essay II, 37 is dedicated,53 and that the basis of the essayistic genre may well be conversation such as it is presented in the eighth essay of the third book.54 This means that in true Lucretian style, gesture may come before writing55 and that behind most words one may perceive the conversational gestures of the author.56 “Concrete” language works in more than one way: concrete in the sense that the written word is influenced or even provoked by a physical act and in the sense that it wants to make the word concrete.57

With this in mind it is possible to maintain that for Montaigne, purging always constitutes both a physical and a mental act because of his preferred linguistic practice, for one, and also because he consistently mentions the body together with the soul, “corps et âme,” like an agenda. He does so, to give only a few examples, in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond” in which it is affirmed that the general agreement of all philosophical schools is that the highest good is tranquility of soul and body.58 He refers to it in essay II, 8 in the context of changes that age inevitably causes to body and soul.59 But he also develops this programmatic fusion in his essay on children’s upbringing in which he recommends reading the world as in a book, stating that those minds that welcome philosophy should, by reason of the sound health of such an attitude, make that body also sound and healthy.60 And, thus, the good relationship between these two parts of our body becomes one way to judge the qualities of a man.61 Likewise, maintaining a balance between the two becomes one of our tasks if we want to enjoy life without being perturbed by the merest pinprick but rather by recognizing that “We taste nothing pure.”62 Such a combination of body and soul ultimately can be found in Plato’s Phaidros (246, 253, 254), but it is adapted for the benefit of Renaissance readers by Marsilio Ficino, Giovanni Pico, and Leone Ebreo.63

One very explicit passage concerning the relationship between body and soul occurs in the essay on presumption in which the two entities are suggestively conjoined as in a marriage, embracing, assisting, correcting, and advising each other.64 Montaigne here seems to imply, first, that the soul follows the body; in this he conforms to Galenic theory as outlined in Que les mœurs de l’âme suyvent la temperature du corps. Interprété par J. Le Bon. Puis un mot de digression à messieurs les rimeurs (Paris: P. Gaultier, 1557). Second, he could be influenced by Melanchthon’s important reinterpretation of Aristotle as presented in De anima (1540).65 And so he would imply that indeed the soul has a body, and not merely, as Galen thought, that each part of the body had a soul.66 And since Galen and Melanchthon suggest that the soul can be influenced by bodily illnesses, many early modern physicians concluded that the soul is corporeal and therefore corruptible with the body at death.67 As one scholar puts it: “Following this line of thought, physicians tended toward the naturalistic reconstruction of Galen’s system in which the soul was understood in a physicalistic way.”68 In the essay on moderation, Montaigne intertwines the body and the mind in an extended comparison that illustrates the conjunction of both as principles of mutual control.69 In the wake of the discovery of his annotated copy of Lucretius it has become clear that the humanist might indeed have toyed with a bodily view of the soul, since his notes in the margin testify to his fascination with this organ’s corporeality.70 But the passage that best expresses the physical nature of the soul is without doubt the following from the much analyzed introduction to “Of repentance”: “If my soul could find footing, I would not assay myself, I would resolve myself: it is always in apprenticeship and examination.”71 This hypothetical sentence, in which the author imagines the footed soul that would bring an end to his essay writing, implies a material organ that functions like a body part.72 The passage is situated between Montaigne’s musings concerning the fleeting nature of the object of his contemplation, that is, himself in the world, and his project to present for the first time a subject in writing that entirely corresponds to the object described.73 Such a lifelike image74 is, as Montaigne recognizes, in constant flux and, therefore, in using himself as a (medical) example, he must make additions, not corrections: “I add, but I do not correct.”75

MEDICAL PRACTICE AND SPIRITUAL EXERCISE

In studying his own complexion, Montaigne is not only purifying his soul, but he is also adapting a confessional discourse to his own needs, making it his, like he does everything else, and privatizing or individualizing a Catholic practice. Actually, in the two essays on prayer and on repenting, in which he discusses confession, he treats the soul as he might treat body parts. This means that just like any other member of the body, including the famously independent one mentioned in the essay on imagination, the soul, though changeable like a chameleon, is not easily altered, changed, transformed, or reformed. At the end of the sixteenth century in France, Montaigne has, in the words of John Jeffries Martin, a “deeply ambivalent attitude towards confession” due to his anthropological views and to the fact that it is often used as forced self-revelation to authorities during the Wars of Religion.76 In “Of prayers” Montaigne stipulates that there is no prayer without genuine repentance, genuine preparedness, and an appropriate place and time. Yet the example he gives is novella twenty-five from Marguerite de Navarre’s Heptaméron, in which King François I frames his many amorous adventures in standard acts of devotion.77 This could be read in more than one way: either as a criticism of routine church attendance whose accidental outcome may be spiritual amendment or as a purely customary act that is necessary, just like the sex that follows it. Neither acts nor books should be with false pretenses of serving divine purposes, continues the essayist; rather, he suggests that what he offers are his own human fantasies as opposed to celestial ordinance, laical and not clerical, opinion and not faith, but always most religious.78

In “Of repentance,” Montaigne admits to being slow to repent, not out of arrogance but from an awareness that he has the conscience of a human being:

Let me here excuse what I often say, that I rarely repent and that my conscience is content with itself—not as the conscience of an angel or a horse, but as the conscience of a man; always adding this refrain, not perfunctorily but in sincere and complete submission: that I speak as an ignorant inquirer, referring the decision purely and simply to the common and authorized beliefs. I do not teach, I tell.79

Yet repentance is necessary because vice leaves something like an ulcer in the soul.80 Here the author is not only using physical language for matters of the soul, but he also abolishes hierarchies between soul and body.81 This inextricable connection between body and soul may have been the reason why the Roman censors remarked on Montaigne’s depiction of prayer, which they made one of their six main objections when they returned the confiscated work to him on March 20, 1581. Other striking examples in which Montaigne obfuscates traditional hierarchies or dichotomies are found in the essay “Of experience,” in which he explains that his stomach is usually as good as his head82 and that pleasure and pain in a sickness are closely related, such as when after he passes a stone he transitions from a flash of pain to blinding, full, and free health that is equally overwhelming.83 And then there is Socrates, who after being rid of his irons, keeps scratching his leg with pleasure, though death is approaching.84

DEATH AND DYING

For Montaigne, death appears to be a constant precoccupation from the outset of the Essays, as he affirms, already in the A stratum of the text, to have loss of life continually on his tongue (“continuellement la mort dans la bouche”).85 In this he seems to follow, for one, the ancient Egyptian custom of facing a skeleton at all festivities as memento mori86 and, then, his own overwhelming interest in describing how people die, prompting an addition in the C stratum of the text in which he slyly suggests that he would keep a death register if he were a writer of books.87 In addition, his fascination with anatomy and dissection and with his kidney and bladder stone problems can also be considered as inspiration for the Essays.88 What death is (whether an end or a transition?), how Montaigne defines it, and how he approaches it can be seen, though not exclusively, in three essays with telling titles: “That to philosophize is to learn to die” (I, 20), through a dialogue with Seneca’s letters to Lucilius89; “That our happiness must not be judged until after our death” (I, 19); and “Of judging of the death of others” (II, 13). Two things are certain: death is inevitable and a quiet death of old age, though termed the only natural death in common parlance, is extremely rare90; a violent one will be much more likely in an age of war and plague. Consequently, death is indeed a counterpoint in the Essays and appears not only in the three titles mentioned, but also in the well-known snippets of wisdom that are found in many Montaignean reader’s digests: that no practice can help us die, that we need to approach death and experience it in a particular way, that we should die anonymously and calmly, that to prepare for death causes more torment than death itself, that death is not the goal but the end of life, that one death gives birth to many lives, and that death is mixed with life.91

Such various and seemingly contradictory statements have led scholars to trace a development in Montaigne’s attitude toward death, which is certainly justified, but in the same way that the essayist treats body and soul and the continuous exchange between the two so he seems to treat death as movement92 and as a mixed state.93 It is both the last of many metamorphoses of the human body, as Jean Starobinski has shown, and the result of the lost proportion between innate heat and innate coolness. Old age and its coldness being an indubitable sign of approaching death, Montaigne thinks that the latter’s advantage is that it takes away life piecemeal, thus making the very last death (“la dernière mort”) less detrimental because it kills only a half or a quarter of a man.94 This decreasing material self brought on by old age is consoling because it happens according to nature’s plan and leads us to the easiest and somewhat delicious death, as he seductively puts it, following Plato.95 A death that, paradoxically, really enables us to live, even obliges us to live happily, for in his opinion it is living happily and not dying happily that makes for human felicity.96 He elaborates this thought, in which death is everywhere mixed up with life, by explaining that he will become accustomed to blindness before his eyeseight even begins to weaken or deaf before he starts to become hard of hearing.97 This way of entertaining decline,98 of training for it or getting one’s mind accustomed to the inevitable, can be called diversion, as in the essay with the same title, premeditation in Montaigne’s own words,99 or a ruse culled from Greek sources, as one scholar puts it.100 All this contributes to a practice of dying,101 since death itself comes only once and since we cannot experience it: “we are all apprentices when we come to it.”102

In a logical reversal, Montaigne does not seem to imagine death as the beginning of an afterlife, avoiding the idea of bodily resurrection in the Essays.103 He likewise offers several remarks critical of the idea of immortality in the “Apology for Raymond Sebond,” notably Plato’s seductive image of the beyond that pushed some of his disciples to want to benefit from it more quickly.104 In the same essay, he emphasizes that the effects of the soul need to be judged in the here and now and that it would be presumptuous to give the soul eternal life in exchange for so little time spent on earthly tasks.105 Yet he likes to toy with the ideas of parallel words with Epicurus as well as with the Lucretian potential reconstitution of atoms in precisely the same way, bringing about a copy of a previously existing body.106 What is more, Montaigne, in his essay on training or practice in which he recounts his fall from a horse (II, 6), would have had the opportunity to mention the afterlife, and he rhetorically sets the stage to do so only to forego it in a gesture of conspicuous omission, as has been shown by George Hoffmann.107 Instead, the humanist describes his accident during which, in his thirties, he suffers hemorrhaging and a concussion after a fall from a horse in an account that offers what seems to be a genuine and medically quite accurate description of an early modern near-death experience. Though such experiences are never identical and do not all contain the same elements, they happen consistently in various combinations. Raymond Moody has developed a set of core constituents that have been generally accepted as recurring, yet they are neither scientifically nor statistically proven and the observer is free to evaluate them individually.108 Instead of going into notions of immortality of the soul, Montaigne participates in what I would term the discovery of the nervous system, as he recounts reflex actions after a two-hour coma, trauma, and recovery of pain, memory, and speech.109

In addition to observing his own illnesses and accidents, Montaigne witnessed the death of a number of people, first and foremost that of his father in 1568, who, according to him, experienced “une fin de vie douloureuse,” so painful indeed, that it may have prompted Montaigne’s numerous musings on death without pain as most desirable.110 Then he saw a brother die after being hit by a ball during a fashionable tennis game, an impact that several hours later caused an apoplexy.111 He mourns the sad death of all of his children but one,112 and we have his dedication to his wife Françoise de la Chassaigne from September 10, 1570, which he wrote on the occasion of yet another infant’s death, that treats La Boétie’s translation of Plutarch’s Letter of Consolation to His Wife. And then there is the untimely death at thirty-three of Étienne de La Boétie himself, who unexpectedly succumbed to dysentery on August 18, 1563. In the Essays, this particular death appears as a Christ-like example and as an example in the tradition of antiquity. To both myths Montaigne contributed himself, not only because of the sufferer’s courage and his stoic endurance, but also because the two friends kept talking philosophy until the end in the way they had practiced it.113 A considerable number of passages concerning death occur in the essay on vanity, where Montaigne affirms: “It is not so much that I keep aloof from the thought of being dead as that I enter into familiar terms with dying.”114 Here the essayist harbors a series of thoughts on how to die—in bed or on a horse—as well as on how to artfully escape the moment of passage,115 whether it is better to die among family or to be taken care of by paid strangers, whether it is bad to die far away from home. He muses that he himself is always ready to depart and he imagines at every lodging whether he could die there to his contentment.116 And then, of course, there is the end of essay I, 20, with its dehumanizing aspect of solicitous mourners and the alienation of the dying person who does not identify any longer with his own image. Against such visions of the end of life Montaigne proposes an approach to dying that is neither tragic nor destabilizing, but undramatic and dignified.

SUICIDE, DEATH WISH, AND NEARING THE END OF LIFE

Like Socrates, condemned by an Attic lawcourt in 399 BC to drinking hemlock, Seneca, who with Plutarch is one of Montaigne’s most appreciated authors,117 also committed involontary suicide.118 Montaigne prefers Seneca for his attitude toward death, for his life style, and for his rhetorical prowess, which he compares to that of Cicero. The suicide of the philosopher inspires a long development in the essay “Of three good women,” in which Montaigne is not only interested in how the wise man approaches death but also how he deals with his dear ones, in this case Paulina, his wife.119 The question he ponders is whether it is as honorable to return to life for a loved one as it is to kill oneself for a loved one.120 Seneca, in letter 70 to Lucilius, emphasizes the individual’s right to his life, including its end, in stating that one consolation for us human beings is that no one is unhappy but through one’s own fault and if you like it, you live, but if you don’t like it you may go back to where you came from. These thoughts are taken up in the essay “A custom of the island of Cea” in which the humanist weighs a number of examples and reasons for or against self-destruction, mostly taken from ancient philosophers. The concluding example that gives the title to this essay consists in an anecdote from Valerius Maximus’ Factorum et dictorum memorabilium libri IX, which Montaigne turns into a vignette. It concerns the voluntary passing of a wealthy ninety-year-old lady from the island of Cea, who, after inviting a historical traveler, Sextus Pompeius, as a witness distributes her possessions, takes leave of her relatives, drinks the hemlock, and dies a death reminiscent of Socrates or Seneca.121 The attention Montaigne gives to this example, which he presents as a dignified and natural act, lets us infer that he may have been quite fascinated with this custom. For one, it is not the only passage in which the essayist hints at the fact that there are parts in the world without old or sick people. And the ancient sources indicate indeed a custom on this particular island, which is named Cea, Kea, Zia, or Ceos. Pierre Bayle mentions it and it has since served as an example with much currency to illustrate the use of poisons and their effect.122 Interestingly Montaigne mentions a similar custom in contemporary Marseille.123 He ends with giving pain and the prospect of a worse death as valid reasons for suicide. Of course, he himself suffers from the worst of pains, as he indicates through historical sources.124

For his own death, Montaigne has a model in Étienne de La Boétie. Yet La Boétie’s death unfolded in too dramatic fashion and was not quite as dignified as the essayist could have wished for because it was surrounded by loud mourning and commotion. It should have developed even more according to certain passages in Plato’s Phaidon in which the participants truly philosophize by learning how to die. Indeed, according to Montaigne, Socrates is the only one among the ancients to whom death is indifferent: “Death is frightful to Cicero, desirable to Cato, a matter of indifference to Socrates” he explains in a C addition.125 He admires the philosopher’s courage in the face of undeserved death such that he explains more than once in the Essays that Socrates was easygoing, collected, firm, and constant through his strength of mind, going so far as to ruminate the death sentence and digest it, which helped him face it with an exceptionally calm face, and, so to speak, to master and conquer it by his degree of familiarity with it.126 This is precisely the help he offered his best friend La Boétie, according to witnesses. But above all, it is what Montaigne attempts to bring about for himself, as he explains in the essay on diversion.127

Another inspiration in dealing with dying is Epicurus, who, like him, succumbed to kidney or bladder stones.128 Montaigne not only follows this philosopher in some of his dietary practices129 and sees himself as a kindred spirit in that he leaves no male heirs but needs to be content with literary offspring,130 but also he adopts his motto “cache ta vie” as a way to die,131 indicating, in a B addition to the very end of essay I.19, that he would like to die insensibly or, indeed, deaf to his surroundings.132 And like Epicurus, Montaigne attempts to harmonize even the end of life through pleasure.133 His enlightened nonchalance, docta ignorantia, or mitigated lucidity prompts him, though, to qualify the wise man’s recipe, for he relativizes pain and pleasure in a passage from the “Apology.”134 His own death on September 13, 1592, was reported by Étienne Pasquier (1529–1615), in a letter published posthumously in 1619 and in a manner similar to Montaigne’s account of La Boétie’s passing. If we can trust the source, Montaigne did not speak because he had an aphasia, but he raised himself with joined hands toward the priest, in harmony with his own recorded example.135
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CONCLUSION

BIBLIOGRAPHIC AND RESEARCH RESOURCES ON MONTAIGNE

PHILIPPE DESAN

MONTAIGNE owned “a library of a thousand volumes around [him] in this place where [he] wrote.”1 This represents quite a collection for a Renaissance man and Montaigne was proud of such an achievement. But he also complained that there were “more books about books than about any other subject” and concluded that “we do nothing but write glosses about each other.”2 Commentaries and glosses of all sorts started to proliferate in the second half of the sixteenth century and have not stopped since. Montaigne encouraged what he called the “suffisant lecteur” to find things in his text that he himself could not see or understand: “An able reader often discovers in other men’s writings perfections beyond those that the author put in or perceived, and lends them richer meanings and aspects.”3 We can easily imagine, then, his great satisfaction in this regard, considering the success of his Essays across the centuries. What would he say if he had access to all the books written about him and his work? Scholars’ interpretations have flourished, not hesitating to take Montaigne in every direction, even in total contradiction with the views presented by their predecessors. One could even argue that Montaigne has been used as a pawn in the service of various causes, ideologies, or views of man and the world. The modern practice of adapting a text to present-day conditions has created an explosion of books since the humanist’s death. To date, scholars and exegetes of all sorts around the world have produced about 1,100 volumes on Montaigne’s thought and writings.4 The philosopher seems to have anticipated this cornucopian aspect of his writings: “how many stories that I have spread around which say nothing of themselves, but from which anyone who troubles to pluck them with a little ingenuity will produce numberless essays”?5 The Essays have indeed generated an entire modern library, equal in size to their author’s original library.

The Essays are one of the most cited texts of the modern era. The famous Montaignian motto “What do I know?” (“Que sçay-je?”) transcends the old Pyrrhonian adage to summarize the entire enterprise of Montaigne. What Montaigne calls the “perennial movement” (branloire perenne)6—the perpetual motion of truth—seems to apply to almost everything that has been written on Montaigne and his work. To each his or her own Montaigne: an author endlessly reinvented according to the expectations and desires of his readers. Perhaps this explains why the political, religious, moral, and even institutional involvements of readers have always had such an influence on their readings of the Essays. In a sense, the Oxford Handbook of Montaigne demonstrates the diversity of approaches and findings inherent to Montaigne and his Essays. Interpretative contradictions were anticipated by the author and are not a bad thing, since they reveal the richness and vitality of Montaigne’s text and, more particularly, its capacity to reach modern readers in unexpected ways. Throughout the centuries, critics have turned the interpretative possibilities that constitute and shape the Essays to their advantage. This principle of constant “modernization” and “globalization” of Montaigne’s thought has played an important role in the organization of this volume.

As a form, the essay refuses to conclude and always remains an open text. It represents a palimpsest of our perpetual endeavors to make sense of the world and of ourselves. Rather than a traditional conclusion, which would definitely be an anti-Montaignian moment for a handbook of Montaigne, I have therefore chosen to present bibliographic and research tools that will help the reader to further pursue his or her own personal investigations of a book in a manner that Montaigne himself would have wished for. To this end, a select bibliography of 120 titles offers further readings on different topics and themes.

To date, there are more than ten thousand articles published in academic journals on Montaigne. Nothing compared to Shakespeare of course, but Montaigne is in good company in the pursuing peloton with Cervantes, Dante, Petrarch, Chaucer, Dickens, Goethe, Tolstoy, Rousseau, Proust, and other major authors of the same caliber. Two academic journals are dedicated to the author of the Essays: the Bulletin de la Société Internationale des Amis de Montaigne (founded in 1910) and Montaigne Studies (founded in 1988). Several bibliographic reference works are available. Mention is first made of the essential Descriptive Bibliography of Montaigne’s Essais, 1580–1700 by Richard A. Sayce and David Maskell (1983). This study presents a complete and detailed list of all the French editions of the Essais between 1580 and 1700 (37 titles). For a more complete descriptive bibliography that includes not only original editions, but also translations of the Essays in Italian, English, Dutch, and German, with other works by Montaigne, such as his translation of Raimond Sebond’s Theologia naturalis or his edition of La Boétie’s work (La Mesnagerie de Xenophon) and the Journal du voyage en Italie, see my Bibliotheca Desaniana. Catalogue Montaigne (2011).

For a complete list of articles and critical essays on Montaigne and his writings, see the reasoned and analytical bibliography published by Pierre Bonnet (1983). This exhaustive bibliography gives a short summary of each article on Montaigne and his work until 1975. The 3,270 entries are followed by two indexes (authors and content). With 1,201 entries, the critical bibliography published by Peter H. Clive (1990) serves as a supplement to the Bonnet bibliography. It covers the years from 1976 to 1985 and amends Bonnet’s bibliography. For articles published since the 1980s, one can consult the Modern Language Association International Bibliography, the Klapp-Online Bibliography of French Literature, and the Bibliographie internationale de l’Humanisme et de la Renaissance. Several databases—most notably JSTOR and MUSE, all accessible online—allow direct access to articles on Montaigne published in scholarly journals. Researchers can also consult the catalogues of the “Fonds Payen” at the Bibliothèque nationale de France, published by Gabriel Richou (1877) and Marcella Leopizzi (2007), and the inventory of the Bibliothèque municipale de Bordeaux published by Louis Desgraves (1995). For the Travel Journal, see the reasoned bibliography of Concetta Cavallini (2005). Finally, the Dictionnaire de Michel de Montaigne (ed. Philippe Desan, 2004; revised and enlarged edition 2007) presents 749 articles written by 120 specialists on Montaigne from around the world.
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1 All quotations from Montaigne are taken from The Complete Works of Montaigne, trans. Donald Frame (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1958), and Les Essais de Michel de Montaigne, ed. Pierre Villey and V. L. Saulnier (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1978): III, 12, 984 [1056]: “mille volumes de livres autour de moy en ce lieu où j’écris.”

2 III, 13, 996 [1069]: “plus de livres sur les livres que sur autre subject: nous ne faisons que nous entregloser.”

3 I, 24, 112 [127]: “Un suffisant lecteur descouvre souvant és escrits d’autruy des perfections autres que celles que l’autheur y a mises et apperceües, et y preste des sens et des visages plus riches.”

4 An exhaustive bibliography of books published on Montaigne can be found on the Montaigne Studies website: http://montaignestudies.uchicago.edu/h/lib/critique/Books%20on%20Montaigne/index.shtml.

5 I, 40, 224 [251]: “combien y ay-je espandu d’histoires qui ne disent mot, lesquelles qui voudra esplucher un peu ingenieusement, en produira infinis Essais.”

6 III, 2, 740 [804]: “The world is but a perennial movement. All things in it are in constant motion—the earth, the rocks of the Caucasus, the pyramids of Egypt—both with the common motion and with their own.” Although Montaigne speaks here of the material world, in many others passages he applies this perpetual motion to ideas.
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