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                Montaigne is one of the great sages of that modern world which in
                    a sense began with the Renaissance. He is a bridge linking the thought of pagan
                    antiquity and of Christian antiquity with our own. Colourful, practical and
                    direct, and never intentionally obscure, he sets before us his modestly named
                        Essays, his ‘attempts’ at sounding himself and
                    the nature and duties of Man so as to discover a sane and humane manner of
                    living. He enjoys a place apart among French Renaissance authors. Men and women
                    of all sorts are fascinated by what they find in him. Many read him for his
                    wisdom and humanity, for which he may be quoted in a newspaper as readily as in
                    a history of philosophy. He writes about himself, but is no egocentric and is
                    never a bore. He treats the deepest subjects in the least pompous of manners and
                    in a style often marked by dry humour. His writings are vibrant with challenge;
                    they are free from jargon and unnecessary technicalities. In the seventeenth
                    century, Pascal, the great Jansenist author of the Pensées
                    (‘Thoughts’ which owe much to Montaigne), was converted
                    partly by reading him and was soon discussing the Essays at Port-Royal
                    with his director, LeMaistre de Sacy (who had his reservations). Pascal gained,
                    it is said, thirty years by reading Montaigne, thirty years of study and reflection.
                        
                        1
                     Others, too, have felt the same. For Montaigne gives his readers the
                    fruits of his own reading and of his own reflections upon it, all measured
                    against his personal experience during a period of intellectual ferment and of
                    religious and political disarray. Montaigne never let himself be limited by his
                    office or station. As husband, father, counsellor, mayor, he kept a critical
                    corner of himself to himself, from which he could judge in freedom and seek to
                    be at peace with himself. He does not crush his reader under the authority of
                    the great philosophers: he tries out their opinions and sees whether they work
                    for him or for others. For he knew that opinions are not certainties, and that
                    most human ‘certainties’ are in fact opinions.

                Traces of Plato, Aristotle, Plutarch, Cicero, St Augustine or
                    his own contemporaries can be found in every page he wrote, but they are
                    skilfully interwoven into his own discourse, being renewed and
                    humanized in the process. And he hardly ever names them when making such
                    borrowings. That was because he was delighted to know that critics would be
                    condemning an idea of Plato, Aristotle or Seneca, say, when they thought they
                    were attacking merely an opinion of his own unimportant self.

                After his beloved father died (18 June 1568), he succeeded to
                    the title and the estates at Montaigne, in south-west France. (Provisions were
                    made for his mother.) He was thirty-five, and three years married. Soon (1570)
                    he was able to sell his charge as counsellor in the Parlement of Bordeaux (a
                    legal office). His plan was, like cultured gentlemen in Ancient Roman times, to
                    devote himself to learned leisure. He marked the event with a Latin inscription
                    in his château – he had a taste for inscriptions, covering
                    the beams and walls of his library with some sixty sayings in Greek and Latin,
                    many of which figure in the Essays. His rejoicing at leaving
                        negotium (business) for otium (leisure) was tempered by
                    grief at the death of his friend, Etienne de la Boëtie (1563). (His
                    children all died young, too, except a daughter, Léonor, who was deeply
                    loved but could not, for a nobleman, replace a son and heir.)

                Montaigne’s project of calm study soon went wrong. He
                    fell into an unbalanced melancholy; his spirit galloped off like a runaway
                    horse; his mind, left fallow, produced weeds not grass. The terms he uses are
                    clear: his complexion was unbalanced by an increase of melancholy
                    ‘humour’. His natural ‘complexion’
                    – the mix of his ‘humours’ – was a
                    stable blend of the melancholic and the sanguine. So that sudden access of
                    melancholy humour (brought on by grief and isolation) was a serious matter, for
                    such an increase in that humour was indeed inimical to his complexion, tipping
                    it towards chagrin, a depression touched by madness. Such chagrin induced
                        rêveries, a term which then, and long afterwards, meant
                    not amiable poetic musings but ravings. (The Rêveries of
                    Jean-Jacques Rousseau, for example, are his ‘ravings’, not
                    his ‘day-dreams’.) So at the outset otium brought
                    Montaigne not happy leisure and wisdom but instability. Writing the
                        Essays was, at one period, a successful attempt to exorcize that
                    demon. To shame himself, he tells us, he decided to write down his thoughts and
                    his rhapsodies. That was the beginning of his Essays.
                            
                            2
                         But he was not a professional scholar: he had no
                    ‘subject’ to write about. He was not a statesman or a
                    general. He soon decided to write about himself, the only subject he might know
                    better than anyone else. This was a revolutionary decision, made easier, no
                    doubt, by his bout of melancholy, for that humour encouraged an
                    increased self-awareness. No one in Classical Antiquity had done anything like
                    it. In the history of the known world only a handful of authors had ever broken
                    the taboo against writing primarily about oneself, as an ordinary man. St
                    Augustine had written about himself, but as a penitent in the
                        Confessions; during the Renaissance, Girolamo Cardano wrote On
                        his Life and On his Books, and Joachim Du Bellay lamented his
                    Roman ‘exile’ in his poetic Regrets. But those
                    works bear no resemblance to what the Essays were to become for
                    Montaigne – ‘tentative attempts’ to
                    ‘assay’ the value of himself, his nature, his habits and of
                    his own opinions and those of others – a hunt for truth, personality
                    and a knowledge of humanity through an exploration of his own reactions to his
                    reading, his travels, his public and his private experience in peace and in
                    Civil War, in health and in sickness. The Essays are not a diary but
                    are of ‘one substance’ with their author: ‘I am
                    myself the matter of my book.’ In the case of a questioning and
                    questing mind like his this study became not a book on a
                    ‘subject’ but Assays of Michel de Montaigne –
                    ‘assays’ of himself by himself.

                These essays were first divided into two books (a third followed
                    later). Each book contains many chapters and each chapter contains many
                    ‘assays’. He himself never referred to his chapters as
                    essays; his chapters were convenient groupings of several assays –
                    primarily ‘assays’ of a man called Michel de Montaigne. He
                    soon discovered that very short chapters did not allow him enough scope for all
                    the assays he wanted to make. He let his chapters grow longer. In the process he
                    discovered the joys of digression and freedom from an imposed order. And he
                    found he could tackle deeper subjects more exhaustively.

                Montaigne’s method of writing makes it sometimes
                    puzzling for the reader to follow the linkings of his thought. His chapters are
                    not arranged in order of their composition. Within each chapter sentences and
                    phrases written at widely different times were printed without any hint of
                    dating. Moreover each chapter, no matter how long, was presented as one
                    continuous slab of text. That was quite usual then, but for us it leads to a
                    kind of intellectual indigestion. Modern editors introduce paragraphs as well as
                    quotation marks, italics and a now more usual punctuation. That has been done
                    here too. It makes it easier to pick up Montaigne and to put him down. That is a
                    great advantage for what is one of Europe’s great bedside books. But
                    Montaigne warned us that we should be prepared to give him an hour or so at a
                    stretch when necessary. Even that is easier when there are paragraphs, as well
                    as some indication of what was written when.

                As edition followed edition Montaigne changed a word here, a
                    phrase there, but above all he added more examples, more
                    quotations and more arguments, as well as thoughts upon the thoughts he had
                    formerly written. These all became more numerous in 1588 and even more so in the
                    edition he was preparing for the press when he died (13 September 1592).

                Until modern times there was no easy means of distinguishing the
                    various layers of Montaigne’s text. Pierre Villey pointed the way in
                    his great edition. Now almost every editor uses [A] [B] [C] or similar signs to
                    help the reader through the marquetry-cum-maze that the Essays
                    eventually became. That has been done here. Knowing at least approximately what
                    came when can make Montaigne not only more easy to follow but far more
                    enjoyable.

                Few noblemen knew Latin as Montaigne did. It was his native
                    tongue. As soon as he was weaned his loving father had arranged for him to hear
                    nothing but pure Classical Latin. As a child he at first spoke neither Gascon
                    nor French. At an age when others delighted in tales of chivalry and rambling
                    novels of love and adventure translated from the Spanish, he devoured
                    Ovid’s Metamorphoses. When he was eventually sent to school
                    at the Collège de Guyenne in Bordeaux he chattered away in Latin so
                    fluently that he scared the wits out of his schoolmasters, distinguished
                    scholars though they were. One of them was so understanding, though, that he
                    allowed his young pupil to read anything he liked, provided that he first did
                    his prep.

                Montaigne never acquired a similar fluency in Greek, so that
                    even Plato and Aristotle (who influenced him deeply) he read in the Latin
                    translations used throughout Europe. (Robert Burton, the author of The
                        Anatomy of Melancholy, was to do the same.)

                Montaigne revelled in the Latin poets. Quotations from them are
                    strewn throughout the Essays, making wry points, opening windows on to
                    beauty, providing authority or contrast or jests. Less obvious now –
                    that is why footnotes are there to point them out – are
                    Montaigne’s numerous quiet, unheralded debts to the Classical
                    moralists, philosophers, biographers, historians and statesmen. Since he read
                    Latin with pleasure and such ease it was to Latin works above all that he turned
                    for moral guidance and for insight into what human nature really is. But he did
                    not turn to them exclusively: all historians delighted him, even naïve
                    ones; not least he studied his near-contemporaries writing not only in Latin but
                    in French, Italian or Spanish. It was in the light of such reading that he
                    judged his own opinions and his own wide experience and sought to find out more
                    about himself, about the ‘human condition’ (that is, about
                    the characteristics which mankind was created with) and about the limits of
                    human nature.

                Montaigne was first, it seems as we read him,
                    a Stoic, then a Sceptic, then an Epicurean. In fact he could hold all three
                    philosophies in a kind of taut harmony. He realized that he was so open to
                    influences from the sages of Antiquity that he took on the colour of whichever
                    one he had just read. There is certainly a shift in his thought from a
                    melancholic and stoic concern with dying to a full and joyful acceptance of
                    life; a change of emphasis away from Seneca and towards the happier eclecticism
                    of Cicero who, despite his verbosity, came close to guiding his maturer thought.
                    But for Montaigne no author ever definitively banished or superseded any other;
                    authors are not infallible; they can help us make ‘assays’
                    but they resolve nothing. Even the sage whom Montaigne most admired, Socrates,
                    is eventually stripped of that saintly authority that Erasmus vested him
                    with.

                Gradually Montaigne realized that by studying and questioning
                    the greater and lesser authors in the light of his own opinions and experience
                    he was studying himself. Encouraged by the Classical sayings, which, in
                    Erasmus’ Adages for example, lie clustered around the
                    commandment of the Delphic Oracle, ‘Know Thyself’, Montaigne
                    was led to study his own self, as Socrates did his, coolly, probingly and
                    without self-love. He was acutely aware that when doing so he was not gazing at
                    a solid, stationary object, an evidently unified Ego, but at something
                    ever-changing, ever-flowing. The self he discovered consisted in endless
                    variations set in time, in series upon series of thoughts, feelings, desires,
                    actions and reactions. Plato and Aristotle as then interpreted were excellent
                    guides when he came to face up to that fact. Plato emphasized the primacy of the
                    soul and yet, at least in some of his moods, did not despise the body. Aristotle
                    taught Montaigne that individual persons belong to a genus and a species; so
                    each man and woman individually possesses ‘generic’ and
                    ‘specific’ qualities; and each of them has a specific human
                    soul (or ‘form’); it could vary in quality but not in
                    nature. So any man or woman who remained human could at least partially
                    understand any other, since all possessed a like soul. No virtue or no vice
                    known to any individual human who remains sane should be totally
                    incomprehensible to any other. Even the virtue of Socrates can be momentarily
                    glimpsed, and indeed momentarily shared in, by a lesser member of his species.
                    So too could the cruelties of a Tamberlane be understood by better men. All
                    individual human beings (as the scholastic philosophers put it) bore in
                    themselves the entire ‘form’ of the human race. To study one
                    man is in a sense to study them all. Not that all are identical, but all are
                    inter-related by species. And (more remarkably) Montaigne discovered that to
                    think about women and their sexuality could also tell you
                    much about men and vice versa, since men and women are cast in the same mould: a
                    quite revolutionary idea as Montaigne holds it.

                What Montaigne discovered in himself – as others could
                    do in their own cases too – was a self which was governed by a
                        forme maistresse, a ‘master-mould’ which
                    effectively resisted any attempt to change it by education or indoctrination.
                    Without that mould Montaigne would have found in himself not personality but
                    endless flux and change with no sense of identity.

                It was this awareness of flux and change in all things human and
                    sublunary which led him so staunchly to uphold the teaching authority of the
                    Roman Church. Without it he could find nothing but uncertainty anywhere.

                If he had been a don or a scholar Montaigne would doubtless have
                    written in Latin. Encouraged though he was to write in French by the example of
                    Bishop Jacques Amyot’s lucid and elegant translation of Plutarch, he
                    believed that by writing in the vulgar tongue which was continuously evolving he
                    was in fact writing for a few readers and for a few years. His book would
                    out-live him and keep him alive in the minds of those who knew him, but would
                    soon become dated and hard to understand. In a sense he was right. His French
                    did become harder to understand. But had he written in Latin few indeed would
                    now take him down from the shelf.

                Montaigne was a gentleman not a scholar. He was a man who knew
                    the ways of diplomacy and the realities of the battlefield. He loved books but
                    was no recluse. Among the qualities which he claimed to bring to his writing was
                    a gentleman’s loathing of the villein’s vice of lying, as
                    well as a soldier’s love of bluntness and distaste for claptrap. He
                    was not seeking for verbal subtleties but to portray himself in all truth, to
                    find solid facts about what Man really is, and practical counsel about how he
                    should live and die. That advice he properly and understandably sought not from
                    theology but philosophy. For centuries Christendom had allowed philosophy to go
                    largely its own way. Not that the Classical philosophers had ever been banished
                    from Christian theology. From the very outset the theology of St Paul was
                    indebted to Plato. And from the thirteenth century onwards Aristotle became
                        the Philosopher. St Jerome in antiquity had rejoiced that the
                    Stoics should hold so much in common with Christians. Seneca seemed indeed so
                    close to Christian teachings that it was long believed that he had actually
                    corresponded with St Paul; in Montaigne’s own day Jacques Amyot, the
                    Bishop of Auxerre, held that his much-admired Plutarch was so consonant with
                    Christianity that his books could more profitably be used to
                    instruct Princes in their duties than Holy Writ itself, ‘which seems
                    peremptorily to command rather than graciously to persuade’. He says
                    so quite straightforwardly in his dedication of Plutarch’s Oeuvres
                        morales ‘to the most Christian King Charles the Ninth of that
                    name’. Theologians such as Melanchthon strongly defended the claims of
                    philosophy in its own domain. All agreed that philosophy’s domain
                    included large tracts of ethics. Much of the day-to-day ethics of Christendom
                    derive directly from Aristotle and, directly or indirectly, from Plato.
                    Christendom found it right and natural to draw for its ideas about virtue
                    heavily on the School of Athens. Philosophy was a complement to theology. Even a
                    Christian author such as Boethius, who wrote a tractate on the Trinity, also
                    wrote what became a moral classic for medieval Christendom, his Consolation
                        of Philosophy, which at no point betrays any awareness of
                    theology’s teachings. It was, after all, offering the reader the
                    consolation of rational philosophy, not revealed theology. Again in
                    Montaigne’s own day the neo-Stoic Justus Lipsius, whom he much
                    admired, became the darling of the Roman Catholic Church once he had returned
                    from Reformation to the fold, yet his moral writings are a mosaic of Classical
                    Stoicism, with no specific concessions whatsoever to theological verities. When
                    necessary, philosophy had to yield to theology: it did not have constantly to
                    compromise with it. The study of the Classical writers had made immense strides
                    in the generation before Montaigne. The generation of Erasmus had seen Socrates
                    for example as a kind of Christ-figure; Seneca’s suicide was seen as
                    close to Christian martyrdom. Montaigne, partly under the influence of the
                    scholarship of Turnèbe (Adrian Turnebus) and of Denis Lambin, the
                    editor of Lucretius, avoided such anachronisms. For Montaigne the attraction of
                    Classical philosophy lay in its being philosophical. Lacking the authority of
                    Christian revelation it was open to rational examination and discussion.
                    Philosophy worked with its own tools: reason and experience; its domain was
                    natural knowledge; such revelation as it enjoyed – if such revelation
                    there be – was that kind which worked upon inspired poets, doctors,
                    lawgivers, scientists and sages. But especially when philosophy ventured beyond
                    physics into metaphysics it was not teaching but speculating: the
                    ‘essence’ of being, truth and knowledge, is beyond reason
                    and beyond experience. But we can enjoy hunting about for it.

                The conventions of the time would have allowed Montaigne in the
                        Essays to say nothing at all about his religion. He does indeed say
                    nothing about Christian hopes and fears when writing of death. As a philosopher
                    Montaigne was not concerned with being dead but with bearing with wisdom and
                    fortitude the pain of dying as the soul is, often excruciatingly, released from its body. Not that Montaigne disbelieved in the
                    afterlife, but the splendour of the rewards awaiting redeemed Christian souls
                    and, unimaginably, their bodies, is a matter of theology not of reasoned
                    deduction or induction. The Christian heaven can only be imagined as
                    unimaginable, thought of as unthinkable: to make that point authoritatively
                    Montaigne based his case on the words of St Paul:

                
                    Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither have entered into the hearts of
                        man, the things which God hath prepared for them that love him.
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                There are areas where theology and philosophy overlap: so the
                        Essays at times do touch upon religion, but always in the spirit of
                    philosophy. The supreme example of this in the Essays is the longest
                    chapter which Montaigne ever wrote (II, 12), ‘An apology for Raymond
                    Sebond’. Even judged by the length of the more developed chapters,
                    ‘An apology for Raymond Sebond’ is in a class by itself. Its
                    very length shows that it was a very special special chapter indeed. Its topic
                    could have afforded Montaigne, he felt, with matter to write upon for ever. It
                    is an excellent chapter to study as a means of discovering how Montaigne
                    reconciled throughout his Essays a questing, often sceptical,
                    intelligence with a profound political conservatism, an unshakable respect for
                    constitutional legality, a humane morality and an easy submission – in
                    its proper sphere – to the teaching authority of the Roman Catholic
                    Church. Those convictions helped Montaigne to remain tolerant, kind and loyal
                    during the long, bitter, appallingly cruel Civil Wars of Religion which
                    devastated the whole of France, not least the lands and villages of Gascony,
                    including the domain of Montaigne itself. It is understandable that Montaigne
                    should have written a considered defence of the Natural Theology of
                    Raymond Sebond, since he himself had translated it into French. In the opening
                    pages of the ‘Apology’ and in the dedication of the work to
                    his father he tells us how he came to do so. Pierre Bunel, a Christian humanist
                    from Toulouse (1499–1546), had once stayed at Montaigne and
                    recommended Sebond’s book as an antidote to the
                    ‘poison’ of Lutheranism – a term often applied to
                    protestantism generally. Bunel’s visit may have occurred between 1538
                    and 1546; he was then living reasonably near Montaigne, first at Lavour and
                    later in Toulouse. If so, Michel de Montaigne was still a child, perhaps not yet
                    in his teens.

                That Bunel should offer such a book to Montaigne’s
                    father makes good sense. Raymond Sebond was a local figure,
                    possibly a Catalan. Montaigne refers to him as a Spaniard professing medicine in
                    Toulouse. In fact he was a Master of Arts who professed both Medicine and
                    Theology. His Natural Theology was written in Toulouse in the 1420s or
                    early 1430s. It seems to have circulated fairly widely in manuscript. By
                    Montaigne’s time it had been printed more than once, as well as being
                    adapted to dialogue form – still in Latin – by Petrus
                    Dorlandus under the titles of Violet of the Soul or of Dialogues
                        concerning the Nature of Man: Exhibiting Knowledge of Christ and of
                        Oneself.

                Apart from these Latin books Raymond Sebond had fallen into
                    oblivion. When inquiries about him and his Natural Theology were
                    addressed to Adrian Turnebus (Montaigne’s scholarly friend
                    ‘who knew everything’), he could only say that the
                        Natural Theology was a ‘kind of quintessence drawn from
                    Thomas Aquinas’. That may imply that Turnebus rightly considered it to
                    have been influenced by another medieval Catalan theologian, Raymond Lull, the
                    great Doctor Illuminatus who was himself held to be the Quintessence of
                    Aquinas. Since Turnebus died in 1565, the Natural Theology of Sebond
                    must have been in Montaigne’s mind for several years before he
                    published his translation.

                In the ‘Apology’ Montaigne tells us that he
                    translated Sebond at the request of his father in the ‘last
                    days’ of his life. In the epistle in which he dedicated the
                    translation to his father, Montaigne lets it be understood he had been working
                    on the task at least some months before that. Since the Theologia
                        Naturalis runs into nearly a thousand pages, a year or more is
                    certainly likely. The finished translation was Montaigne’s tribute to
                    his beloved parent. The dedicatory epistle is addressed from Paris ‘To
                    My Lord, the Lord of Montaigne’; in it, he wishes his father long
                    life: yet it is dated from the very day of his father’s death
                    – hardly a coincidence but rather a fitting tribute to a
                    son’s feelings of piety at the death of the ‘best father
                    that ever was’. It may well imply that he wished he had translated and
                    published the work more speedily, to give his father joy in his lifetime.

                

                The works of Sebond had been appreciated by high-born ladies in
                    France long before Montaigne wrote his ‘Apology’ at the
                    request of an unnamed patroness who may well have been Princess Margaret of
                    France, the future wife of Henry of Navarre.
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                     In 1551 Jean Martin had translated Dorlandus’ version of
                    Sebond’s Violet of the Soul into highly latinate French for
                    Queen Eleonora of Austria, the widow of King Francis I. In her absence from France the version was dedicated to the Cardinal de
                    Lenincourt; there we read that the Viola animae is a book which could
                    ‘bring back atheists, if any there be, to the true light, while
                    maintaining the faithful in the good way’. Clearly Pierre Bunel had
                    every reason to give the original and full version of such a book to an
                    intelligent but not formally educated nobleman such as Montaigne’s
                    father, who wanted to find an ‘antidote’ to Lutheranism.

                The Catholic credentials of the Natural Theology of
                    Raymond Sebond may appear to need no defence or apology. In the fifteenth
                    century the scholarly and saintly Cardinal Nicolaus of Cusa had possessed a
                    copy: it may have contributed to his doctrine of ‘learned
                    ignorance’ – that Socratic, Evangelical docta
                        ignorantia of the Christian who is content to own that all human
                    knowledge is as nothing, compared to that infinity who is God; learned ignorance
                    never claims to know, or to aspire to know, anything beyond the saving law of
                    Christ. In the sixteenth century the French Platonizing humanist Charles de
                    Bouelles also had a copy: he was a Christian apologist of real depth and power.
                    But Montaigne was not mistaken in believing that the Natural Theology
                    did need an apologist against criticisms arising within his own Church. In 1559
                    a work called the Violetta del anima appeared on a list of prohibited
                    books drawn up by the Spanish Inquisitor Ferdinando de Valdés,
                    Archbishop of Seville. It may refer to a Spanish version of the Violet of
                        the Soul. More important, in 1558–9, the entry Raymundus
                        de Sabunde: Theologia Naturalis appeared on the Index of Forbidden
                    Books of Pope Paul IV.

                So the Catholic Montaigne had translated a prohibited book! Or
                    had he? His own translation was never condemned. On the contrary, it enjoyed a
                    certain popularity well into the next century. After Montaigne’s first
                    and second editions in 1569 and 1581 (both in Paris) it was reprinted in Rouen
                    in 1603, in Tournon in 1611, in Paris again, also in 1611 and finally in Rouen
                    in 1641.

                That fact can be easily explained. It was not to the Natural
                        Theology that the censors took exception but to the short Prologue
                    which accompanied it, as is shown by the definitive judgement of the Council of
                    Trent; the Tridentine Index of Forbidden Books (1564) condemned the Prologue and
                    nothing else. Shorn of the page and a half of Prologue, the Latin original of
                    Sebond’s Natural Theology circulated freely and was fully
                    reprinted in Venice in 1581, in Frankfurt-on-the-Main in 1631 – with
                    the Prologue – and finally in Lyons in 1648, by which time it was
                    becoming dated. And even the Prologue was eventually removed from the Index in
                    the nineteenth century.

                This has not stopped Sebond’s method of teaching the
                    Catholic faith from being thought of as somehow dangerous.
                    Even the New Catholic Encyclopedia (which ought to know better) calls
                    it heretical. It is not. But it was clearly a disturbing book – a good
                    defence against heresy yet, for many, a work somehow not to be trusted. There
                    were contemporaries of Montaigne who shared that opinion: hence his apology for
                    it.

                When Montaigne published his translation in 1569, he included
                    with it a translation of the Prologue which proved quite acceptable to the Roman
                    Catholic Church. No censor has ever said a word against it. He had clearly taken
                    theological advice and had adapted the Prologue to meet the needs of the Faith.
                    A comparison of his version and the original shows why the Latin Prologue
                    appeared among the prohibited books, while the French version never did.

                Sebond’s original Prologue is dense and interesting.
                    It is emphatic, trenchant and absolute. Its claims are such as were bound to
                    appeal to intelligent Catholic ladies deprived of formal education and to laymen
                    such as Montaigne’s father. It claimed to
                    ‘illuminate’ Christians with a knowledge of God and
                    themselves. It required no previous knowledge of Grammar, Logic, nor any other
                    deliberative art or science, nor of Physics nor of Metaphysics – no
                    Aristotle, therefore. It offered a method applicable to both clergy and laity.
                    It promised certain results, ‘in less than a month, without toil and
                    without learning anything off by heart. And once learned it is never
                    forgotten.’ The Natural Theology was said to lead not only to
                    knowledge but to morality, making whoever studied it ‘happy, humble,
                    kind, obedient, loathing all vice and sin, loving all virtues, yet without
                    puffing up with pride’.

                Montaigne did not essentially lessen this appeal but introduced
                    changes in the Prologue (and, indeed, in the work itself) which show a
                    sensitivity to theological distinctions. Where the Prologue was concerned, his
                    changes were few but vital enough to restore it to undoubted orthodoxy. For
                    example, where Raymond Sebond had written of his art as
                        ‘necessary to every man’, Montaigne made it
                    merely useful. When Sebond claimed that his method taught
                    ‘every duty’ required for the student Montaigne changed that
                    to ‘nearly everything’. Sebond wrote:

                
                    In addition this science teaches everyone really to know, without difficulty
                        or toil, every truth necessary to Man concerning both Man and God; and all
                        things which are necessary to Man for his salvation, for making him perfect
                        and for bringing him through to life eternal. And by this science a man
                        learns, without difficulty and in reality, whatever is contained in Holy
                        Scripture.

                

                *

                Montaigne tones that down:

                
                    In addition this science teaches everyone to see clearly, without difficulty
                        or toil, truth insofar as it is possible for natural reason,
                        concerning knowledge of God and of himself and of what he has need for his
                        salvation and to reach life eternal; it affords him access to
                            understanding what is prescribed and commanded in Holy
                        Scripture.

                

                The words in italics are vital. In Montaigne’s hands the
                    work of Sebond is presented as a means of access to truths and duties prescribed
                    in Scripture. Sebond’s original Prologue could be taken to mean that
                    his method stood alongside Scripture, independently. That of course would have
                    been heretical if Sebond had been arguing from fallen natural reason. But he was
                    not.

                Today we are so used to commercialized religious charlatanism
                    that the claims of Sebond risk sounding like some slick, patent road to an
                    illusory salvation. That is far from the truth. The Natural Theology is
                    a cogently written work in scholastic Latin seeking to anchor the reader firmly
                    within the Roman Catholic Faith, free from all wavering and doubt. The Prologue
                    (in both the original and in Montaigne’s translation) ends with an
                    uncompromising act of submission to the ‘Most Holy Church of Rome, the
                    Mother of all faithful Christians, the Mistress of grace and faith, the Rule of
                    Truth’.

                

                The method of Raymond Sebond is sufficiently complex to be
                    misunderstood, not least by the many who were long deprived of his Prologue by
                    the folly of censorship. Obviously even quite a few moderns writing on Montaigne
                    have never been able to study it.
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                Sebond firmly bases his method on
                    ‘illumination’. He does not claim that human reason by
                    itself can discover Christian truths. Quite the reverse. Without
                    ‘illumination’ reason can understand nothing fundamental
                    about the universe. But, duly illuminated, Man can come to know himself and his
                    Creator as well as his religious and moral duties, which he will then love to
                    fulfil. It is a method of freeing Man from doubts; it reveals the errors of
                    pagan antiquity and its unenlightened philosophers; it teaches Catholic truth
                    and shows up sects as errors and lies. It does all these things by teaching the
                    Christian the ‘alphabet’ which must be acquired if one is to
                    read Nature aright. The science ‘teaches Man to know himself, to know
                    why he was created and by Whom; to know his good, his evil and his duty; by what and to Whom he is bound. What good are the
                    other sciences to a man who is ignorant of such things?’

                ‘The other sciences’, when this basis is
                    lacking, are but vanity. They lead to error, men not knowing ‘whither
                    they are going, whence they came’ nor what Man is. Sebond shows Man
                    how far he has fallen and how he can be reformed.

                Raymond Sebond believes that God has given Man two Books, a
                    metaphorical one and a real one. The first is the ‘Book of all
                    Creatures’ or the ‘Book of Nature’. The second is
                    Holy Scripture. The first Book to be given Man – at the Creation
                    – was the Book of Nature. In it all created things are like letters of
                    the alphabet; they can be combined into words and sentences, teaching Man truths
                    about God and himself. But with the Fall, Man was blinded to the sense of the
                    Book of Nature. He could no longer read it aright. Nevertheless, that book
                    remains common to all.

                The Second Book, Holy Writ, is not common to all –
                    ‘to read the second book one must be a clerk’. Yet (unlike
                    Scripture) the Book of Nature cannot be falsified; it cannot lead to heresy. Yet
                    in fact both Books teach the same lesson (since the same God created all things
                    in due order and revealed the Scriptures). They cannot contradict each other,
                    even though the first is natural – of one nature with us Men
                    – while the other is above all Nature, supernatural.

                Now, Man was created in the beginning as a reasonable creature,
                    capable of learning. But at his creation, Man – Sebond means Adam
                    – knew nothing whatever. ‘Since no doctrine can be acquired
                    without books’, it was most appropriate that Divine Wisdom should
                    create this Book of Creatures in which Man, on his own, without a teacher, could
                    study the doctrines requisite for him. It was the visible
                    ‘letters’ of this Book – the
                    ‘creatures’ placed in God’s good order, not our
                    own – that Man was intended to read, using the pre-lapsarian judgement
                    which God had bestowed on him when he was newly created.

                But since the Fall all that has changed. Man can no longer find
                    God’s truths in Nature, ‘unless he is enlightened by God and
                    cleansed of original sin.
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                     And therefore not one of the pagan philosophers of Antiquity could read
                    this science, because they were blinded concerning the sovereign good, even
                    though they did read some sort of science in this Book and derived whatever they
                    did have from it.’ But the solid, true science which leads to life
                    eternal – even though it was written there – they were
                    unable to read.

                In Montaigne’s hands Raymond
                    Sebond’s method shows enlightened Christians that the revealed truths
                    about God and man are consonant with the Book of Nature properly read. It
                    reconciles observed nature with revealed truth and so can lead men to accept it
                    without doubt or hesitation.

                Montaigne’s ‘Apology’ is a defence
                    of this doctrine, and corresponds to the two assertions of Sebond: i: Man, when
                    enlightened, can once again read the Book of Nature aright; ii: Man when not
                    enlightened by God’s grace can never be sure he has read it aright:
                    Mankind has read ‘some sort of science’ in this Book of
                    Nature but is ‘unable to read’ that ‘true science
                    which leads to life eternal’. This means that unenlightened Man, Man
                    left to his own devices, can no longer ‘read’
                    God’s creatures – and creatures covers not only plants and
                    animals but the Universe and everything in it – the letters of that
                    alphabet appear all jumbled up. No longer can Man be sure he has any knowledge
                    of himself or of any created thing or being, from the highest heavens to the
                    tiniest ant.

                The two main sections of the ‘Apology’ are
                    of widely different lengths. Montaigne dismisses fairly curtly, though
                    courteously, the first of the two criticisms made of Sebond.

                
                    The first charge is… that Christians do themselves wrong in wishing
                        to support their belief with human reason: belief is grasped only by faith
                        and by private inspiration from God’s grace.

                

                Montaigne’s reply is to accept ‘that purely
                    human means’ are not enough; had they been so, ‘many choice
                    and excellent souls in ancient times’ would have succeeded in reaching
                    truth. But despite their integrity and their excellent natural faculties, the
                    Ancients all failed in their ultimate quest: ‘Only faith can embrace,
                    with a lively certainty, the high mysteries of our religion’
                    (‘Apology’, p. 492).

                That is quite orthodox. At least from the time of Thomas Aquinas
                    it was held that natural reason ought to bring Man to the preambles of the Faith
                    – that there is one God, that he is good, that he can be known from
                    revelation – but that specifically Christian mysteries are hidden
                    until revealed.
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                     Montaigne may seem to put even those preambles in doubt, only to
                    vindicate them triumphantly at the end of the ‘Apology’ with
                    the aid of Plutarch.

                But Montaigne contrasts the routine
                    practising Christian, merely accepting the local religion of Germany or
                    Périgord in casual devotion, with what illuminated Christians are
                    really like when ‘God’s light touches us even
                    slightly’. Such Christians emanate brightness
                    (‘Apology’, p. 493). The apprentice Christian may not rise
                    so high but, once his heart is governed by Faith, it is reasonable for Faith to
                    draw on his other capacities to support him. Sebond’s doctrine of
                    illumination helps us to do so effectively and to draw religious strength from a
                    knowledge of God’s creation:

                
                    [God] has left within these lofty works the impress of his Godhead: only our
                        weakness stops us from discovering it. He tells us himself that he makes
                        manifest his unseen workings through those things which are seen.
                        (‘Apology’, p. 498)

                

                Montaigne turns to a key text of Scripture which he suitably
                    cites. Sebond could toil to show that, to the enlightened Christian,
                    ‘no piece within this world belies its Maker’ precisely
                    because Scripture gives Man that assurance:

                
                    All things, Heaven, Earth, the elements, our bodies and our souls are in one
                        accord: we simply have to find how to use them. If we have the capacity to
                        understand, they will teach us. ‘The invisible things of
                        God,’ says St Paul, ‘are clearly seen from the creation
                        of the world, his Eternal Wisdom and his Godhead being perceived from the
                        things he has made.’ (‘Apology’, p. 499)

                

                That quotation, adapted from the Vulgate Latin text of Romans
                    I:20, is the foundation of all natural theology in the Renaissance. That can be
                    seen from author after author, since Montaigne had chosen his scriptural
                    authority well. He had selected the obvious text. In 1606, for example, George
                    Pacard published his own Théologie Naturelle and placed Romans
                    I:20 firmly on his title page, lending its tone to his whole book. A generation
                    later Edward Chaloner could defend the general thesis of Montaigne here, with
                    precisely this verse, in a sermon preached at All Souls College in Oxford.
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                To make this point clear, Montaigne uses an
                    analogy taken from Aristotelian physics, in which any object is composed of
                    inert matter and a form which gives it its being.

                
                    Our human reasonings and concepts are like matter, heavy and barren:
                        God’s grace is their form, giving them shape and worth.
                        (‘Apology’, p. 499)

                

                Since men such as Socrates and Cato lacked God’s
                    grace, even their most virtuous actions are without shape or ultimate value; in
                    the context of salvation they ‘remain vain and useless’. So
                    too with the themes of Sebond. By themselves they are heavy and barren. When
                    Faith illuminates them, they become finger-posts setting man on the road which
                    leads to his becoming ‘capable’ of God’s grace.
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                     In the light of the closing words of the ‘Apology’
                    that is a vital consideration.

                The Renaissance thinker, like his forebears from the earliest
                    Christian times, had to decide what to do about the great pious men of Ancient
                    days. Were they saved by their loyalty to the Word (the Logos) before
                    he was incarnate in Christ? One of the earliest theologians, Justin Martyr,
                    thought they were. Or were they inevitably destined to eternal reprobation,
                    since even their good actions were not directed to the right End? Were some,
                    such as Socrates or Plato, vouchsafed special saving grace? Erasmus would like
                    to think that God would make the same kind of understanding, graded concessions
                    that he himself made to those Ancients who were pious, moral and sensitive to
                    metaphysical realities.

                Montaigne’s admiration for the virtuous heroes of
                    Antiquity was boundless: the moral system he was teasing out for Christian
                    laymen like himself to supplement the Church’s teaching owed nearly
                    everything to them. He insisted nevertheless that they were great with human
                    greatness only and in no wise proto-Christians. Yet the
                    ‘Apology’ also shows by the careful use of theological
                    language that Montaigne did not look on all the Ancients as an undifferentiate
                    ‘mass of damnation’. This is brought out by the way he cited
                    Romans I:20, without the final clause, ‘so that they [the pagans] are
                    inexcusable’.

                Many did attach this clause to St Paul’s assertion
                    that the invisible things of God are accessible through the
                    visible: George Pacard did precisely that in the title page of his
                        Théologie Naturelle. But many did not; to cite only one
                    example: Allessandro della Torre, Bishop of Sittià, cited this text of
                    Romans three times in his Italian work, The Triumph of Revealed
                        Theology (Venice, 1611): each time he omits that damning clause. By
                    doing the same Montaigne and others could stress the human limitations of
                    Socrates or Plato, while avoiding the Jansenist rigour which Pascal read back
                    into the ‘Apology’:

                
                    There is enough light [Pascal wrote] to lighten the Elect and enough darkness
                        to make them humble. There is enough darkness to blind the Reprobate and
                        enough light to damn them and render them inexcusable. St
                        Augustine, Montaigne, Sebond.
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                Montaigne follows Sebond in dwelling on the errors and the
                    chaotic jumble of ideas expounded by those unenlightened wise men, vainly
                    seeking certain truth with their human reason from the Book of Creatures: but he
                    does not consider their opinions to be all equally
                    ‘inexcusable’. Nevertheless he asserted that
                    ‘human reason goes astray everywhere, but especially when she concerns
                    herself with matters divine’ (‘Apology’, p. 581).
                    Christian mysteries they never grasped as Christians can. But what about
                    God’s ‘Eternal Wisdom and his Godhead’?

                A standard doctrine was, that a grasp of the elements of good
                    morality was possible for all men, Christian or otherwise, though grace was
                    always required for Salvation (even the Mosaic Law would not suffice by itself).
                    That good morality was achieved by pagans is shown by Socrates or by other
                    heroes of Montaigne, such as Epaminondas. (The great moral platitudes are never
                    put in doubt anywhere in the Essays.)

                Montaigne specifically finds pagan monotheism at its best not
                    ‘true’ (in the sense of attaining with certainty to the
                    Christian revelations) but nevertheless ‘most excusable’.
                    This is not a correction to St Paul’s teaching in Romans I:20, but a
                    gloss on it.
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                Montaigne touches so lightly on some crucial
                    theological points that readers may miss their import. Yet they can be vital,
                    not least in the ‘Apology’, which is centred on religious
                    knowledge and doubt. In at least one respect, Montaigne’s conception
                    of God was that of St Augustine, of many medieval and Renaissance thinkers, and
                    of Pascal: God is a Hidden God, a Deus absconditus who hides himself
                    from Man and therefore can only be known from his self-revelation. Montaigne
                    lightly but specifically attributes that concept to St Paul. When in Athens,
                    Paul saw an altar dedicated to ‘an unknown God’ –
                    Athenian philosophers could get that far. In the ‘Apology’
                    those words appear as ‘a hidden, unknown God’. That
                    enables Paul (in the ‘Apology’) to find the Athenian
                    worshippers to be ‘most excusable’
                    (‘Apology’, p. 573). The same doctrine appears in the
                    medieval theologian Nicolas of Lyra.
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                Such deft and telling use of words should scotch the notion that
                    Montaigne was theologically naïve. (No theologians who had studied his
                    translation of Sebond could make such a gaffe.) And in this case it should help
                    to undermine the curiously coarse interpretation of the
                    ‘Apology’ as a work championing
                    ‘fideism’, one, that is, which denies that there ever can be
                    any rational basis for Christianity since all depends on unfettered faith
                    – faith as trust and faith as credulity. For Montaigne there is a
                    hierarchy of religious opinion among the pagans. (The
                    ‘Apology’ ends with one of the most impressive of them all:
                    Plutarch’s.) Yet Montaigne held with Sebond that even the best of
                    pagans failed to penetrate through to most of the vital truths contained in the
                    Book of Creatures.
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                The defence of Raymond Sebond against the second charge
                    – that his arguments are weak – falls into several parts,
                    all marked by varying degrees of scepticism. By turning his sceptical gaze on
                    Man and his cogitations, Montaigne denies that it is possible to find better
                    arguments than Sebond’s anywhere whatsoever. This assertion is
                    governed (as are all the long answers to the second objection) by a declaration
                    of intent which applies to all the many pages which are to follow:

                
                    Let us consider for a while Man in isolation –
                        Man with no outside help, armed with no arms but his own and stripped of
                        that grace and knowledge of God in which consist his dignity, his power and
                        the very ground of his being. (‘Apology’, p. 502)

                

                Today the very word scepticism implies for many a mocking or
                    beady-eyed disbelief in the claims of the Church to intellectual validity. It
                    did not do so then. You can be sceptical about the claims of the Church: or you
                    can be sceptical about rational attempts to discredit them…

                The unenlightened rivals to Sebond have both their hands tied
                    firmly behind their back. Sebond has grace and illumination: they have not. In
                    this second, longer part of the ‘Apology’, comments are
                    occasionally addressed to this unilluminated ignorance on the basis of revealed
                    wisdom, but the ignorance remains unilluminated and so can only fortuitously,
                    randomly and hesitantly ever arrive at the goal gracefully reached by
                    Sebond’s natural theology. That is what makes the Essays as a
                    whole so interesting. Instead of calmly orthodox certainty, we are exhilarated
                    by following all the highways and byways and sidetracks travelled along by
                    Man’s questing spirit in his search for truth about God, Man and the
                    Universe. Montaigne did his job thoroughly: that is why the Essays were
                    pillaged for anti-Christian arguments by the beaux esprits of later
                    centuries.

                Montaigne is so lightly untechnical that it is easy to overlook
                    that, in a fascinatingly personal and idiosyncratic way, he is saying what
                    learned Latin treatises also taught about the opinions of fallen man. Since
                    sixteenth-century Jesuits appreciated Montaigne, one could cite Cardinal
                    Bellarmine, S.J., who (with the help of St Augustine’s City of
                        God) was struck by the ‘monstrous opinions’ of
                    those unenlightened pagans who ‘even went so far as to make gods of
                    vines and garlick’.
                        
                        14
                     But where Bellarmine finds bleak error Montaigne finds – also
                    – fascinating and inevitable variety.

                Montaigne answers the second lot of criticism of Sebond by first
                    crushing human pride: no purely human reasons can show conclusively (as Sebond
                    can) that Man – for all his ‘reason’ –
                    is in any way higher than the other animals. They, too, like us, have reasoning
                    powers. They have instincts, it is true, but so do we. For this crushing of
                    Man’s pride Montaigne first drew mainly on his favourite writer. It
                    seems that Plutarch so dominated the first outline of the
                    ‘Apology’ that Montaigne could even assert that it owed
                    everything to him, a remark he removed once he realized how far he had moved in
                    indebtedness to Sextus, to Cicero, to Aristotle and to Plato
                    (‘Apology’, p. 629, note 331).

                Parts of this praise of the beasts to humble Man’s
                    pride have acquired a certain quaintness: zoology has been revolutionized since
                    the Renaissance. Moreover, Montaigne, by long-established convention, cited the
                    weeping war-horses of the poets or the tale of Androcles and the Lion as though
                    they were zoological and historical fact. His loyal dogs commit suicide or haunt
                    their masters’ tombs. In his own day, however, his animal science was
                    powerfully persuasive. (Well into the next century, his elephant lore is
                    repeated by Salomon de Priezac in his Histoire des Eléphants,
                    Paris, 1650.) As codified by his learned clerical disciple Pierre de Charron in
                    his book On wisdom, Montaigne’s attitude to the beasts became
                    central to some of the great controversies among the most famous philosophers
                    and theologians of the seventeenth century. In its own way it even had something
                    of the appeal of Darwin. By a very different route it forced people to
                    re-examine in anger or humility what place Man occupied in the Book of Nature
                    among all the other creatures. And Montaigne emphasizes that the common examples
                    of ants, bees and guide-dogs are just as persuasive as exotic rarities.

                

                Pride is the sin of sins: intellectually it leads to
                    Man’s arrogantly taking mere opinion for knowledge. In terms which
                    were common to many Renaissance writers, Montaigne emphasized that
                    ‘there is a plague (a peste) on Man: the opinion that he
                    knows something.’
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                This pride and this trust in opinion are all part of
                    Man’s vanity (of that vain emptiness evoked by Ecclesiastes, the Old
                    Testament book from which were derived several sceptical inscriptions in
                    Montaigne’s library). The ‘Apology’ briefly
                    contrasts such ‘vanity’ with the assurance supplied by
                    ‘Christian Folly’ (which proclaims that God’s true
                    wisdom is to be found in the lowly, the simple, the humble and the meek).
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                ‘Christian folly’ was a major theme in
                    Renaissance thought and had been long allied to scepticism.
                    Montaigne was not writing the Essays in a void. More specifically, the
                    general thrust of his defence of Sebond would have been evident to any reader of
                    Henry Cornelius Agrippa’s declamation On the Weakness and Vanity
                        of all Sciences and on the Excellence of the Word of God (Cologne,
                    1530). It was reprinted in Montaigne’s time; he drew on it heavily. It
                    continues a tradition of Christian scepticism to be found in a fifteenth-century
                    scholar such as Valla, who influenced Erasmus, but which is more fully developed
                    in Gian-Francesco Pico della Mirandola’s Examination of the Vanity
                        of the Doctrines of the Pagans and of the Truth of Christian Teachings
                    (Mirandola, 1520).
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                These were major and successful books; Montaigne also drew
                    heavily on a work of 1557, unsuccessful enough to be remaindered (freshened up
                    with a new title page in 1587): the Dialogues of Guy de Brués.
                    The magic of Montaigne’s art in the Essays and the
                    originality of his thought enabled him to take ideas and matter lying about in
                    Latin tomes or even in unsaleable treatises and then metamorphose them into the
                    very stuff of his most readable pages.
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                That certainly applies to his scepticism.

                Scepticism is a classical Greek philosophy. Its full force was
                    rediscovered towards the end of the sixteenth century. As such it plays a vital
                    role in Renaissance thought; but the essential doctrines of scepticism
                    (including some of the basic arguments and examples which appear in the
                        Essays) were known much earlier, from Cicero’s
                        Academics and from critical assessments of scepticism (sometimes
                    associated with judgements on the proto-Sceptic Protagoras) in both Plato and
                    Aristotle. Cicero’s Academics is the easiest to read for
                    lovers of Montaigne (who find that whole passages have been integrated into the
                        Essays). So are major borrowings from other works of Cicero,
                    including On the Nature of the Gods and the Tusculan
                        Disputations. But the influence of Plato and Aristotle goes far
                    deeper.

                Up to a point Cicero was a good guide, but less exciting than
                    Sextus Empiricus and the intellectual stimulus of Plato and Aristotle.
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                     Clearly, Sextus’ Pyrrhonian Hypotyposes dominates
                    parts of the ‘Apology’, yet appears in no other chapter of
                    the Essays. (This has helped support the contention that, when writing
                    the ‘Apology’, Montaigne went through an acute crisis of
                    scepticism, symbolized by his device of the poised scales with Que
                        sçay-je?; What do I know?) By any standards the publication in
                    1562 by Henri Estienne of the first edition of the original Greek text of
                    Sextus’ account of Pyrrho’s scepticism was a major event.
                    (Montaigne probably relied chiefly on his Latin translation – also
                    found in the second edition of 1567, but quotations from the original Greek
                    enlivened his library.) Gentian Hervet in his introduction to Sextus’
                    other work, Against the Mathematicians (or Against the
                        Professors) (1569) helps us to read Montaigne in context. For Hervet,
                    too, the works of Sextus are an excellent weapon against heretics:
                    Pyrrho’s scepticism, by reducing all Man’s knowledge to
                    opinion, deprives heretics of any criterion of truth. Montaigne did the same in
                    the pages of the ‘Apology’ which follow upon his address to
                    his patroness (p. 628).

                However thorough-going the Pyrrhonism in these final pages,
                    scepticism remained for Montaigne – as for many others – a
                    weapon of last resort: a way of demolishing the arguments of would-be infallible
                    adversaries. There was a price to pay, though. The Pyrrhonian method leaves you
                    with no purely human certainties either! But only much later did that worry many
                    Roman Catholics. Among writers variously attracted to Pyrrhonism were St Francis
                    of Sales (who admired Montaigne’s uprightness) and Maldonat
                    (Montaigne’s Jesuit friend).

                Opinion is not knowledge. Pyrrhonist sceptics revelled in that
                    fact. Sextus Empiricus systematized that contention into a powerful engine of
                    doubt which helped a wise man to suspend his judgement and so to attain
                    tranquillity of mind.

                The rediscovery of the works of Sextus gave a fresh impetus to
                    Renaissance scepticism, but it did not create it; Sextus fell on welcome ears:
                    already in 1546 Rabelais has his wise old evangelical King delighted to find
                    that all the best Philosophers are Pyrrhonists nowadays.

                

                It is deliberately paradoxical that the poet who dominates the
                    Pyrrhonist pages of the ‘Apology’ should
                    be Lucretius. That Latin poet of the first century BC was a
                    follower of Epicurus and remains our principal source for Epicurean doctrine in
                    the realm of physical nature. But Epicureanism is flatly opposed to Pyrrhonist
                    scepticism. Far from asserting that all man’s boasted knowledge is
                    mere opinion, it holds that the senses give Man access to infallible certainty.
                    The point is made clearly and sharply in Denis Lambin’s edition of
                    Lucretius, which Montaigne read with marked attention. (What seems to be
                    Montaigne’s own copy, annotated in his hand, was recently recognized
                    as such by Paul Quarrie when he bought a Lambin Lucretius for Eton
                    College library, where that book now is.) For Lucretius, truth about things must
                    be accessible to our minds from sense-impressions: if they are not, all claims
                    to know truth collapse. So even the Sun can be only a trifle larger than appears
                    to our sight. If we cannot explain why, we must nevertheless make no concessions
                    to those who deny this. Such a view flew in the face of traditional and solid
                    scientific knowledge. Montaigne delights in citing Lucretius’ own
                    words to undermine Epicurean assertions.
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                     But Lucretius also serves to undermine other ideas widely supposed to be
                    true – and to warn against superstition.

                Montaigne was perhaps first attracted to Lucretius by his
                    arguments against that fear of dying which haunted his youth and young manhood.
                    In the ‘Apology’, however, he chiefly cites him in order to
                    reveal yet another source of darkness and error or, at best, of the kind of
                    partial truths reached by unenlightened sages.

                Particularly effective are his exploitations of precisely those
                    verses in which Lucretius tried to refute those who hold that ‘we can
                    know nothing’. Denis Lambin in his edition praised Lucretius for his
                    solid opposition to the doctrine that ‘nothing can be
                    known’. Montaigne eventually succeeds in exploiting the principal
                    opponent of scepticism for sceptical ends!
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                On many matters, Montaigne and Lambin were in agreement.
                    Especially interesting for the Essays is Lambin’s dedication
                    of Book III of Lucretius’ poem to Germain Valence. It shows that the
                    very failure of even Lucretius and the Epicureans to reach Christian certainties
                    about the nature of the soul can be turned into yet another argument in favour
                    of Christian revelation:

                
                    Not unjustly we despise their unwise wisdom. We should
                        congratulate ourselves that we have been taught by JESUS
                            CHRIST… (without being convinced or coerced by any
                        human reasons or by any arguments, no matter how well demonstrated
                        – not even by the Platonists) and so are persuaded that no
                        opposing reasons, however sharp or compelling, however probable or
                        verisimilitudinous, however firm or strong (let alone those of Lucretius,
                        which are light and weak) could ever dislodge us from this judgement.
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                The Renaissance was a period of new horizons: one was a vast
                    increase in knowledge of the world and its inhabitants, as Europeans sailed the
                    seas and discovered new lands, new peoples and moral and religious systems new
                    to them; another was the rediscovery of Greek literature in its fullness. New
                    horizons make local certainties seem wrong or parochial: they also open up whole
                    treasure-houses of new facts and facets to the sceptic, who with their aid can
                    increase the sense of the relativity of all Man’s beliefs about
                    himself and the universe in which he lives. Montaigne exploited Sextus
                    Empiricus, but he also devoured the writing of the Spanish historians, including
                    those who told of the horrors of the conquest of the New World. There were also
                    compendia such as Johannes Boemus’ Manners of all Peoples
                    (Paris, 1538), as well as standard works such as Ravisius Textor’s
                        Officina (‘Workshop’) which contains chapters
                    with such titles as ‘Various opinions about God’ and
                    ‘Divers morals and various rites of peoples’ (Montaigne
                    would have read in it a full account of Androcles and the Lion). New books gave
                    him and the Essays a dimension and an actuality lacking to Agrippa and
                    Pico. His universe was open to immense variety. He knew of Copernicus. If he
                    wanted noble savages he could draw on the Indies as well as on the Golden Age;
                    or he could try and talk to American Indians for himself (in Rouen) or question
                    sailors.

                But he did not stop there. If he had, he might indeed have been
                    a fideist, claiming that only an arbitrary act of faith could make an irrational
                    leap from a boundless sea of doubt to the rock of certain truth: the Church.
                    Such a theology, never really convincing, was rarely less convincing than in the
                    Renaissance and the nascent scientific world of the following century. If the
                    leap is irrational, why leap to Catholicism and not to a sect or to any other of
                    the teeming religions of the world? Truth must be the same everywhere.

                This infinite variety of the world can be put to the service of
                    Pyrrhonism and its universal doubt: it can also be put to the service of
                    Catholic orthodoxy against sect and schism. If Catholic Christianity is true at
                    all it must be universally true, not merely true for
                    Périgordians, Germans or successive English parliaments. Otherwise it
                    is just one opinion among many. Ever since St Vincent of Lerins in the fifth
                    century, Catholic truth was categorized as being Quod semper, quod ubique,
                        quod ab omnibus (‘What has been held always, everywhere and
                    by all’). In the Renaissance the aspiration to make that a reality lay
                    behind the vast, worldwide evangelism by Rome (which contrasted sharply with the
                    local concerns of the rival Churches seeking to reform one City or one Kingdom).
                    The Roman Catholic faith could indeed claim to be taught universally. Therein
                    lay its strength for minds like Montaigne’s.

                For Montaigne, the strength of Raymond Sebond’s
                        Natural Theology also lay in universality. He believed that
                    Sebond’s illumination of the universal Book of Nature showed that all
                    Nature everywhere was in strict conformity with Catholic truth.

                At the end of Montaigne’s Pyrrhonist pages we are
                    brought to the very brink of uncertainty. Reason has been shaken. So have the
                    senses. If sense-data are unsure, uncertain and often plainly misleading, that
                    does not simply cut us off from any sure and solid knowledge of phenomena: it
                    cuts us off from any sure and certain knowledge of ‘being’.
                    And so ‘we have no communication with Being’ –
                    other than with our own transient one (perhaps).

                
                    To conclude: there is no permanent existence either in our being or in that
                        of objects. We ourselves, our faculty of judgement and all mortal things are
                        flowing and rolling ceaselessly; nothing certain can be established about
                        one from the other, since both judged and judging are ever shifting and changing.
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                But this – despite the words ‘to
                    conclude’ (finalement) – is not the end of the
                    ‘Apology’: it is the end of a chain of arguments which can
                    leave man ignorant, or, on the contrary, show him a new way to proceed. If it
                    had been Montaigne’s conclusion, then Sextus Empiricus would literally
                    have had the last word, for the Pyrrhonist basis is evident. But it is precisely
                    here that Pyrrhonism joins Plato and Aristotle in joint hostility to a
                    sophistical trust in individual subjectivity.

                At the end of the long section which immediately precedes
                    Montaigne’s address to his Royal patroness, just as he was about to
                    embark on his Pyrrhonian arguments, Montaigne added an
                    important comment in the margin of the Bordeaux copy of his works he was
                    preparing for the press. It concerns Protagoras, the arch-Sophist who was
                    trounced by Sextus, Plato and Aristotle in very similar terms and for identical
                    reasons:

                
                    And what can anyone understand who cannot understand himself?…
                        Protagoras was really and truly having us on when he made ‘Man the
                        measure of all things’ – Man, who has never known his
                        own measurements.

                

                Protagoras meant – that is what shocked Plato,
                    Aristotle and Sextus Empiricus – that there is no universal standard
                    of truth: each human being is severally and individually the sole criterion; all
                    is opinion, and all opinions are equally true or false.

                For Montaigne, Protagoras’ ‘measure of
                    Man’ is ‘so favourable’ to human vanity as to be
                    ‘merely laughable. It leads inevitably to the proposition that the
                    measure and the measurer are nothing.’

                Montaigne countered Protagoras, immediately, by citing Thales
                    (the Greek sage to whom he himself had been likened): ‘When Thales
                    reckons that a knowledge of Man is very hard to acquire, he is telling him that
                    knowledge of anything else is impossible.’
                    (‘Apology’, p. 628) Hence the growing importance of the
                    study of Man throughout the Essays, especially in Book III and in the
                    hundreds of additions made to the chapters of the two previous Books when the
                    new Book was written and the others were revised.

                In the Theaetetus, Socrates treated Protagoras and his
                    ‘measure’ as a clever man talking nonsense –
                    otherwise how can the same wind be hot to one and cold to another? Nor would
                    anyone maintain that, since a colour appears different to a dog, to other
                    animals and to ourselves, that it differs in its essence.
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                Montaigne made good use of such notions in the
                    ‘Apology’: they can serve to show the fallibility of
                    sense-data and also to place man where his unaided natural reason ought to place
                    him: among the other creatures. But to go from there and make Truth itself the
                    plaything of individual subjectivity, he never did.

                Aristotle similarly mocked Protagoras and his Man-as-measure;
                    his demonstration was adapted by Montaigne.
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                Montaigne knew,
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                     before he had read a word of Sextus – probably in his days at
                    school in Bordeaux – that in the world of creation nothing ever is; it
                    is only becoming. Plutarch reinforced this. But neither Plutarch nor Plato held
                    that such doctrines cut Man off from a knowledge of God or obliged each person
                    to plunge into pure subjectivism. There were, for Plato, divine revelations; and
                    there was wisdom arising from knowing oneself as Man.

                Within the flux of the created universe, Montaigne strove to
                    follow the Delphic injunction, Know Thyself. He sought to discover the personal,
                    individual, permanent strand in the transient, variegated flux of his experience
                    and sensations, which alone gave continuity to his personality – to
                    his ‘being’ as a Man.
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                But this was not a merely subjective indulgence. By studying his
                    own form (his soul within his body) he aspired to know Man – not just
                    one odd individual example of humankind.
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                The Essays as a whole do not end with the last words of
                    the ‘Apology’; much exploration of self and of Man remained
                    to be done, but Montaigne had clearly seen that the characteristic property of
                    the creature is impermanence. No creature ever is: a creature is always
                    shifting, changing, becoming.

                The Platonic background to such a conclusion – unlike
                    the purely Pyrrhonian one – enabled Montaigne to pass from the
                    impermanence of the everchanging creature to what he presents as a
                    ‘most pious’ concept of the Godhead, accessible to purely
                    human reason: the Creator must have those qualities which Man as creature lacks:
                    he must have unity, not diversity; absolute Being, not mere
                    ‘becoming’. And since he created Time he must be outside it
                    and beyond it.

                It is strikingly right that this natural leap to the Eternal
                    Being of God should be given not in Montaigne’s own words –
                    he is not a pagan – but in a long and unheralded transcription from
                    Plutarch. Montaigne took it from the dense mystic treatise On the
                        E’i at Delphi.

                In this powerful work Plutarch grappled with the religious
                    import of the word E’i inscribed on the temple of Apollo at
                    Delphi. In Greek it can mean ‘Five’; it can mean
                    ‘If’: but above all it means ‘Thou Art’.
                    As such it declares that God has eternal Being. He is the eternal
                        THOU to our transient I. Each individual human
                    being is relative, contingent, impermanent. But each
                    ‘I’ can know itself; it can know Man through itself; and it
                    can stretch out to Reality and say THOU ART.

                In doing so, it recognizes God.
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                The Natural Theology of Sebond taught each man to know
                    himself and God. It is, in a sense, the key to that Delphic utterance: Know
                    Thyself. Montaigne’s translation of the Natural Theology is
                    all of a piece with the self-exploration of the Essays. For both
                    Plutarch and Raymond Sebond ‘knowing oneself’ is, properly
                    understood, a complement to knowing God. Sebond says so on his title pages:
                    Plutarch does so in the closing words of On the E’i at
                    Delphi:

                
                    Meanwhile it seems that the word E’i
                        [THOU ART] is in one way an antithesis to that precept
                            KNOW THYSELF, yet in another it is in agreement and
                        accord with it. For one saying is a saying of awe and of adoration towards
                        God as Eternal, ever in Being; the other is a reminder to mortal man of the
                        weakness and debility of his nature.

                

                Plutarch could reach that pious height: a Roman Stoic could also
                    assert that if a man is to aspire towards God he must ‘rise above
                    himself’. So far so good.

                We are doubtless stirred by such eloquent aspirations. But the
                    final words of the chapter tip over the house of cards. If any human being is to
                    rise up towards that Eternal Being glimpsed by Plutarch, it will not be through
                    Greek philosophy or proud Stoic Virtue: it will be ‘by
                    grace’ or, more widely, ‘by purely heavenly
                    means’. That will be an event ‘extraordinary’
                    – outside the natural order of the universe. In the process,
                    the individual human being will not raise himself but be raised to a
                    higher form. He will (in the last word of the chapter) be
                    ‘metamorphosed’: transformed and transfigured.
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                That leaves Montaigne free as always to continue to explore his
                    ‘master-mould’; to examine his relative
                    ‘being’ – his body-and-soul conjoined.

                Nowhere else in the Essays does Pyrrhonian scepticism
                    make the running – it does not make all of it even in the
                    ‘Apology’. But to the solid bastion of his
                    faith Montaigne added a shield of last resort, ever ready in reserve to use
                    against those who sought to oppose his Church’s infallibility by a
                    rival one. As Edward Stillingfleet, Dean of St Paul’s, perceived in
                    the following century, Pyrrhonism comes into play only when men are not content
                    to ‘take in the assistance of Reason, which, though not Infallible,
                    might give such Evidence, as afforded Certainty, where it fell short of
                    Demonstration’. But as soon as ‘Epicurus thought there could
                    be no Certainty in Sense, unless it were made Infallible’, he could
                    only defend his hypothesis with absurdity: ‘the Sun must be no bigger
                    than a bonfire’.
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                Of course Pyrrhonian scepticism shocked many. It always does.
                    But when Montaigne’s Essays were examined by a courteous
                    censor in Rome, such little fuss there was at the time came from factions among
                    the French. The Maestro del Sacro Palazzo, Sisto Fabri, told him to take no
                    notice and do what he thought fit.
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                In the following century Montaigne’s respect for the
                    beasts and his distrust of unaided human reason brought him many enemies among
                    dogmatic philosophers and theologians; they brought him many friends as well,
                    ranging from Francis Bacon to Daniel Huët, Bishop of Avranches. In his
                        Philosophical Treatise on the Weakness of the Human Spirit (1723)
                    Huët reminded his readers that when Pyrrhonism was rejected in Ancient
                    times, it was nothing to do with Christians fearful for the Faith but of pagans
                    fearful for their Science. What is dangerous to Christianity, he added, is not
                    Pyrrhonism but Pride.
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                But Montaigne had done his job well – well enough for
                    many free-thinkers including those of the Enlightenment to see him as a
                    forerunner of their sceptical Deism or atheistic naturalism. This was in part
                    inevitable: truth is one and unchanging while men are ever-changing. Truth
                    cannot be set finally in words. It was a sound theologian, Bishop Wescott, who
                    said, ‘No formula which expresses clearly the thought of one
                    generation can convey the same meaning to the generation which
                    follows.’ In a different climate of opinion, Montaigne’s
                    protestations of loyalty to his Church in several of his
                    chapters were taken to be moonshine. Allusions to ‘Christian
                    folly’ were interpreted as smirking and knowing ackowledgements that
                    Christianity was silly or stupid, fit for fools. Read in this way, selectively,
                    the Essays could, did and do provide weapons and delight to a variety
                    of readers. This became more easily possible after Hellenistic philosophy lost
                    its hold on many in the eighteenth century. Hellenistic Christianity (like
                    Hellenistic Philosophy) accepts that the true nature of things lies behind their
                    visible appearances, and beyond time and space. It holds with Plotinus that
                    nothing that is can ever perish.
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                    including Ficino, Erasmus, Rabelais and Montaigne. Without such a conviction and
                    a respect for its roots in Platonism, the end of the
                    ‘Apology’ (and much else in the Essays) may seem
                    purely arbitrary – arbitrary and ironic, or a meaningless tactical bow
                    to authority.

                But we know from Montaigne’s Journal
                    (discovered in 1772 and never intended for publication) that he was a practising
                    Christian whose devotion was as superstitious as Newman’s. He could
                    attach great importance to the pious family ex-voto which he paid to be
                    displayed in the Church of Santa Maria de Loreto (in the shrine of the Holy
                    House of the Virgin, transported by angels to Loretto, was it not, on 2 December
                    1295) and to the miraculous cure there of Michel Marteau.
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                This was a great shock to those philosophes and wits
                    who had grown used to exploiting the Essays as an anti-Christian
                    weapon-house. They had done so all the more mockingly after the Essays
                    had been put on the Index in 1697. But that act of absurdity can be better
                    attributed not to the Essays as such as to Jansenist zeal and to horror
                    at the use made of them by the free-thinking libertins.
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                In Montaigne’s own day Rome knew better –
                    and presumably does so now. The Vatican Manuscript No. 9693 records the granting
                    of Roman citizenship to Montaigne. It states that it was granted to
                    ‘the French Socrates’.

                And that Christian Socrates died in the bosom of his Church.
                    (But, even then, André Gide persuaded himself that he only pretended to
                    do so because of moral blackmail from his wife…)

                
                    [image: image]
                

                Citing Plutarch at the end of the
                    ‘Apology’ does more than vindicate Raymond Sebond: it
                    vindicates St Paul. In retrospect it can be seen that Romans I:20 gave authority
                    not only to Montaigne’s defence of natural theology in his reply to
                    the first charge against the book he had translated: it governs the long reply
                    to the second charge. St Paul declared that what can be grasped by natural
                    theology (‘from the things that are made’) are
                    God’s ‘eternal power’ and his
                    ‘divinity’. Plutarch shows that that is true: Plutarch did
                    so. But Plutarch is nevertheless only one pagan voice among many, one ray of
                    light in confused darkness.

                Montaigne is exemplifying a tradition codified at least as early
                    as Nicolas of Lyra, the thirteenth-century scriptural commentator who suggested
                    that by the words ‘from the creation of the world’ (in the
                    Vulgate Latin, ‘a creatura mundi’) Paul meant from
                    Man (who is the ‘creature of the world’ par
                        excellence). Montaigne does not say this explicitly, but his whole
                    enterprise in the Essays is driven forward by a desire to know Man and
                    his place in the Universe (not simply one example of Mankind, himself, though
                    that is his means to the greater end). The seeking of God ‘from the
                    things that are made’ is explained by Nicolas of Lyra to mean
                        ‘per creaturas’ (‘through the
                    creatures’ – through all that God created). And what Man can
                    discover concerns ‘the divine Essence’: ‘from the
                    creatures a man can learn that that eternal Essence is “One,
                    Uncompounded and Infinite”.’
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                Of course, none of this ‘natural theology’
                    brings fallen Man effectively to the Triune God: that needs grace.
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                An appreciation of the balance between religious certainty and
                    rational doubt and inquiry which Montaigne struck in ‘An apology for
                    Raymond Sebond’ is a great help in following his whole intellectual
                    venture as he takes us through an astonishingly varied series of topics which
                    lead us into the mind of a man who, though he lived four hundred years ago, yet
                    remains fresh and stimulating and well able to speak for himself.

                Montaigne’s contemporaries were impressed by his
                    reflections on his experience as a soldier and statesman. Both his Italian
                    translator, G. Naselli, and his English one, John Florio, stress on their title
                    pages that these Essays include moral, political and military
                    discourses. For them they were primarily that. On matters of
                    war and politics Montaigne was listened to throughout Europe as a gentleman who
                    knew from experience, and not from book-learning alone, what he was talking about.
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                     Up to our own time Montaigne has spoken directly to many who have had
                    experience of war and of military life. Many who have been spared such
                    experiences have at times undervalued the part played by the experience of
                    battle, of parleys and of political negotiations in the formation of
                    Montaigne’s way of thinking.
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                     That is a pity, for to undervalue this aspect of his life is to some
                    extent to falsify the Essays which, where such matters are concerned,
                    are not simply based upon hearsay. It is because Montaigne knew directly of
                    barbaric cruelty that he could write so movingly of
                    ‘cannibals’ and of the crimes of the Conquistadores. It is
                    because he had seen and talked to ‘savages’ and, say, to
                    women languishing in prisons under the accusation of witchcraft that he could
                    write of them with such a sense of humanity. It is because he was privileged to
                    experience a very special friendship with Estienne de La Boëtie that he
                    could write on affectionate relationships more evocatively than even Cicero
                    could. Only a man who loved poetry and had experienced the love of a wife and,
                    especially in youth, of other women could have written so probingly on sexuality
                    and its limitations, as well as on matrimony and the running of a household with
                    their calmer joys and risks of daily irritations. And it is as a seasoned
                    traveller that Montaigne wrote of his experience in Germany and Italy.

                Nowadays a collection of essays can be read in any order, with
                    each essay taken as a unit. Montaigne’s Essays are not
                    presented like that. His Essays form three Books, each Book divided not
                    into self-contained units but into chapters. Book III, written unexpectedly
                    after his first two, ends with a discourse ‘On experience’,
                    which is not an ‘essay’ which happens to come last but the
                    final chapter of the final book. It marks the end of Montaigne’s
                    quest. He was not, he tells us, a man over-given to bookish interests, but what
                    he did seek from books and from experience he sought with passion and tenacity.
                    ‘On experience’ (III, 13) gives us the distillation of his
                    mature thought, showing us how to live our lives with gratitude.

                The Essays had begun with thoughts of
                    ambiguity, sadness and of emotions which make men beside themselves: Montaigne,
                    after a thousand or so pages of thought and after reflecting on a lifetime of
                    experience, starts his final chapter with a ringing challenge. He alludes to the
                    opening words of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, words which every
                    serious reader knew: ‘All men naturally desire knowledge.’
                    Why, even schoolboys knew them! Those words of Aristotle had for centuries
                    evoked theological certainties, since they formed part of a standard chain of
                    argument claiming to prove on Platonico-Christian grounds that the soul is
                    immortal:

                
                    All men naturally desire knowledge;
 But no man’s desire for
                        knowledge is satisfied in this life; 
Yet Nature does nothing in vain;
                        
Therefore there must be an afterlife in which that desire will be
                        satisfied.

                

                Aristotle wrote that first sentence of his Metaphysics
                    to introduce the notion that experience, when collated, weighed and pondered
                    over, can produce an ‘art’ (a techné).
                    Such an art, he asserts, can help man towards knowledge in areas where pure
                    reason proves inadequate. The two ‘arts’ most evidently
                    based on such weighed experience are law and, above all, medicine, which was
                    usually known in Montaigne’s day as ‘the
                    Art’, or, by a corruption of the Greek, simply as
                        ‘Tegne’.
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                     But Montaigne, having throughout the Essays shown how fallible
                    reason is, rejects any notion that certain knowledge can be based on fallible
                    experience either; experience is finite: circumstances are infinitely varied.
                    Hence the importance of judgement, of temperance and moderation, by the help of
                    which the wise know how to think and to live in the midst of unresolvable
                    uncertainties.

                Montaigne was an excellent pupil of the School of Athens and of
                    its Latin disciples. He realized that wisdom did not consist in simply studying
                    Socrates, Plato, Aristotle and the schools of philosophy which the Ancient Greek
                    and Latin world derived from them: wisdom consists in following precepts, not in
                    knowing them off by heart. Aristotle may well point the way, but Montaigne was
                    not content to know the words of his Metaphysics and his
                        Physics (and even less merely to pick his way through a maze of
                    commentaries upon them): more than any other object he studied his own
                    ‘self’: that study was his metaphysics; that study was his
                    physics; with their aid he could judge whether or not
                    Aristotle or anyone else was probably talking sense or nonsense.

                His ‘self’, he found, was more than his
                    soul. His ‘being’, like that of any person, consisted in a
                    soul (‘form’) linked to a body
                    (‘matter’). (That was another scholastic axiom:
                    ‘Form gives being to matter.’) But as his body aged it was
                    racked with pain. (The colic paroxysms produced by his stone were recognized as
                    being suicidal.
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                    ) Once he had grasped how ‘wonderously corporeal’
                    human beings are he saw that wisdom lies in keeping body and soul together in
                    loving harmony, not in segregating the soul from the body to keep it pure and
                    purely intellectual. Those Socratic injunctions to seek to ‘practise
                    dying’ – to strive, that is, to enable the soul to leave the
                    body for a while and ‘go outside’ – those ecstatic
                    activities which send the soul soaring aloft from the body, are by most men to
                    be rejected. As for those baser ecstasies which lead the body to wallow in the
                    mire of lust and drunkenness, bereft of its soul, they are not
                    ‘bestial’ (beasts do not act like that): they are
                    sub-human.

                Christian rapture is a great thing. Yet only a tiny handful of
                    the Elect – only privileged ascetic contemplatives touched by grace
                    – can safely neglect their bodies’ transitory necessities
                    while their souls feed by anticipation on lasting heavenly food. For ordinary
                    folk to strive to ape them leads to madness: for madness, too, consists in the
                    pulling apart of soul and body. Since Platonic times there was thought to be a
                    hierarchy of souls within creation. Above the human souls were classed the souls
                    of angels; below the human souls were classed the souls of beasts. But,
                    concludes Montaigne, attempt, without a special gift of grace, to soar aloft and
                    rank with the angels and you will end up a maniac: not an angel but below a
                    beast; not supernally moral but subterrestrially immoral.

                Socrates and Plato, are, up to a point, good
                    guides for that Elect: Aristotle is a safer guide for all the rest of us. And so
                    (despite his own moral weakness and his inflated tongue) is Cicero. That Man
                    should welcome his body and that his soul should love it, are ideas which
                    Montaigne found in Cicero, in Erasmus, in Raymond Sebond and even, surprisingly,
                    in Lucretius. From Raymond Sebond directly, no doubt, Montaigne derived the idea
                    that the body and soul should live as in a loving marriage. Marriage he
                    conceives of course as Christians did: as a mutually loving union of two
                    unequals, each with duties to the other, each helping the other until death them
                    do part. For either to neglect its duties, for either to regret or neglect its
                    rightful pleasures or those of its partner, is to fall into the sin of
                    ingratitude. During this life the soul needs the body, and the body needs the
                    soul. As a Christian Montaigne knows that the body itself shares unimaginably in
                    the afterlife. Except for a chosen few, the plain and explicit duty of each
                    human being is to see that the body helps the soul; the soul (even more so), the
                    body.

                This civilized and humanizing concept of duty is supported by a
                    long quotation from St Augustine’s City of God (XIV, 5). That
                    passage was well chosen, for it is drawn from a section in which Augustine
                    censures the Manichees (who condemned matter, and hence the body, as evil). St
                    Augustine also, as Montaigne does, draws support at this point from Cicero,
                    whose treatises On the ends of good and evil and On duties, as
                    well as the Tusculan Disputations, are alluded to here in Renaissance
                    editions of the City of God. Those are specifically the treatises of
                    Cicero on which Montaigne came to draw. Montaigne might not like
                    Cicero’s chatter, but he owed a great deal to his wisdom.

                An elect group of Christian mystics are vouchsafed the gift of
                    rapture. That gift of grace segregates them from all the rest of humanity,
                    including philosophers and sages. Montaigne’s conclusion is that all
                    other human beings should acknowledge their humanity; acknowledge that even
                    their greatest thoughts and discoveries are not all that important; acknowledge
                    that there is ample time for the soul to enjoy its pabulum once the body has
                    been fed and its few necessities wisely catered for. After all, even when a man
                    is perched high on a lofty throne, what part of his body is he seated upon?
                    Everything for mankind is ‘selon’, an expression
                    still current in popular French but strangely technical nowadays in English.
                    Everything is secundum quid, ‘according to
                    something’. Montaigne wishes to be judged, he says,
                        ‘selon moy’, that is ‘secundum
                        me’, ‘in accordance with myself’,
                    ‘according to my standards’. If a man insists upon living in
                    court he will have to dodge about and use his elbows, living
                    ‘according to this, according to that and
                    according to something else’. The wiser man will live (in harmony with
                    creation, of which he knows he forms a part) secundum naturam,
                    ‘according to nature’. All schools of philosophy tell him to
                    do so, but none now tells him how to do so, having obscured Nature’s
                    footsteps with their artifice. As always art or artifice is the antithesis of
                    nature.

                Classical philosophy, not least among the Latins, had taught men
                    how to die. Yet the body and soul will know how to separate well enough when the
                    time comes. Man needs to learn how to live! Meanwhile old age can be indulged
                    and the Muses can bring joy and comfort. But the very last words of the
                        Essays convey a warning: old men may go gaga. (Even the wisdom of
                    Socrates, we were told, is at the mercy of the saliva of some slavering rabid
                    cur.) At the end of his quest Montaigne gave, as a philosopher well might, the
                    last word to Latin poetry, to Horace evoking the patron deity of health and the
                    Muses. Montaigne had learned how to come to terms with ill-health and was
                    grateful for pain-free interludes. He had schooled his soul to help its body
                    over its bouts of anguish. He had gratefully discovered in old age that the
                    Muses continued to make life worth living. The Muses, for a sick old man, meant
                    mainly books and such social intercourse as still came his way, now that he had
                    learned detachment and so prepared himself to part from those he loved. But
                    Horace’s words evoke the fear of fears for a man of
                    Montaigne’s turn of mind: senile dementia: and his last word of all
                    encapsulates the dread of old folk throughout the ages: want – not in
                    his case want of food or money or position but of what the Muses bring:
                        ‘nec cythera carentem’.
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                There is no such thing as a definitive edition of the Essays
                        of Michel de Montaigne. One has to choose. The Essays are a
                    prime example of the expanding book.

                The text translated here is an eclectic one, deriving mainly
                    from the corpus of editions clustering round the impressive Edition
                        municipale of Bordeaux (1906–20) edited by a team led by
                    Fortunat Strowski. This was further edited and adapted by Pierre Villey (1924);
                    V.-L. Saulnier of the Sorbonne again revised, re-edited and adapted the work for
                    the Presses Universitaires de France (1965). Useful editions were also published
                    by J. Plattard (Société ‘Les Belles
                    Lettres’, 1947) as well as by A. Thibaudet and M. Rat for the
                    Pléiade (1962). These editions largely supersede all previous ones and
                    have collectively absorbed their scholarship.

                I have also used the posthumous editions of 1595, 1598 and 1602
                    and, since it is good and readily available at All Souls, the Edition
                        nouvelle procured in 1617 by Mademoiselle Marie de Gournay, the young
                    admirer and bluestocking to whom Montaigne gave a quasi-legal status as a
                    virtually adopted daughter, a fille d’alliance.
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                Marie de Gournay first contributed to the annotation of Montaigne
                    by tracing the sources of his verse and other quotations, providing translations
                    of them, and getting a friend to supply headings in the margins.

                From that day to this, scholars have added to them. The major
                    source has long been the fourth volume of the Strowski edition, the work of
                    Pierre Villey. It is a masterpiece of patient scholarship and makes recourse to
                    earlier editions largely unnecessary. Most notes of most subsequent editions
                    derive from it rather than from even the fuller nineteenth-century editions
                    subsumed into it. This translation is no exception, though I have made quite a
                    few changes and added my own. Montaigne knew some of his authors very well
                    indeed, but many of his exempla and philosophical sayings were widely
                    known from compendia such as Erasmus’ Adages and
                        Apophthegmata. His judgements on women and marriage are sometimes
                    paralleled in a widely read legal work on the subject, the De legibus
                        connubialibus of Rabelais’ friend Andreas Tiraquellus.
                    Similarly some of his classical and scriptural quotations and philosophical
                    arguments in religious contexts are to be found in such treatises as the De
                        Anima of Melanchthon or in the theological books of clergymen of his
                    own Church writing in his own day. I have taken care to point out some of these
                    possible sources, since Montaigne’s ideas are better understood when
                    placed in such contexts.

                References to Plato, Aristotle, Cicero and Seneca are given more
                    fully than usual. Although Montaigne read Plato in Latin, references are given
                    to the Greek text (except in ‘An Apology for Raymond
                    Sebond’) since most readers will not have access to Ficino’s
                    Latin translation. References to Aristotle too are always given to the Greek:
                    that will enable them to be more easily traced in such bilingual editions as the
                    Loeb Classics. For Plutarch’s Moralia detailed references are
                    given to the first edition of Amyot’s translation (Les Oeuvres
                        morales et meslées, Paris, 1572); for Plutarch’s
                        Lives however only general references are given under their English
                    titles (many may like to read them in North’s Plutarch).

                For historical writers of Montaigne’s own time only
                    brief references are given. All of them derive from Pierre Villey’s
                    studies in which the reader will find much relevant detail: Les Livres
                        d’histoire modernes utilisés par
                    Montaigne, Paris, 1908, and Les sources et
                        l’évolution des Essais de Montaigne, Paris, 1908
                    (second edition 1933). Those books are monuments of scholarship and have not
                    been superseded.

                The classical quotations (which from the outset vary slightly
                    from edition to edition of the Essays) are normally given as they
                    appear in the Villey/Saulnier edition: most readers discover that the quickest
                    way to find a passage in another edition or translation is to hunt quickly
                    through the chapter looking for the nearest quotation. Once found in the
                    Villey/Saulnier edition a passage can be followed up in the Leake
                        Concordance and traced to other standard editions.

                My studies of Montaigne have been greatly helped by the kindness
                    of the Librarian of University College London, the Reverend Frederick Friend,
                    who has authorized several volumes to be made available to me on a very long
                    loan. I am most grateful to him and to University College London.

                I am most grateful to those readers who have suggested
                    corrections or improvements, many of which have been included in this 1994
                    reprinting. A special word of thanks is due to Mr Jan Stolpe, the distinguished
                    translator of Montaigne into Swedish, and to Donald Upton Esq., Dr Jon Haarberg,
                    Dr Andrew Calder, M. Gilbert de Botton, Dr Bernard Curchod, Professor David
                    Wiggins, Mrs Thalia Martin and Dr Jean Birrell.

                *

                Postscript:

                Since my ordination by the Bishop of Oxford in 1993 I am often
                    asked if I find Montaigne Montaigne’s arguments for his Church still
                    convincing. Clearly not: I was not ordained in his Church, but I do think that
                    Montaigne can still succeed in getting many to take Christianity – and
                    religion in general – seriously.

                M.A.S. All Souls College, Oxford.

                June 2003.
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                I have tried to convey Montaigne’s sense and something
                    of his style, without archaisms but without forcing him into an unsuitable,
                    demotic English. I have not found that his meaning is more loyally conveyed by
                    clinging in English to the grammar and constructions of his French: French and
                    English achieve their literary effect by different means. On the other hand I
                    have tried to translate his puns: they clearly mattered to him, and it was fun
                    doing so. Montaigne’s sentences are often very long; where the sense
                    does not suffer I have left many of them as they are. It helps to retain
                    something of his savour.

                It is seldom possible to translate one word in one language by
                    one only in another. I have striven to do so in two cases vital for the
                    understanding of Montaigne. The first is essai, essayer and the like: I
                    have rendered these by essay or assay or the equivalent verbs
                    even if that meant straining English a little. The second is opinion.
                    In Montaigne’s French, as often in English, opinion does not
                    imply that the idea is true: rather the contrary, as in Plato.

                Montaigne’s numerous quotations are seldom integrated
                    grammatically into his sentences. However long they may be we are meant to read
                    them as asides – mentally holding our breath. I have respected that.
                    To do otherwise would be to rewrite him.

                When in doubt, I have given priority to what I take to be the
                    meaning, though never, I hope, losing sight of readability.

                Of versions of the Classics Jowett remarked that, ‘the
                    slight personification arising out of Greek genders is the greatest difficulty
                    in translation.’ In Montaigne’s French this difficulty is
                    even greater since his sense of gender enables him to flit in and out of various
                    degrees of personification in ways not open to writers of English. Where the
                    personification is certain or a vital though implied element of the meaning I
                    have sometimes used a capital letter and personal pronouns, etc., to produce a
                    similar effect.
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                [A] or ’80: all that follows is (ignoring minor
                    variations) what Montaigne published in 1580 (the first edition).

                [A1]: all that follows was added subsequently, mainly in 1582 and
                    in any case before [B].

                [B] or ’88: all that follows shows matter added or
                    altered in 1588, the first major, indeed massive, revision of the
                        Essays, which now includes a completely new Third Book.

                [C]: all that follows represents an edited version of
                    Montaigne’s final edition being prepared for the press when he died.
                    The new material derives mainly from Montaigne’s own copy, smothered
                    with additions and changes in his own hand and now in the Bibliothèque
                    Municipale of Bordeaux.

                ’95: the first posthumous edition prepared for the press
                    by Montaigne’s widow and by Marie de Gournay. It gives substantially
                    the text of [C] but with important variants. (The editions of 1598 and 1617 have
                    also been consulted, especially the latter, which contains most useful marginal
                    notes as well as French translations, also by Marie de Gournay, of most of
                    Montaigne’s quotations in Classical or foreign languages.)

                
                    Summary of the Symbols
                

                [A] and ’80: the text of 1580

                [A1] the text of 1582 (plus)

                [B] and ’88: the text of 1588

                [C] the text of the edition being prepared by Montaigne when he
                    died, 1592

                ’95: text of the 1595 posthumous printed edition

                In the notes there is given a selection of variant readings,
                    including most abandoned in 1588 and many from the printed posthumous edition of
                    1595.

                By far the most scholarly account of the text is that given in
                    R. A. Sayce, The Essays of Montaigne: A Critical Exploration, 1972,
                    Chapter 2, ‘The Text of the Essays’.
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                I

                Montaigne’s dedication of his translation of Raymond
                        Sebond’s Natural Theology to his father.

                

                

                
                    TO MY LORD, MY LORD OF MONTAIGNE
                

                

                My Lord, following the task you gave me last year at Montaigne,
                    I have tailored and dressed with my hand a garment in the French style for
                    Raymond Sebond, the great Spanish Theologian and Philosopher, divesting him (in
                    so far as in me lay) of his uncouth bearing and of that barbarous stance that
                    you were the first to perceive: so that, in my opinion, he now has sufficient
                    style and polish to present himself in good company.

                It may well be that delicate and discriminating people may
                    notice here some Gascon usages or turns of phrase: that should make them all the
                    more ashamed at having neglectfully allowed a march to be stolen on them by a
                    man who is an apprentice and quite unsuited to the task.

                It is, my Lord, right that it should appear and grow in credit
                    beneath your name, since it is to you that it owes whatever amendment or
                    reformation it now enjoys.

                And yet I believe that if you would be pleased to reckon
                    accounts with him, it will be you who will owe him more: in exchange for his
                    excellent and most religious arguments, for his conceptions lofty and as though
                    divine, you, for your part, have brought only words and language – a
                    merchandise so base and vile that who has most is perhaps worth least.

                My Lord, I beg God that he may grant you a most long and a most
                    happy life.

                From Paris: this 18th of June, 1568. 
Your most humble
                    and obedient son, 
MICHEL DE MONTAIGNE.

                II

                Montaigne’s translation and adaptation of the
                        Prologus of Raymond Sebond.

                

                Book of the Creatures of Raymond Sebond.

                Translated from the Latin into French.

                Preface of the Author.

                

                To the praise and glory of the most high and glorious Trinity, of
                    the Virgin Mary, and of all the heavenly Court: in the name of our Lord Jesus
                    Christ, for the profit of all Christians, there follows the doctrine of the Book
                    of the Creatures (or, Book of Nature): a doctrine of Man, proper to Man insofar
                    as he is Man: a doctrine suitable, natural and useful to every man, by which he
                    is enlightened into knowing himself, his Creator, and almost everything to which
                    he is bound as Man: a doctrine containing the rule of Nature, by which also each
                    Man is instructed in what he is naturally bound towards God and his neighbour:
                    and not only instructed but moved and incited to do this, of himself, by love
                    and a joyful will.

                In addition this science teaches every one to see clearly,
                    without difficulty or toil, truth insofar as it is possible for natural reason,
                    concerning knowledge of God and of himself and of what he has need for his
                    salvation and to reach life eternal; it affords him access to understanding what
                    is prescribed and commanded in Holy Scripture, and delivers the human spirit
                    from many doubts, making it consent firmly to what Scripture contains concerning
                    knowledge of God and of oneself.

                In this book the ancient errors of the pagans and the
                    unbelieving philosophers are revealed and by its doctrine the Catholic Faith is
                    defended and made known: every sect which opposes it is uncovered and condemned
                    as false and lying.

                That is why, in this decline and last days of the World it is
                    necessary that Christians should stiffen themselves, arm themselves and assure
                    themselves within that Faith so as to confront those who fight against it, to
                    protect themselves from being seduced and, if needs be, joyfully to die for
                    it.

                Moreover this doctrine opens up to all a way of understanding
                    the holy Doctors [of the Church]; indeed, it is incorporated in their books
                    (even though it is not evident in them) as an Alphabet is incorporated in all
                    writings. For it is the Alphabet of the Doctors: as such it should be learned first. For which reason, to make your way towards the Holy
                    Scriptures you will do well to acquire this science as the rudiments of all
                    sciences; in order the better to reach conclusions, learn it before everything
                    else, otherwise you will hardly manage to struggle through to the perfection of
                    the higher sciences: for this is the root, the origin and the tiny foundations
                    of the doctrine proper to Man and his salvation.

                Whoever possesses salvation through hope must first have the
                    root of salvation within him and, consequently, must furnish himself with this
                    science, which is a fountain of saving Truth.

                And there is no need that anyone should refrain from reading it
                    or learning it from lack of other learning: it presupposes no knowledge of
                    Grammar, Logic, nor any other deliberative art or science, nor of Physics nor of
                    Metaphysics, seeing that it is this doctrine which comes first, this doctrine
                    which ranges, accommodates and prepares the others for so holy an End
                    – for the Truth which is both true and profitable to us, because it
                    teaches Man to know himself, to know why he has been created and by Whom; to
                    know his good, his evil and his duty; by what and to Whom he is bound.

                What good are the other sciences to a man who is ignorant of
                    such things? They are but vanity, seeing that men can only use them badly to
                    their harm, since they know not where they are, whither they are going nor
                    whence they came. That is why they are taught here to understand the corruption
                    and defects of Man, his condemnation and whence it came upon him; to know the
                    state in which he is now: the state in which he originally was: from what he has
                    fallen and how far he is from his first perfection; how he can be reformed and
                    those things which are necessary to bring this about.

                And therefore this doctrine is common to the laity, the clergy
                    and all manner of people: and yet it can be grasped in less than a month,
                    without toil and without learning anything off by heart; no books are required,
                    for once it has been perceived it cannot be forgotten. It makes a man happy,
                    humble, gracious, obedient, the enemy of vice and sin, the lover of virtue
                    – all without puffing him up or making him proud because of his
                    accomplishments.

                It uses no obscure arguments requiring deep or lengthy
                    discourse: for it argues from things which are evident and known to all from
                    experience – from the creatures and the nature of Man; by which, and
                    from what he knows of himself, it proves what it seeks to prove, mainly from
                    what each man has assayed of himself. And there is no need of any other witness
                    but Man.

                It may, meanwhile, at first appear
                    contemptible, a thing of nothing, especially since its beginnings are common to
                    all and very lowly: but that does not stop it from bearing great and worthwhile
                    fruit, namely the knowledge of God and of Man. And the lower its starting-point,
                    the higher it climbs, rising to matters high and celestial.

                Wherefore, whosoever wishes to taste of its fruit, let him first
                    familiarize himself with the minor principles of this science, without despising
                    them: for otherwise he will never have that taste, no more than a child ever
                    learns to read without a knowledge of the alphabet and of each individual
                    letter. And, finally, let him not complain about this labour by which, in a few
                    months, he becomes learned and familiar with many things, to know which it would
                    be proper to spend long periods reading many books.

                It alleges no authority – not even the Bible
                    – for its end is to confirm what is written in Holy Scripture
                    – and to lay the foundations on which we can build what is obscurely
                    deduced from them. And so, in our case, it precedes the Old and New
                    Testaments.

                God has given us two books: the Book of the Universal Order of
                    Things (or, of Nature) and the Book of the Bible. The former was given to us
                    first, from the origin of the world: for each creature is like a letter traced
                    by the hand of God: this Book had to be composed of a great multitude of
                    creatures (which are as so many ‘letters’); within them is
                    found Man. He is the main, the capital letter.

                Now, just as letters and words composed from letters constitute
                    a science by amply marshalling different sentences and meanings, so too the
                    creatures, joined and coupled together, form various clauses and sentences,
                    containing the science that is, before all, requisite for us.

                The second Book – Holy Scripture – was
                    subsequently given in default of the first, in which, blinded as he was, he
                    could make out nothing, notwithstanding that the first is common to all whereas
                    the second is not: to read the second book one must be a clerk. Moreover, the
                    Book of Nature cannot be corrupted nor effaced nor falsely interpreted.
                    Therefore the heretics cannot interpret it falsely: from this Book no one
                    becomes an heretic.

                With the Bible, things go differently. Nevertheless both Books
                    derive from the same Author: God created his creatures just as he established
                    his Scriptures. That is why they accord so well together, with no tendency to
                    contradict each other, despite the first one’s symbolizing most
                    closely with our nature and the second one’s being so far above
                    it.

                Since Man, at his Birth, did not find himself furnished with any
                    science (despite his rationality and capacity for knowledge) and since no
                    science can be acquired without books in which it is written down, it was more
                        than reasonable (so that our capacity for learning
                    should not have been given us in vain) that the Divine Intelligence should
                    provide us with the means of instructing ourselves in the doctrine which alone
                    is requisite, without a schoolmaster, naturally, by ourselves.

                That is why that Intelligence made this visible world and gave
                    it to us like a proper, familiar and infallible Book, written by his hand, in
                    which the creatures are ranged like letters – not in accordance to our
                    desires but according to the holy judgement of God, so as to teach us the wisdom
                    and science of our salvation. Yet no one can [now] see and read that great Book
                    by himself (even though it is ever open and present to our eyes) unless he is
                    enlightened by God and cleansed of original sin. And therefore not one of the
                    pagan philosophers of Antiquity could read this science, because they were all
                    blinded concerning the sovereign good; even though they drew all their other
                    sciences and all their knowledge from it, they could never perceive nor discover
                    the wisdom which is enclosed within it nor that true and solid doctrine which
                    guides us to eternal life.

                Now, in anyone capable of discernment, there is engendered a
                    true understanding from a combining together of the creatures like a
                    well-ordered tissue of words. So the method of treating this subject in this
                    treatise is to classify the creatures and to establish their relationships one
                    with the other, taking into consideration their weightiness and what they
                    signify and, after having drawn forth the divine wisdom which they contain,
                    fixing it and impressing it deeply in our hearts and souls.

                

                Now, since the Most Holy Church of Rome is the Mother of all
                    faithful Christians, the Mother of Grace, the Rule of Faith and Truth, I submit
                    to her correction all that is said and contained in this my work.
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                1477 Ramond Eyquem, a rich merchant
                    in Bordeaux trading in wines and salt fish, purchases the estates of
                    Montaigne.

                1497 Birth of Pierre Eyquem
                    (Montaigne’s father) at the family estates.

                1519 Pierre Eyquem, as a result of
                    deaths in the family, inherits the estates at Montaigne and leaves to fight in
                    Italy, entailing an absence of several years.

                1528 Pierre Eyquem marries
                    Antoinette de Louppes, of a rich and politically influential family. The
                    Louppes, a pious Christian family, were descended from Iberian Jews.

                1530 Pierre Eyquem is premier
                        jurat (first magistrate) and Provost of Bordeaux. Birth of Etienne de
                    la Boëtie.

                1533
                    28 February: birth of Michel Eyquem de Montaigne at the family
                    estates.

                1534 A brother, Thomas, is born.

                1535 Montaigne’s German
                    tutor’s aim is to make Latin his first language.
This continues
                    his father’s scheme from the outset.
Another brother, Pierre, is
                    born.

                1536 A sister, Jeanne, is born.

                1539/40 Montaigne enters the
                    Collège de Guyenne at Bordeaux, where the tutors include Mathurin
                    Cordier, Buchanan (the humanist playwright and future Scottish Reformer) and
                    Elie Vinet. He stays there for six years. His understanding tutors encouraged
                    his delight in Latin poetry. He acquired some Greek, but Latin was his literary
                    language.

                1546 Montaigne probably studies
                    philosophy in the Faculty of Arts at Bordeaux.

                1548 Civil disobedience and riots in
                    Bordeaux, fiercely suppressed. Mayors now to be elected for periods of two years
                    only. The Huguenots become established and numerous in the City and its
                    environs.

                1552 Birth of Montaigne’s
                    second sister, Lénor.

                1554 Michel follows his father and
                    becomes counsellor at the Cour des Aides at Périgueux. This Cour is
                    suppressed three years later and the counsellors join the Parlement of Bordeaux.
                    His father becomes Mayor of Bordeaux. 
Birth of third sister, Marie.

                1557/8 Montaigne
                    meets Etienne de la Boëtie, also a member of the Parlement de Bordeaux;
                    their deep and special friendship begins.

                1559 Montaigne visits Paris, and
                    follows King François II to Bar-le-Duc. Amyot’s translation
                    of Plutarch: it greatly influences Montaigne both in thought and style.

                1560 Birth of Montaigne’s
                    brother, Bertrand.

                1561 Second visit to Paris and the
                    Royal Court, partly in connection with the serious religious strife in
                    Guyenne.

                1562 Proclamation of the Edict
                        of the Seventeenth of January 1562 granting limited rights of assembly
                    to members of the ‘so-called Reformed Church’. In June,
                    Etienne de la Boëtie writes a mémoire on that Edict.
                    Montaigne, still in Paris, makes a public profession of Roman Catholicism before
                    the First President of the Parlement de Paris. In October he follows the Royal
                    Army when Rouen is retaken from the Huguenots; he meets there Indians from
                    Brasil. Massacre of Huguenots at Wassy.

                1563
                    February: Montaigne returns to Bordeaux.
18 August: death
                    of La Boëtie at Germinant at the home of Montaigne’s
                    brother-in-law, Lestonnat. Montaigne writes of it to his father. Assassination
                    of François de Guise.

                1564
                    16 October: Montaigne finishes reading the De Rerum Natura of
                    Lucretius and notes at the end the date and 31 (his age). The flyleaves are all
                    covered with dense Latin notes. Several topics in the Essays go back to
                    that initial reading. On a subsequent reading Montaigne made many notes on the
                    pages of the text in French. This edition of Lucretius by Lambinus had been
                    published either late in 1563 or early in 1564.

                1565
                    January: visit of Charles IX to Bordeaux.
Marriage of Montaigne to
                    Françoise de la Chassaigne, the daughter of a colleague in the
                    Parlement de Bordeaux.

                1568 Death of Montaigne’s
                    father, Pierre. Montaigne becomes Seigneur de Montaigne and inherits the domain.
                    (Difficulties with his mother over the inheritance.)

                1569 Montaigne publishes his French
                    translation of the Theologia Naturalis of Raimon Sebon (Raymundus de
                    Sabunde), with the printer G. Chaudière of Paris.

                1570 Montaigne sells his
                    counsellorship of the Parlement de Bordeaux. Goes to Paris to publish works left
                    by Etienne de la Boëtie (Latin, then French).
Birth of his first
                    daughter, Toinette, who dies three months later.

                1571 Montaigne returns to his
                    estates, to consecrate his life to the Muses: to scholarship, philosphy and
                    reflection. He receives the Ordre de Saint-Michel and is named Gentleman of the
                    Chamber by Charles IX.
Birth of Léonor (the only one of his six
                    daughters to live).

                1572
                    24 August: massacre of Saint Bartholomew’s Day. Uprisings at
                    La Rochelle (a stronghold of the Reformed Church).
Publication of the French
                    translation of the Moral Works of Plutarch by Bishop Amyot. It joins
                    other authors studied by Montaigne in the tower of his château.

                1572–4 During the civil
                    wars Montaigne joins the royalist forces. Montaigne dispatched to Bordeaux to
                    advise the Parlement to strengthen their defences.

                1574 Anonymous publication (adapted
                    to Reformed propaganda) of La Boëtie's short treatise De la
                        Servitude volontaire.

                1575 Reads Sextus
                    Empiricus’ Hypotyposes.

                1576 Strikes a medal with the Greek
                    motto I abstain. He is working on his Apology of Raimon
                    Sebon.

                1577 Henri de Navarre names
                    Montaigne Gentleman of the Chamber. About this time suffers his first attack of
                    the stone.

                1580–81
                    1 March: publication of the Essays (Simon Millanges,
                    Bordeaux). Montaigne leaves on his travels. At Paris he offers his book to Henri
                    III, who is delighted with it. On his travels (partly to take the waters)
                    Montaigne visits Plombières, Mülhauser, Basle, Baden,
                    Augsburg, Munich, Innsbruck, the Tyrol, Padua, Venice, Ferrara and Rome (which
                    was reached on 30 November). At Rome his books are impounded, but relations are
                    good. The maestro di Palazzo offers suggestions for changes to be made by
                    Montaigne in his Essays, without further interference. Montaigne has an
                    audience of the Pope, Gregory XIII. On his way back he makes a pilgrimage to
                    Loretto and has medals of the Virgin blessed for his wife and daughter as well
                    as himself. Travels via Florence and Pisa and the baths at Lucca.
17
                        September: leaves on learning that royal approval requires him to
                    become Mayor of Bordeaux.
30 September: arrives home.

                1582 Second edition of the
                        Essays published with the same publisher. Gregory XIII reforms the
                    calendar, a reform accepted in France, but not in England.

                1583 Montaigne re-elected Mayor of
                    Bordeaux for a further two years.

                1582–5 During his
                    Mayoralty Montaigne visits Paris and often stays on his estates. Henri de
                    Navarre, now heir to the throne, visits Montaigne and stays in his
                    château. Montaigne is concerned with high politics as well as local affairs. In 1585 the plague ravages Bordeaux.
                    Montaigne, absent, does not return to the town: he and his family are forced to
                    leave their home, Montaigne, and wander about in search of a safe lodging.

                1587
                    24 October: the King of Navarre dines at Montaigne.

                1588
                    16 February: Montaigne, en route for Paris, is attacked and robbed by
                    soldiers of La Ligue. His goods and freedom are restored to him. His
                    third edition of the Essays is published in Paris by
                    L’Angelier.
Mlle de Gournay sends him greetings from her lodgings
                    in Paris. Montaigne visits her. She becomes eventually his fille
                        d’alliance, virtually an adopted daughter.
June:
                    publication of the greatly expanded edition of the Essays, which now
                    includes a new third book (Paris, L’Angelier).
10 July:
                    Montaigne is arrested in Paris and sent to the Bastille apparently to serve as a
                    hostage. He is restored to freedom the same day by order of Catherine
                    de’ Medici.

                1589
                    2 August: death of Henri III.

                Montaigne begins working on a further expanded edition of the
                        Essays.

                1590
                    18 June: marriage of Montaigne’s daughter Léonor to
                    François de La Tour. Though ill, Montaigne writes to Henri de Navarre
                    (now Henri IV), who replies to him (20 July) and invites him to come as
                    (probably) his adviser.

                1591 Birth of François de
                    La Tour, Montaigne's grand-daughter.

                1592
                    13 September: death of Montaigne during a Mass said in his
                    bed-chamber.

                1595 Montaigne's widow,
                    Pierre de Brach and Marie de Gournay produce the first posthumous edition of the
                        Essays incorporating Montaigne's last additions and
                    changes.

                1601 Death of Montaigne's
                    mother.

                1613 John Florio's
                    translation of the Essays.

            

            
                
                    
                    To the Reader
                    

                    [image: image]
                

                [A] You have here, Reader, a book whose faith can be trusted, a
                    book which warns you from the start that I have set myself no other end but a
                    private family one. I have not been concerned to serve you nor my reputation: my
                    powers are inadequate for such a design. I have dedicated this book to the
                    private benefit of my friends and kinsmen so that, having lost me (as they must
                    do soon) they can find here again some traits of my character and of my humours.
                    They will thus keep their knowledge of me more full, more alive. If my design
                    had been to seek the favour of the world I would have decked myself out [C]
                    better and presented myself in a studied gait.
                        
                        1
                     [A] Here I want to be seen in my simple, natural, everyday fashion,
                    without [C] striving
                        
                        2
                     [A] or artifice: for it is my own self that I am painting. Here, drawn
                    from life, you will read of my defects and my native form so far as respect for
                    social convention allows: for had I found myself among those peoples who are
                    said still to live under the sweet liberty of Nature's primal laws, I
                    can assure you that I would most willingly have portrayed myself whole, and
                    wholly naked.

                And therefore, Reader, I myself am the subject of my book: it is
                    not reasonable that you should employ your leisure on a topic so frivolous and
                    so vain.

                Therefore, Farewell:

                From Montaigne;
 this first of March, One thousand,
                    five hundred and eighty.
                        
                        3
                    

            

        

    


BOOK I
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1. We reach the same end by discrepant means
[image: image]

[This first chapter treats of war and history, subjects appropriate to a nobleman. Montaigne introduces the irrational (astonishment, ecstasy and the fury of battle) and shows how unpredictable are the reactions of even great, brave and virtuous men. The verb to assay is used three times; explanations of motives are mere conjecture – what ‘could be said’; [A] cites the exemplum of Conrad III from the foreword to Bodin’s Method towards an Easy Understanding of History, which Montaigne was reading about 1578. In [B] he adds his own reactions.]


[A] The most common way of softening the hearts of those we have offended once they have us at their mercy with vengeance at hand is to move them to commiseration and pity [C] by our submissiveness.

[A] Yet flat contrary means, bravery and steadfastness,1 have sometimes served to produce the same effect.

Edward, Prince of Wales2 – the one who long governed our Guyenne and whose qualities and fortune showed many noteworthy characteristics of greatness – having been offended by the inhabitants of Limoges, took their town by force. The lamentations of the townsfolk, the women and the children left behind to be butchered crying for mercy and throwing themselves at his feet, did not stop him until eventually, passing ever deeper into the town, he noticed three French noblemen who, alone, with unbelievable bravery, were resisting the thrust of his victorious army. Deference and respect for such remarkable valour first blunted the edge of his anger; then starting with those three he showed mercy on all the other inhabitants of the town.

Scanderbeg, Prince of Epirus, was pursuing one of his soldiers in order to kill him. The soldier, having assayed all kinds of submissiveness and supplications to try and appease him, as a last resort resolved to await him, sword in hand. Such resolution stopped his Master’s fury short; having seen him take so honourable a decision he granted him his pardon. (This example will allow of a different interpretation only from those who have not read of the prodigious strength and courage of that Prince.)

The Emperor Conrad III had besieged Guelph, Duke of Bavaria; no matter how base and cowardly were the satisfactions offered him, the most generous condition he would vouchsafe was to allow the noblewomen who had been besieged with the Duke to come out honourably on foot, together with whatever they could carry on their persons. They, with greatness of heart, decided to carry out on their shoulders their husbands, their children and the Duke himself. The Emperor took such great pleasure at seeing the nobility of their minds that he wept for joy and quenched all the bitterness of that mortal deadly hatred he had harboured against the Duke; from then on he treated him and his family kindly.

[B] Both of these means would have swayed me easily, for I have a marvellous weakness towards mercy and clemency – so much so that I would be more naturally moved by compassion than by respect. Yet for the Stoics pity is a vicious emotion: they want us to succour the afflicted but not to give way and commiserate with them.

[A] Now these examples seem to me to be even more to the point in that souls which have been assaulted and assayed by both those methods can be seen to resist one without flinching only to bow to the other.

It could be said that for one’s mind to yield to pity is an effect of affability, gentleness – and softness (that is why weaker natures such as those of women, children and the common-people are more subject to them) – whereas, disdaining [C] tears [A] and supplications3 and then yielding only out of respect for the holy image of valour is the action of a strong, unbending soul, reserving its good-will and honour for stubborn, masculine vigour. Yet ecstatic admiration and amazement can produce a similar effect in the less magnanimous. Witness the citizens of Thebes: they had impeached their captains on capital charges for having extended their mandates beyond the period they had prescribed and preordained for them; they were scarcely able to pardon Pelopidas, who, bending beneath the weight of such accusations, used only petitions and supplications in his defence, whereas on the contrary when Epaminondas came and gloriously related the deeds he had done and reproached the people with them proudly [C] and arrogantly, [A] they had no heart for even taking the ballots into their hands: the meeting broke up, greatly praising the high-mindedness of that great figure.

[C] The elder Dionysius had captured, after long delays and extreme difficulties, the town of Rhegium together with its commander Phyton, an outstanding man who had stubbornly defended it. He resolved to make him into a terrible example of vengeance. Dionysius first told him how he had, the previous day, drowned his son and all his relations. Phyton merely replied that they were happier than he was, by one day. Next he had him stripped, seized by executioners and dragged through the town while he was flogged, cruelly and ignominiously, and plied with harsh and shameful insults. But Phyton’s heart remained steadfast and he did not give way; on the contrary, with his face set firm he loudly recalled the honourable and glorious cause of his being condemned to death – his refusal to surrender his country into the hands of a tyrant – and he threatened Dionysius with swift punishment from the gods. Dionysius read in the eyes of the mass of his soldiers that, instead of being provoked by the taunts which this vanquished enemy made at the expense of their leader and of his triumph, they were thunder-struck by so rare a valour, beginning to soften, wondering whether to mutiny, and ready to snatch Phyton from the hands of his guards; so he brought Phyton’s martyrdom to an end and secretly sent him to be drowned in the sea.

[A] Man is indeed an object miraculously vain, various and wavering. It is difficult to found a judgement on him which is steady and uniform. Here you have Pompey pardoning the entire city of the Mamertines, against whom he was deeply incensed, out of consideration for the valour and great-heartedness of Zeno,4 a citizen who assumed full responsibility for the public wrong-doing and who begged no other favour than alone to bear the punishment for it. Yet that host of Sylla showed similar bravery in the city of Perugia and gained nothing thereby, neither for himself nor for the others.

[B] And, directly against my first examples, Alexander, the staunchest of men and the most generous towards the vanquished, stormed, after great hardship, the town of Gaza and came across Betis who commanded it; of his valour during the siege he had witnessed staggering proofs; now Betis was alone, deserted by his own men, his weapons shattered; all covered with blood and wounds, he was still fighting in the midst of several Macedonians who were slashing at him on every side. Alexander was irritated by so dearly won a victory (among other losses he had received two fresh wounds in his own body); he said to him: ‘You shall not die as you want to, Betis! Take note that you will have to suffer every kind of torture which can be thought up against a prisoner!’ To these menaces Betis (not only looking assured but contemptuous and proud) replied not a word. Then Alexander, seeing his haughty and stubborn silence said: ‘Has he bent his knee? Has he let a word of entreaty slip out? Truly I will overcome that refusal of yours to utter a sound: if I cannot wrench a word from you I will at least wrench a groan.’ And as his anger turned to fury he ordered his heels to be pierced5 and, dragging him alive behind a cart, had him lacerated and dismembered.

Was it because [C] bravery was so usual for him6 that [B] he was never struck with wonder by it and therefore respected it less? [C] Or was it because he thought bravery to be so properly his own that he could not bear to see it at such a height in anyone else without anger arising from an emotion of envy; or did the natural violence of his anger allow of no opposition? Truly if his anger could ever have suffered a bridle it is to be believed that it would have done so during the storming and sack of Thebes, at seeing so many valiant men put to the sword, men lost and with no further means of collective defence. For a good six thousand of them were killed, none of whom was seen to run away or to beg for mercy; on the contrary all were seeking, here and there about the streets, to confront the victorious enemy and to provoke them into giving them an honourable death. None was so overcome with wounds that he did not assay with his latest breath to wreak revenge and to find consolation for his own death in the death of an enemy. Yet their afflicted valour evoked no pity; a day was not long enough to slake the vengeance of Alexander: this carnage lasted until the very last drop of blood remained to be spilt; it spared only those who were disarmed – the old men, women and children – from whom were drawn thirty thousand slaves.






2. On sadness
[image: image]

[Chapters 2–18 (in their [A] version) seem to date from the earliest period, reflecting the influence of books which Montaigne was reading about 1572 – Guicciardini’s History of Italy, Jean Bouchet’s Mémoires d’Aquitaine and the Mémoires of the Du Bellay brothers. ‘On sadness’ shows Montaigne’s concern with ecstasies produced by strong emotions and his impatience with merely fashionable tristesse (sadness) which sought to ape the abstracted, pensive depths of melancholy genius (as portrayed, for example, by Dürer).]


[B] I am among those who are most free from this emotion; [C] I neither like it nor think well of it, even though the world, by common consent, has decided to honour it with special favour. Wisdom is decked out in it; so are Virtue and Conscience – a daft and monstrous adornment. More reasonably it is not sadness but wickedness that the Italians have baptised tristezza,1 for it is a quality which is ever harmful, ever mad. The Stoics forbid this emotion to their sages as being base and cowardly.

[A] But a story is told about Psammenitus, a King of Egypt. When he was defeated and captured by Cambises the King of Persia he showed no emotion as he saw his daughter walk across in front of him, dressed as a servant and sent to draw water. All his friends were about him, weeping and lamenting: he remained quiet, his eyes fixed on the ground. Soon afterwards he saw his son led away to execution; he kept the same countenance. But when he saw one of his household friends brought in among the captives, he began to beat his head and show grief.2

You can compare that with what we recently saw happen to one of our princes.3 He was at Trent: first he heard the news of the death of his very special elder brother, the support and pride of his whole family; then came the death of his younger brother, their second hope. He bore both these blows with exemplary fortitude; yet, when a few days later one of his men happened to die, he let himself be carried away by this event; he abandoned his resolute calm and gave himself over to grief and sorrow – so much so that some argued that only this last shock had touched him to the quick. The truth is that he was already brimful of sadness, so the least extra burden broke down the barriers of his endurance.

We could, I suggest, put the same interpretation on the story of Psammenitus, except that the account goes on to tell us that Cambises asked him why he had remained unmoved by the fate of his son and daughter yet showed such emotion at the death of his friend. ‘Only the last of these misfortunes can be expressed by tears’, he replied; ‘the first two are way beyond any means of expression.’

That may explain the solution adopted by a painter in antiquity.4 He had to portray the grief shown on the faces of the people who were present when Iphigenia was sacrificed, giving each of them the degree of sorrow appropriate to his feelings of involvement in the death of that fair and innocent young woman. By the time he came to portray the father of Iphigenia he had exhausted all the resources of his art, so he painted him with his face veiled over, as though no countenance could display a grief so intense.

That is why the poets feign that when Niobe lost seven sons and then seven daughters she was overcome by such bereavements and was finally turned into a rock:

Diriguisse malis.
 [Petrified by such misfortunes.]5


By this they expressed that sad, deaf, speechless stupor which seizes us when we are overwhelmed by tragedies beyond endurance.

The force of extreme sadness inevitably stuns the whole of our soul, impeding her freedom of action. It happens to us when we are suddenly struck with alarm by some really bad news: we are enraptured, seized, paralysed in all our movements in such a way that, afterwards, when the soul lets herself go with tears and lamentations, she seems to have struggled loose, disentangled herself and become free to range about as she wishes:

[B] Et via vix tandem voci laxata dolore est.
 [And then, at length, his grief can just force open a channel for his voice.]6


[C] In the war which King Ferdinand waged near Buda against the widow of King John of Hungary, there was a German officer called Raïsciac. As he saw men bringing back the body of a soldier slung across a horse, he joined in the general mourning for the man who had shown exceptional bravery in the clash of battle. Like the others he was curious to know who the man was. When they took off the armour he recognized his son. Amid all the public tears he alone stood dry-eyed, saying nothing, his gaze fixed on his son until the violent strain of that sadness froze his vital spirits and, just as he was, toppled him dead to the ground.7

[A] Chi puo dir com’ egli arde e in picciol fuoco –
 [He who can describe how his heart is ablaze is burning on a small pyre]8 –


that is what lovers say when they want to express an unbearable passion.

   misero quod omnes

Eripit sensus mihi. Nam simul te,

 Lesbia, aspexi, nihil est super mi

   Quod loquar amens.


Lingua sed torpet, tenuis sub artus

Flamma dimanat, sonitu suopte

Tinniunt aures, gemina teguntur

   Lumina nocte.


[How pitiable I am. Love snatches my senses from me. As soon as I see you, Lesbia, I can say nothing to you; I am out of my mind; my tongue sticks in my mouth; a fiery flame courses through my limbs; my ears are ringing and darkness covers both my eyes.]9

[B] We cannot display our grief or our convictions during the living searing heat of the attack; the soul is then burdened by deep thought and the body is cast down, languishing for love. [A] That is the source of the occasional impotence which sometimes comes so unseasonably upon men when making love, and of that chill produced, in the very lap of their delight by excessive ardour. For pleasures to be tasted and then digested they must remain moderate:

Curae leves loquuntur, ingentes stupent.
 [Light cares can talk: huge one are struck dumb.]10


[B] We can be equally stunned when surprised by joy unhoped for:

Ut me conspexit venientem, et Troïa circum
 Arma amens vidit, magnis exterrita monstris, 
 Diriguit visu in medio, calor ossa reliquit, 
 Labitur, et longo vix tandem tempore fatur.


[As soon as she noticed me coming and saw the arms of Troy all about her, she went out of her mind. As though terrified by some dreadful portents her gaze became fixed upon them, the heat drained from her body; she fell to the ground and for a long time uttered not a word.]11

[A] There was a Roman woman who was surprised by joy on seeing her son return from the rout at Cannae and fell down dead; Sophocles and Dionysius the Tyrant died of happiness; Talva died in Corsica upon reading the news of the honours conferred on him by the Senate. Apart from these it is claimed that in our own century Pope Leo X entered into such an excess of joy upon being told of the capture of Milan (his desire for which had been extreme) that he took fever and died.

And there is an even more noteworthy witness to [C] human [A] weakness:12 the Ancients recorded that Diodorus the Dialectician ‘fell in the field’, overcome by an extreme sense of shame at being unable to refute arguments put to him in public in the presence of his followers.

[B] Violent emotions like these have little hold on me. By nature my sense of feeling has a hard skin, which I daily toughen and thicken by arguments.






3. Our emotions get carried away beyond us
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[Many of the exempla in this chapter are rooted in war. They show, as do the more personal ones, how men fruitlessly worry about what happens to their bodies after death. Montaigne already states (as later he will insist) that a human being only is (only exists) when body and soul are conjoined.]


[B] Those who reproach humanity with always gaping towards the future and who teach us to grasp present goods and to be satisfied with them since we have no hold over what is to come – less hold, even, than we have over the past – touch upon the most common of human aberrations (if we dare use the word ‘aberration’ for something towards which Nature herself brings us in the service of the perpetuation of her handiwork, [C] impressing this false thought upon us as she does many others, more ardently concerned as she is for us to do than to know). [B] We are never ‘at home’: we are always outside ourselves. Fear, desire, hope, impel us towards the future; they rob us of feelings and concern for what now is, in order to spend time over what will be – even when we ourselves shall be no more. [C] ‘Calamitosus est animus futuri anxius’ [Wretched is a mind anxious about the future].1

‘Do what thou hast to do, and know thyself’ – that great precept is often cited by Plato;2 each clause of it embraces our entire duty, generally, and similarly embraces its fellow. Whoever would do what he has to do would see that the first thing he must learn is to know what he is and what is properly his. And whoever does know himself never considers external things to be his; above all other things he loves and cultivates himself: he rejects excessive concerns as well as useless thoughts and resolutions. ‘Ut stultitia etsi adepta est quod concupivit nunquam se tamen satis consecutam putat: sic sapientia semper eo contenta est quod adest, neque eam unquam sui poenitet.’ [Folly never thinks it has enough, even when it obtains what it desires, but Wisdom is happy with what is to hand and is never vexed with itself.]3 Epicurus frees his Wise Man from anticipation and worry about the future.4

[B] The most solid of our laws concerning the dead seems to me to be the one which requires the deeds of monarchs to be examined once their life is over. They are, if not the masters, then the companions of the laws: that which Justice could not visit upon their heads can rightly be visited upon their reputations and on the goods of their heirs – things we often prefer to life itself. It is a custom which brings many singular advantages to those peoples who observe it; it is something to be desired by good monarchs [C] who have cause to complain that the memory of the wicked is honoured just like their own. We owe subordination and obedience to all our kings equally, for that concerns their office; but we owe esteem and affection only to their virtue. Let us concede this much to the political order: to suffer kings patiently when unworthy, to hide their vices and to encourage their indifferent actions with our approbation – while their authority needs our support. But once our commerce with them is over, it is not reasonable to deprive Justice and our own freedom of the right to express our true feelings – and especially to deprive good subjects of the glory of having reverently and faithfully served a master whose imperfections were so well known to them, thus depriving posterity of so useful an example. Those who out of some private obligation wickedly espouse the memory of an unpraiseworthy monarch put private above public justice. Livy rightly says that the speech of men brought up under monarchies is always full of foolish pomposity and vain testimony, as each one of them elevates his king, regardless of merit, to the ultimate point of valour and sovereign greatness.5

One may reprove the greatness of soul of those two soldiers who answered Nero back to his face: one of them, when asked by Nero why he wished him ill, retorted: ‘I loved you while you deserved it; but since you have become a parricide, a fire-raiser, a mountebank and a chariot-driver, I hate you as you deserve’; the other, asked why he wanted to kill him, replied, ‘Because I can find no other remedy to your continual misdoings’; but how can anyone of sound judgement reprove those public and universal testimonies to his tyrannous and vile deeds which were rendered after his death – and always will be?6

It displeases me that such lying veneration should be found in so religious a regime as that of Sparta. On the death of their kings all their allies and neighbours and all the helots – men and women indiscriminately – slashed their foreheads in token of their grief, declaring in their cries and lamentations that the dead king was the best they had ever had, thus attributing to rank the praise which belongs to merit and attributing to the least and the lowest what belongs to the highest merit.7

Aristotle, who goes into everything, takes the saying of Solon that ‘nobody can be termed happy before he is dead’ and inquires whether even a man who has lived and died ordinately can be called happy if his reputation fares badly and if his descendants are wretched.8 While we can move we can transport ourselves by anticipation wherever we may please: but once we have gone outside our being we have no commerce with that which is. It would be better to tell Solon that no man is ever happy, therefore, since he only is so when he is no more.9

[B] Quisquam
Vix radicitus e vita se tollit, et ejicit: 
 Sed facit esse sui quiddam super inscius ipse, 
 Nec removet satis aprojecto corpore sese, et
 Vindicat.


[A man does not tear himself from life by the roots and cast himself away: unawares, he dreams that some part of himself will still remain; he does not withdraw enough from that cast-off body nor free himself.]10

[A] Bertrand Du Guesclin died at the siege of Rancon castle near Le Puy in Auvergne. When the besieged later surrendered they were made to bring out the keys of the fortress borne on the body of that dead man. When Bartolomeo d’Alviano, the general of the Venetian army, had died in the service of their wars in. Brescia, his corpse had to be brought back to Venice through the territory of their enemy, Verona; the majority in the army were in favour of asking the Veronese for a safe-conduct but Teodoro Trivulcio opposed it, choosing to pass through their lands by force of arms at the hazard of battle. ‘It is not becoming,’ he said, ‘that he who never feared his enemy while alive should show fear of them when dead.’11

[B] In a kindred matter, by the laws of the Greeks anyone who asked leave of the enemy to retrieve a corpse for burial had definitely given up any claim to victory; it was not licit to erect a trophy. For him to whom the request was made it was proof that he had won. That is how Nicias lost the advantage he so clearly had over the Corinthians, and how on the other hand Agesilaus rendered certain the doubtful advantage he had acquired over the Boeotians.12

[A] These details might seem odd, were it not acceptable in all ages to project beyond this life the care we have for ourselves, and to believe moreover that divine favours often accompany us to the tomb and extend to our remains. There are so many ancient examples of this, let alone our own, that there is no need for me to dilate on them. Edward I, King of England, in the long wars with Robert, King of Scotland, had assayed how great an advantage his presence conferred on his affairs since he always won the victory when personally present at an engagement; when he was dying he bound his son by a solemn oath to boil his body as soon as he was dead, so as to separate his flesh from his bones and bury it; as for his bones, he was to keep them, carrying them with him in his army whenever he should happen to be fighting against the Scots – as though it were fated by Destiny that victory should reside in his joints.

[B] John Vischa, who brought insurrection to Bohemia in defence of the errors of Wyclif, wished to be flayed after death and his skin to be made into a drum to bear in battle against his foes; he reckoned that that would prolong the superiority which he had known in the wars he had waged against them. Similarly certain Indians bore into battle against the Spaniards the bones of one of their leaders, out of respect for the good fortune which he had known in life. And other tribes in that same World bear in their war-train the bodies of their valiant men who had died in battle, to provide both good fortune and encouragement.13 [A] My first examples were of men seeking to preserve in the tomb reputations acquired by previous acts: the later ones intended to convey that they still could act; but the deed of Captain Bayard constitutes a better compact: realizing he was fatally wounded in the body by a volley of harquebuses, he replied when advised to withdraw from the fray that he would not now at the end of his life start to turn his back on the enemy; having fought as long as he had strength, feeling himself faint and sliding from his saddle, he commanded his batman to lay him at the foot of a tree, but in such a fashion that he should die facing the foe. As he did.14

I must add this further example, which is as worthy of note in this connection as any of the foregoing. The Emperor Maximilian, the great-grandfather of the present King Philip, was a monarch fully endowed with great advantages; among others, he was singularly handsome. One of his humours was flat contrary to that of princes who, to get through important business, make a throne of their lavatory: he never allowed a valet such intimacy as to see him on his privy. He would even hide away to pass water, being as scrupulous as a [C] maiden [A] about uncovering, for a doctor or anyone else, those parts which are customarily kept hidden.15 [B] I myself, so shameless in speech, have nevertheless in my complexion a touch of such modesty: except when strongly moved by necessity or pleasure I rarely let anyone’s eyes see those members or those actions which our customs ordain to be hidden. I find this all the more constraining in that I do not think it becoming in a man, above all in one of my calling.16 But Maximilian became [A] so scrupulous that he expressly commanded in his will that linen drawers should be tied on him when he was dead. He should have added a codicil saying that the man who pulled them on ought to be blindfold!

[C] The order which Cyrus gave to his children (that neither they nor any others should see or touch his body once his soul had left it) I attribute to some personal vow; for among their other great qualities both he and his historian sowed broadcast through their lives a singular care and reverence for religion.17

[B] I was not pleased by a tale which a great prince told me about a member of a family allied to mine, a man well-known in peace and war: when very old, and dying within his court extremely tormented by the stone, he consumed all his last hours with vehement cares about the dignity and pomp of his funeral: he summoned all the nobility who visited him to promise to join his cortège. He urgently begged this very prince, who saw him in his last moments, to command that his family be present, employing many examples and arguments to prove that it was appropriate to a man of his station; and having extracted that promise and established to his liking the arrangements and order of his procession, he seemed to die happy.

I have rarely known vanity so persistent.

That opposite care (and my family does not lack an example of that either) seems to me to be cousin-german to the other: it consists in getting worried and worked up at this final stage about restricting the attendance (out of some private and unwonted frugality) to one servant and one lantern. I have seen this humour praised, as was the command of Marcus Aemilius Lepidus, who forbade his heirs to perform for him the ceremonies which were customary in such matters.18 Is it still temperance and frugality if we avoid expenditures the use of which – and pleasures all knowledge of which – we are incapable of perceiving? An easy way to reform; and it costs little!

[C] If it were necessary to make arrangements for it, my decision would be that in this as in all other of life’s actions each man should conform his principles to the size of his fortune; Lycon, the philosopher, wisely prescribed that his friends should lay his body where they thought best, and, as far as the funeral was concerned, should make it neither excessive nor niggardly.19 [B] I shall leave it [C] purely to custom to order this ceremony; I shall entrust myself to the discretion of the first people this duty shall fall to.20 ‘Totus hic locus est contemnendus in nobis, non negligendus in nostris.’ [All this is a matter to be despised for ourselves but not neglected for our own.] And a saint put it a saintly way: ‘Curatio funeris, conditio sepulturae, pompa exsequiarum magis sunt vivorum solatia quam subsidia mortuorum.’ [The arranging of funerals, the choosing of tombs and the pomp of obsequies are consolations for the living rather than supports for the dead.] That is why Socrates (when Crito asked him in his final moments how he wanted to be buried) replied, ‘Just as you wish.’

[B] If I had to trouble myself further, I would find it more worthy toimitate those who set about enjoying the disposition and honour of their tombs while they are still alive and breathing, and who take pleasure in seeing their dead faces carved in marble. Happy are they who can please and delight their senses with things insensate – and who can live off their death.

[C] I can almost enter into an implacable hatred against all democratic rule (even though it seems to me to be the most natural and the most equitable) when I think of the inhuman injustice of the people of Athens, who sentenced to death, without remission, without even listening to their defence, those brave commanders who had just won that naval engagement against the Spartans off the Argunisae Islands; it was the most closely contested battle and the greatest that the Greek forces had ever fought at sea; but after that victory, rather than staying to gather up their dead and bury them, they had exploited the opportunities offered them by the laws of war. Diomedon’s action made their execution even more odious: he was one of the condemned, a man of notable virtue in both war and politics; after hearing the judgement condemning them, he advanced to speak, only then obtaining a quiet hearing; instead of exploiting this for the good of his cause and for revealing the manifest injustice of so cruel a verdict, he showed only concern for the protection of his judges: he prayed the gods to turn this judgement to their advantage; and, lest failure to carry out the vows which he and his companions had made in gratitude for such glorious good fortune should draw down the wrath of the gods upon them, he then told them what those vows had been. Then, without another word and without bargaining, he strode courageously to his execution.

A few years later Fortune punished the Athenians by giving them sops from their own bread: for Chabrias the captain-general of their navy had got the upper hand over Pollis the Spartan admiral off the island of Naxos, but he lost the fruit of the victory clean outright – though it was of great consequence to them – out of fear induced by this exemplary punishment. Rather than lose a few dead bodies of his friends floating in the water, he allowed to sail away in safety a vast array of living enemies, who made them pay dearly later on for so grievous a superstition.21

Quaeris quojaceas post obitum loco?
 Quo non nata jacent.


[You ask where you will lie after death? 
 Why, where the unborn lie.]22


On the other hand the following poet endows a body bereft of its soul with the ability to feel at rest:

Neque sepulchrum quo recipiat, habeat portum corporis,
Ubi, remissa humana vita, corpus requiescat a malis.


[May it have no tomb to welcome it, no harbour where, having surrendered human life, the body may find a rest from evils.]23














4. How the soul discharges its emotions against false objects when lacking real ones
[image: image]

[As often in the Essays, ‘soul’ here includes all aspects of the human personality not strictly corporeal. Montaigne is especially concerned in this chapter with those irrational bursts of choler which are vented in wrath directed against inanimate or guiltless objects and which sweep over great generals every bit as much as over a girl distraught with grief for her brother or over a gouty old man. Our mind (our esprit) is ever like that: prone to be irrational as well as refractory to right rule.]


[A] A local gentleman of ours who is marvellously subject to gout would answer his doctors quite amusingly when asked to give up salted meats entirely. He would say that he liked to have something to blame when tortured by the onslaughts of that illness: the more he yelled out curses against the saveloy or the tongue or the ham, the more relief he felt. Seriously though, when our arm is raised to strike it pains us if the blow lands nowhere and merely beats the air; similarly, if a prospect is to be made pleasing it must not be dissipated and scattered over an airy void but have some object at a reasonable distance to sustain it:

[B] Ventus ut amittit vires, nisi robore densæ
 Occurant silvæ spatio diffusus inani;


[As winds, unless they come up against dense woods, lose their force and are distended into empty space;]1

[A] it seems that the soul too, in the same way, loses itself in itself when shaken and disturbed unless it is given something to grasp on to; and so we must always provide it with an object to butt up against and to act upon. Plutarch says of those who dote over pet monkeys or little dogs that the faculty for loving which is in all of us, rather than remaining useless forges a false and frivolous object for want of a legitimate one.2 And we can see that our souls deceive themselves in their emotions by erecting some false fantastical object rather than let there be nothing to act upon. [B] Animals are likewise carried away by anger: they attack the stone or piece of iron which has wounded them or else take vengeance on the pain they feel by biting themselves:

Pannonis haud aliter post ictum saevior ursa
 Cum jaculum parva Lybis amentavit habena, 
 Se rotat in vulnus, telumque irata receptum
 Impetit, et secum fugientem circuit hastam.


[Not otherwise does the bear in Pannonia: made more savage by the blow struck by the Libyan hunter with his dart tied to a leather thong, she rolls on her wound and attacks the weapon buried in her flesh and chases it round and round in circles as it flees from her.]3

[A] What causes do we not discover for the ills which befall us! What will we not attack, rightly or wrongly, rather than go without something to skirmish against? It is not those blond maiden tresses which you are tearing, nor the whiteness of that bosom which you are beating so cruelly in your distress, which killed your beloved brother with an unlucky musket-ball. [C] When the Roman army in Spain lost those two great commanders who were brothers, Pliny says ‘flere omnes repente et offensare capita’. [at once, they all start weeping and beating their heads.]4 A common practice. And was it not amusing of Bion the philosopher to ask of that king who was tearing out his hair in grief: ‘Does he think that alopecia gives relief from sorrow?’5 [A] And who has not seen a man sink his teeth into playing-cards and swallow the lot or else stuff a set of dice down his throat so as to have something to avenge himself on for the loss of his money! Xerxes flogged the waters [C] of the Hellespont, put them in shackles and heaped insults upon them [A] and wrote out a challenge defying Mount Athos; Cyrus kept an entire army occupied for several days in taking revenge on the river Gyndus for the fright it gave him when he was crossing it; and Caligula demolished a very beautiful house on account of the pleasure his mother had taken in it.6

[C] In my younger days the country-folk used to tell how one of our neighbours’ kings who had received a good cudgelling from God swore to get his revenge on him by ordering that, for ten years, nobody should pray to Him, mention Him nor (insofar as it lay in his power) even believe in Him. By this they meant to portray not so much the folly as the inborn arrogance of the nation about which this story was told.7 Those vices always go together but, in truth, such actions are more beholden to overweening pride than to stupidity.

[A] When Caesar Augustus had been battered by a storm, he began to defy Neptune, the god of the sea; to get his revenge during the ceremonies at the games in the Roman Circus he removed his statue from its place among the others. In that, he was less excusable than the generals mentioned above – and less than he himself was later on when, having lost in Germany a battle under Quintilius Varus, he kept beating his head against the wall in anger and despair, crying, ‘Varus! Give me back my soldiers!’ Those other cases surpass all folly since they add blasphemy to it when they address [C] themselves thus [A] to God – or even to Fortune as though she had ears subject to our assaults – [C] following the example of the Thracians who revenge themselves like a Titan during thunder and lightning by shooting darts into the sky, seeking to bring God to his senses by a shower of arrows.8

[A] Yet as that old poet says in Plutarch:

Point ne se faut courroucer aux affaires: 
 II ne leur chaut de toutes nos choleres


[There is no point in getting angry against events: they are indifferent to our wrath.]9

[B] But we shall never utter enough abuse against the unruliness of our minds.











5. Whether the governor of a besieged fortress should go out and parley
[image: image]

[This chapter, arising from Montaigne’s reflections on his reading of Renaissance French and Italian historians in the light of his own experience of war, belongs to those chapters which he wrote near the beginning of his enterprise, when the Essays appear to have been intended mainly as a gentleman’s thoughts on matters military and political.]


[A] In the war against Perseus, king of Macedonia, the Roman legate Lucius Marcius, wishing to gain the time he still needed to get his army ready, sowed hints of agreement by which the king was lulled into granting a truce for several days, thus furnishing his enemy with the opportunity and freedom to arm himself; because of this the king met his final downfall. Nevertheless [C] the old men in the Senate, mindful of the morals of their forefathers, condemned this action as being opposed to their practices [C] in ancient times which were, they said, to fight with valour not with trickery, surprise attacks or night encounters; nor did they use pretended flight or unexpected charges; they never made war before it was declared and seldom before announcing the time and place of the battle. From the same conscientious scruple they sent that treacherous doctor back to Pyrrhus and that wicked schoolmaster back to the Phalisci. Those were truly Roman ways of acting – not Grecian guile or Punic cunning, for which it is less glorious to win by might than by deceit. There may be a momentary advantage in deception, but only those men acknowledge that they are beaten who know that it was neither by ruse nor mischance but by valour, soldier against soldier in a legitimate and just war. It is clear from what those good men decided that they had not yet accepted [A] that fine saying:

dolus an virtus quis in hoste requirat?
 [Trickery or valour: what does it matter between enemies?]1


[C] According to Polybius, the Achaeans detested all kinds of ruses in their wars, only holding it to be a victory when the hearts of their enemies were beaten low. Another writer said: ‘Eam vir sanctus et sapiens sciet veram esse victoriam, quæ salva fide et integra aignitate parabitur.’ [A man who is pious and wise will know that a real victory is won only when integrity is safeguarded and greatness kept intact.]

Vos ne velit an me regnare hera quidve ferat fors
 Virtute experiamur.


[Let us make trial by valour, to see whether my Lady Fortune wishes you to prevail or me.]2

In the kingdom of Ternate, among those peoples whom we complacently dub barbarous, custom requires that they never start to fight without a declaration of war, to which is added a full statement of the means they have at their disposal: what they are, how many men they have, what munitions, what arms for both attack and defence. But once having done that, if their enemies do not give in or reach an agreement they permit themselves to do their worst, believing they cannot be reproached for treachery, for cunning or for any means leading to victory.3

The ancient Florentines were so far from wishing to get the better of their enemies by surprise attacks that a month before they sent their armies into the field they gave them warnings by continuously tolling the bell they called the Martinella.4

[A] We are less scrupulous: we hold that the honour of a war goes to him who wins by it, and following Lysander we say that when the lion’s skin does not suffice we must sew on a patch from the fox’s.5 From such cunning derive the most usual opportunities for surprising the enemy: there is no hour when a commander ought to be more on his guard, we say, than during parleys and when treating for peace. That explains why it is a precept on the lips of all fighting-men of our time that no governor of a besieged fortress should ever personally go out to parley. In our fathers’ days the Seigneurs de Montmord and de l’Assigny, when defending Mousson against the Count of Nassau, were blamed for doing so.

But by this reckoning a man would be justified if he went out in such a manner that the safety and advantage remained with his own side, as happened to Guy de Rangon when the Seigneur de l’Escut drew near to parley during the siege of Reggio (if we are to believe Du Bellay, that is, for Guicciardini said it happened to himself): Rangon clung so close to his fortress that when a disturbance broke out during the parley Monsieur de L’Escut and his troops who had advanced with him found themselves to be the weaker party, with the result that not only was Alessandro Trivulzio killed there but l’Escut himself was forced to take the Count at his word and, for greater safety, to dash after him into his citadel to shelter from the violence.6

[B] Eumenes was pressed by Antigonus, who was besieging him in the town of Nora, to come out and parley; after several other considerations, Antigonus asserted that since he was the greater and the stronger it was only right that Eumenes should come out to him. Eumenes made this noble answer: ‘I shall never reckon anyone to be greater than I am so long as I have the use of my sword.’ He would not agree until Antigonus, as he had requested, had handed over his nephew Ptolomy as hostage.7

[A] Yet some have done very well to trust in the word of their assailant and to come out. Witness Henry de Vaux, a knight from Champagne. He was under siege by the English in Commercy castle; Barthélemy de Bonnes, who was in charge of the operations, first sapped the greater part of the fortress so that all that was needed was a match and the besieged would be buried beneath the ruins; he then summoned Henry to come out to parley – for his own advantage. He was one of four who did so. When he was made to see with his own eyes that his destruction was inevitable, he felt singularly indebted to the enemy; once he had surrendered himself and his men into their power the fuse of the mine was lighted, the wooden props began to give way and the castle was blown up from roof to basement.8

[B] I readily trust others: but I would only do so with difficulty if ever I were to give grounds for thinking that I was acting out of despair or from lack of courage rather than from frankness and trust in a man’s word. 






6. The hour of parleying is dangerous
[image: image]

[Montaigne wrote this when the Siege of Mussidan (April 1569) was fresh in his mind. Mussidan is less than twenty miles from Montaigne itself.]


[A] Nevertheless I recently saw during the siege of near-by Mussidan that those who had been forcibly dislodged by our army, as well as others of their faction, cried out as though it were treachery when, during the negotiations for an agreement, while the proceedings were still under way, they were taken unawares and hacked to pieces: an accusation which in another century might have seemed justified. But as I have just said, our ways are entirely removed from such rules: nowadays people must not trust each other before the very last binding seal has been affixed. And even that is not enough; [C] it is always a hazardous decision to trust that it will be the good pleasure of a victorious army to keep the promises made to a town which has just surrendered upon generous and favourable terms and to allow free entry to the heated soldiery. Lucius Aemilius Regillus, the Roman praetor, having made an assay of taking the town of Phocaea by force, but having wasted his time because of the outstanding prowess shown by the citizens in their defence, made a pact with them by which they would be accepted as Friends of the Roman People, while he would make an entry as into a confederate city; by which he removed all fear of a hostile action. Whereupon, in order to appear in greater pomp, he immediately brought his army in with him; but no matter what effort he employed it was not in his power to restrain his troops: before his very eyes they sacked a large section of the town, the rights of greed and vengeance overriding those due to his office and to army discipline.1

[A] Cleomenes maintained that, no matter what harm you inflicted on an enemy in war-time, that action was, before gods and men, always above the law and in no way subject to it. So having made a seven-day truce with the Argives, he fell upon them three nights later and killed them while they slept, maintaining that nothing had been said in his truce about nighttime. But the gods took revenge on such crafty perfidy.2

[C] During a parley, while the citizens of Casilinum were dithering over their sureties their town was taken by surprise – yet that was during the age of Rome’s justest commanders and of the perfection of the Roman art of war. For it is not said that we may not, at the right time and place, take advantage of the stupidity of our enemies just as we do of their cowardice. (War certainly has by its nature many privileges which are reasonable at reason’s own expense. Here that rule does not apply, ‘Neminem id agere ut ex alterius praedetur inscitia’ [No one should prey on another’s ignorance.]) But I am thunderstruck by the scope which Xenophon gives to those privileges in the plans and the deeds of his perfect general; Xenophon is a marvellously weighty authority on such matters, being a great commander and, as a philosopher, one of the foremost disciples of Socrates; but I do agree in all things everywhere with the measure he dispenses.3

[A] During the siege of Capua, after Monsieur d’Aubigny had given it a furious battering, Signor Fabrizio Colonna, the commander of the city, had begun to parley from the top of a bastion; as his men relaxed their guard, our men seized the town and tore it apart.4 And, more fresh in our memory, Signor Giuliano Romero at Yvoy made the schoolboy howler of coming out to parley with my Lord the Constable, only to find when he got back that his fortress was taken!5 But we were not allowed to get off without due retribution: the Marquis of Pescara was besieging Genoa where Duke Octaviano Fregoso was in command under our protection; negotiations were so far advanced that it was regarded as if all was already over, when, just as they were about to be concluded, the Spaniards slipped into the city and treated it as though they were fully victorious. And since then, at Ligny-en-Barrois, where the Comte de Brienne was in command and where the siege was conducted by the Emperor in person, Bertheville, Brienne’s lieutenant, came out to parley: it was during the bargaining that the town was taken.6

Fu il vincer sempre mai laudabil cosa,
 Vincasi o per fortuna o per ingegno.


[Victory has ever been worthy of praise, even when due to Fortune or to trickery.]7

They say that. Yet Chrysippus the philosopher would not have agreed: no more than I do. For, he said, those who contest a race must certainly make every effort to run fast, but it is in no ways allowable for them to lay their hand on a rival to stop him nor to thrust out a leg to trip him up.8 [B] And nobler still was the answer made by Alexander the Great to Polypercon, who was urging him one night to take advantage of the darkness to launch an attack against Darius: ‘Certainly not. I am not the man to thieve a victory and then follow it up!’ – ‘Malo me fortunae poeniteat, quam victoriae pudeat.’ [I would rather complain of Fortune than feel ashamed of victory.]9

Atque idem fugientem haud est dignatus Orodem
 Stemere, nec jacta cæcum dare cuspide vulnus: 
 Obvius, adversoque occurrit, seque viro vir
 Contulit, haud furto melior, sed fortibus armis.


[Orodes did not deign to strike him in the back as he fled, nor to wound him with an unseen dart. He ran and confronted him, face to face; he fought with him man to man, proving himself superior not by trickery but by mighty arms.]10





7. That our deeds are judged by the intention
[image: image]

[The end of this chapter, written just before Montaigne died, turns fairly routine thoughts about motive into a personal declaration: Montaigne intends his death to be morally at one with his life.]


[A] ‘Death,’ they say, ‘settles all obligations.’ I know some who have taken that in a perverse sense. King Henry VII of England made an agreement with Don Felipe, the son of the Emperor Maximilian or (to situate him more nobly) the father of the Emperor Charles V, by which Don Felipe would hand over to him his enemy the Duke of Suffolk (of the White Rose, who had fled into hiding in the Low Countries) provided that he promise to make no attempt on the Duke’s life. Yet as he lay a-dying Henry ordered his son in his testament to have the Duke killed as soon as his own death was over.1

More recently, in that tragedy put on for us by the Duke of Alba with the deaths of Count Horn and Count Egmont, there were many events worthy of note.2 Among others was the fact that Count Egmont, on whose faith and assurances Count Horn had put himself into the hands of the Duke of Alba, insistently begged that he be executed first, so that his death should free him from the obligation he had incurred towards Count Horn.

It would seem that death had not freed King Henry from his sworn undertaking, but that Count Egmont had discharged his even before he died: we cannot be held to promises beyond our power or our means. That is why – since actions and performances are not wholly in our power and since nothing is really in our power but our will – it is on the will that all the rules and duties of Man are based and established. And so, since Count Egmont held his soul and his will to be debtors to his promise, he would without a doubt have been acquitted of his obligation even had he survived Count Horn, given that it was not in his power to carry it out. But the King of England, by breaking his word intentionally, cannot be absolved just because he put off the act of treachery until after his death – no more than that mason in Herodotus who loyally kept the secret of the treasures of the king of Egypt during his lifetime, only to reveal it to his children when he died.3

[C] I have seen many men in my time smitten in conscience for having withheld other men’s goods who arrange in their testaments to put things right after they are dead. But it is valueless to fix a date for so urgent a matter or to wish to right wrongs without feeling or cost. They must pay with something which is truly theirs: the more burdensome and onerous their payment the more just and meritorious their atonement. Repentance begs for burdens.

Worse still are they who reserve for their last will and testament some hate-ridden provision affecting a near one, having concealed it during their lifetime. By stirring up against their memory the one they have offended they show scant regard for their reputations; and they show even less for their consciences since they cannot, even out of respect for death, make their animosities die, prolonging the life of them beyond their own. They are iniquitous judges, postponing judgement until they can no longer take cognizance of the case.

If I can, I will prevent my death from saying anything not first said by my life.






8. On idleness
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[The Essays were started to tame melancholic delusions induced by Montaigne’s withdrawal to his estates, when his thoughts galloped away with him much as Milton later describes in II Penseroso as being typical of the melancholic in his lonely tower.]


[A] Just as fallow lands, when rich and fertile, are seen to abound in hundreds and thousands of different kinds of useless weeds so that, if we would make them do their duty, we must subdue them and keep them busy with seeds specifically sown for our service; and just as women left alone may sometimes be seen to produce shapeless lumps of flesh but need to be kept busy by a semen other than her own in order to produce good natural offspring: so too with our minds.1 If we do not keep them busy with some particular subject which can serve as a bridle to reign them in, they charge ungovernably about, ranging to and fro over the wastelands of our thoughts:

[B] Sicut aquae tremulum labris ubi lumen ahenis
 Sole repercussum, aut radiantis imagine Lunae
 Omnia pervolitat late loca jamque sub auras
 Erigitur, summique ferit laquearia tecti.


[As when ruffled water in a bronze pot reflects the light of the sun and the shining face of the moon, sending shimmers flying high into the air and striking against the panelled ceilings.]2

[A] Then, there is no madness, no raving lunacy, which such agitations do not bring forth:

velut ægri somnia, vanæ
               Finguntur species.


[they fashion vain apparitions as in the dreams of sick men.]3


When the soul is without a definite aim she gets lost; for, as they say, if you are everywhere you are nowhere.

[B] Quisquis ubique habitat, Maxime, nusquam habitat.
 [Whoever dwells everywhere, Maximus, dwells nowhere at all.]4


Recently I retired to my estates, determined to devote myself as far as I could to spending what little life I have left quietly and privately; it seemed to me then that the greatest favour I could do for my mind was to leave it in total idleness, caring for itself, concerned only with itself, calmly thinking of itself. I hoped it could do that more easily from then on, since with the passage of time it had grown mature and put on weight.

But I find –

Variam semper dant otia mentis
 [Idleness always produces fickle changes of mind]5


– that on the contrary it bolted off like a runaway horse, taking far more trouble over itself than it ever did over anyone else; it gives birth to so many chimeras and fantastic monstrosities, one after another, without order or fitness, that, so as to contemplate at my ease their oddness and their strangeness, I began to keep a record of them, hoping in time to make my mind ashamed of itself.6






9. On liars
[image: image]

[Quintilian had said that a liar had better have a good memory: hence Montaigne’s concern with memory before turning to lying – a vice particularly loathed by gentlemen and which Montaigne would discourage even in diplomatists.]


[A] There is nobody less suited than I am to start talking about memory. I can hardly find a trace of it in myself; I doubt if there is any other memory in the world as grotesquely faulty as mine is! All my other endowments are mean and ordinary: but I think that, where memory is concerned, I am most singular and rare, worthy of both name and reputation! [B] Apart from the natural inconvenience which I suffer because of this – [C] for memory is so necessary that Plato was right to call it a great and mighty goddess1 – [B] in my part of the world they actually say a man ‘has no memory’ to mean that he is stupid. When I complain that my memory is defective they either correct me or disbelieve me, as though I were accusing myself of being daft. They see no difference between memory and intelligence. That makes my case worse than it is.

But they do me wrong. Experience shows us that it is almost the contrary: an outstanding memory is often associated with weak judgement. They also do me another wrong: I am better at friendship than at anything else, yet the very words used to acknowledge that I have this affliction are taken to signify ingratitude; they judge my affection by my memory and turn a natural defect into a deliberate one. ‘We begged him to do this,’ they say, ‘and he has forgotten.’ ‘He has forgotten his promise.’ ‘He has forgotten his friends.’ ‘He never remembered – even for my sake – to say this, to do that or not to mention something else.’ I certainly do forget things easily but I simply do not treat with indifference any charge laid on me by my friends. Let them be satisfied with my misfortune, without turning it into precisely the kind of malice which is the enemy of my natural humour.

I find ways of consoling myself. First, by arguing that [C] a poor memory is an evil which has enabled me to correct a worse one which might easily have arisen in me: ambition. A bad memory is an intolerable defect for anyone concerned with worldly affairs.

Moreover, Nature (as is shown by several similar examples of her ways of compensating) has strengthened other faculties of mine as this one has grown weaker. If, thanks to memory, other people’s discoveries and opinions had been kept ever before me, I would readily have reached a settled mind and judgement by following other men’s footsteps, failing as most people do to exercise my own powers.

Then again [B] I talk less; it is always easier to draw on the storehouse of memory than to find something original to say. [C] (If my memory had stood fast, I would have deafened my friends with my chatter, as the subjects themselves would have stimulated such gifts as I do have for arranging and exploiting them, and that would have encouraged and attracted my powers of argument.) [B] That it is pitiful I assay by the touchstone of some of my nearest and dearest: the more their memory furnishes them with full and ready matter the deeper they dig back when they tell us about it; they weigh it down with irrelevant circumstances, so that even if their story is interesting they smother the interest, and if it is boring you are cursing either their good memory or their bad judgement.

[C] Once you are off, it is hard to cut it short and stop talking. Nothing tells you more about a horse than a pronounced ability to pull up short. I have even known men who can speak pertinently, who want to stop their gallop but who do not know how to do so. While looking for a way of bringing their hoofs together they amble on like sick men, dragging out trivialities.

Old men are particularly vulnerable: they remember the past but forget that they have just told you! I have known several amusing tales become boring in one gentleman’s mouth: his own people have had their fill of it a hundred times already.2

[B] A second advantage is that (as some Ancient writer put it) I remember less any insults received. [C] I would need an Official Reminder like Darius: in order not to forget an insult suffered at the hands of the Athenians he made a page intone three times in his car as he sat at table: ‘Remember the Athenians, Sire.’3

[B] Books and places which I look at again always welcome me with a fresh new smile.

[A] It is not for nothing that it is said that he who does not feel his memory to be strong enough has no business lying.4 I am well aware that grammarians make a distinction between ‘to tell an untruth’ and ‘to lie’; they assert that ‘to tell an untruth’ is to say something false which one thinks to be true, and that the definition of mentiri [to lie] in Latin (the source of mentir in French) implies something like, ‘to go against the testimony of one’s knowledge’, and so only applies to those who speak at variance with what they know. They are the people I am talking about.5

That kind of person either makes up the whole story or else disguises and pollutes some source of truth. When it is a case of disguising and changing something, you can normally hobble liars by making them tell the same tale several times over; since the real facts were lodged in their memory first, they make a deep imprint by means of awareness and knowledge; it is hard for those facts not to spring to mind and to dislodge the falsehoods (which cannot gain so settled and firm a footing there); hard too for the circumstances as they first learned them, by continually flowing into their minds, not to make them lose all memory of the false additions and distortions.

When the whole thing has been made up, liars might seem to have less reason to be afraid of getting things wrong, since there is no counter-impression to rival their falsehoods. Yet since such a lie is insubstantial and hard to get a grip on, it can easily slip out of a memory not extremely reliable.

[B] Experience has often shown me that – amusingly so, at the expense of those kinds of men whose profession it is never to utter a word without trimming it to suit whatever business is being negotiated at the time, thereby pleasing the great ones with whom they are speaking. Such men are prepared to make their honour and conscience slaves to present circumstances: but circumstances are liable to frequent change, and their words must vary with them. They are obliged to call the very same thing first grey then yellow, saying one thing to this man, quite another to another. If the persons who receive such contrary advice happen to compare their haul, what becomes of their fine diplomacy?

Apart from that, they can be like a silly horse casting its own shoe; for what memory could ever suffice them, enabling them to remember all the various moulds they have invented for the same subject matter? In my time I have known several men who hankered after a reputation for this fine sort of prudence: they never can see that to have a reputation for it renders it ineffectual.

Lying is an accursed vice. It is only our words which bind us together and make us human. If we realized the horror and weight of lying we would see that it is more worthy of the stake than other crimes. I find that people normally waste time quite inappropriately punishing children for innocent misdemeanours, tormenting them for thoughtless actions which lead nowhere and leave no trace. It seems to me that the only faults which we should vigorously attack as soon as they arise and start to develop are lying and, a little below that, stubbornness. Those faults grow up with the children. Once let the tongue acquire the habit of lying and it is astonishing how impossible it is to make it give it up. That is why some otherwise decent men are abject slaves to it. One of my tailors is a good enough fellow, but I have never heard him once speak the truth, not even when it would help him if he did so.

If a lie, like truth, had only one face we could be on better terms, for certainty would be the reverse of what the liar said. But the reverse side of truth has a hundred thousand shapes and no defined limits. The Pythagoreans make good to be definite and finite; evil they make indefinite and infinite. Only one flight leads to the bull’s-eye: a thousand can miss it.

I cannot guarantee that I could bring myself to tell a solemn, bare-faced lie, even to ward off some obvious and immense danger. One of the old Church Fathers says that even a dog we do know is better company than a man whose language we do not know. ‘Ut externus alieno non sit hominis vice’. [Just as any foreigner is not fully human.] How much less companionable than silence is the language of falsehood.6

[A] Francesco Sforza, the Duke of Milan, had an ambassador, Francesco Taverna, widely renowned for his knowledge of how to yap. King Francis I used to boast how he cornered him like a hare. Taverna’s mission was to try and justify his lord to the King’s Majesty over an action of great consequence, which was as follows.

The King wished to maintain some sources of confidential intelligence in Italy (from which he had recently been driven) and especially in the Duchy of Milan; so he decided to keep a reliable man there, close to the Duke and virtually as ambassador but ostensibly as a private individual who pretended to be in Milan for his own affairs, since the Duke was far more dependent on the Emperor (especially since he was negotiating a marriage contract for his niece, the daughter of the King of Denmark, now Dowager Duchess of Lorraine). Without greatly harming his cause he could not let it openly be known that he was having any dealings or negotiations with the French.

A young Milanese nobleman, one of the King’s equerries, was considered the right man for the mission. His name was Merveille. He was dispatched with secret credentials and documents as an ambassador, but for appearances’ sake and as a disguise he also had letters of recommendation to the Duke concerning his ‘private business’. He stayed so long in the Ducal court that some knowledge of this reached the Emperor who, we think, was the cause of what soon happened: namely, that the Duke arranged to have Merveille beheaded in the middle of the night; he had been charged with some murder or other and the trial had lasted only a couple of days.7

Signor Francesco arrived, duly prepared with a long distorted account of this event, for the King had written to all the rulers of Christendom, as well as to the Duke himself, demanding satisfaction.

He was granted an audience one morning; he proceeded to lay the foundations of his case and had drawn up several plausible reasons covering the affair, alleging that his lord had never considered our man Merveille to be anything but a private nobleman, one of his own subjects who had business in Milan and whose mode of life had suggested nothing else. He particularly denied any knowledge of his being on the establishment of the King’s household, or even of his being known to the King, let alone taking him for an ambassador.

The King, for his part, plied the ambassador with a variety of questions and objections; he rounded upon him on every side and then cornered him, the point being, ‘Why had the execution been carried out secretly, by night?’ The wretched man, nonplussed but trying to be polite, replied that ‘if such an execution had been carried out in daylight, why, the Duke – out of respect for his Majesty – would have been quite upset…’ We can all imagine how he struggled to get up after coming such a cropper as that, under the very ample nose of Francis I.

Pope Julius II sent an ambassador to the King of England to rouse his animosity against King Francis. The ambassador having been heard out, the King of England in his reply dwelt on the difficulties he could see in making all the preparations which would be essential if war were to be waged against so mighty a monarch. He cited some of the reasons. The ambassador answered, most inappropriately, that he too had thought of them and had pointed them out to the Pope.

These words were so different from the case he had just put forward (which was to urge the English to go to war immediately) that the King of England began to suspect (what he later found to be actually true) that the private inclinations of the ambassador leant towards the French. The Pope, being informed of this, confiscated his property and the man all but lost his life.8






10. On a ready or hesitant delivery
[image: image]

[Montaigne considers ‘readiness’ to speak in public, both in the sense of speaking easily and of being ready with a prepared text. These senses are contained in the Latin word promptus which lies behind his French term for ‘ready’ speech: prompt.]


[A] Onc ne furent à tous toutes grâces données.
 [It never was, that to every man was every gift vouchsafed.]1


We can see that in the case of the gift of speaking well: some have such a prompt facility and (as we say) such ease in ‘getting it out’, that they are always ready anywhere: others, more hesitant, never speak without thinking and working it all out beforehand. Just as the rule given to ladies is to take up sports and exercises which show off their charms, so too, if I had to give similar advice where these two qualities are concerned, it seems to me that nowadays, when eloquence is mainly professed by preachers and barristers, the hesitant man had better be a preacher and the other man a barrister. Since the duties of a preacher allow him as much time as he wishes to make things ready, he runs an uninterrupted race from point to point, whereas the exigencies of a barrister require him to enter the fray at a moment’s notice; the unforeseeable replies of the opposite party can throw him off his stride into a situation where a new decision has to be made in full course. Yet in that meeting between Pope Clement and King Francis at Marseilles the reverse applied:2 Monsieur Poyet, a man whose whole life had been nurtured at the Bar and who was highly regarded, had the duty of making the oration before the Pope; he had given it long thought and (so it was said) had brought it from Paris already prepared; but on the very day that it was to be delivered the Pope (fearing that something might be addressed to him which could give offence to the other princes’ ambassadors who were in attendance) conveyed to the King the topic which seemed most proper to that time and place – unfortunately a totally different one from what Monsieur Poyet had toiled over; his oration was now useless and he had to be quickly ready with another. But as he realized that he was incapable of doing that, My Lord the Cardinal Du Bellay had to take on the task.

[B] The role of a barrister is more demanding than that of a preacher, and yet in France at least we can find more tolerable barristers, in my opinion, than tolerable preachers.

[A] It seems that it is, rather, the property of Man’s wit to act readily and quickly, while the property of the judgement is to be slow and poised. But there is the same measure of oddness in the man who is struck dumb if he has no time to prepare his speech and the man who cannot take advantage and speak better when he does have time. They say that Severus Cassius spoke better when he had not thought about it beforehand: that he owed more to Fortune than to hard work: that it was good for him to be interrupted, his opponents being afraid of provoking him, lest anger made him redouble his eloquence.3

I know from experience the kind of character which gets nowhere unless it is allowed to run happy and free and which by nature is unable to keep up vehemently and laboriously practising anything beforehand. We say that some books ‘stink of lamp-oil’, on account of the harshness and roughness which are stamped on writings in which toil has played a major part.4

In addition, a soul worrying about doing well, straining and tensely drawn towards its purpose, is held at bay – like water which cannot find its way through the narrow neck of an open gutter because of the violent pressure of its overflowing abundance. Moreover the particular character which I am speaking of does not want to be driven and spurred on by strong passions such as Cassius’ anger (for such an activity would be too violent): it wants not to be shaken about but aroused; it wants to be warmed and awakened by events which are external, fortuitous and immediate. Leave it to act by itself and it will drag along and languish. Its life and its grace consist in activity.

[B] I cannot remain fixed within my disposition and endowments. Chance plays a greater part in all this than I do. The occasion, the company, the very act of using my voice, draw from my mind more than what I can find there when I exercise it and try it out all by myself. [A] And that is why the spoken word is worth more than the written – if a choice can be made between things of no value.5

[C] This, too, happens in my case: where I seek myself I cannot find myself: I discover myself more by accident than by inquiring into my judgement. Suppose something subtle springs up as I write – I mean, of course, something which would be blunt in others but is acute in me. (Enough of these courtesies! When we say such things we all mean them to be taken in proportion to our abilities.) Later, I miss the point so completely that I do not know what I meant to say (some outsider has often rediscovered the meaning before I do). If every time that happened I were to start scraping out words with my eraser I would efface the whole of my Essays. Yet, subsequently, chance may make what I wrote clearer than the noon-day sun: it will be my former hesitations which then astonish me.






11. On prognostications
[image: image]

[Christianity has banished most forms of prognostication. Those that remain are the sport of subtle credulous minds who could find hidden meanings anywhere. Socrates’ daemon, which made him near-infallible, was in fact a natural impulse found to some extent in all of us. So the ecstasies of Socrates were at most ‘natural’ ones.]


[A] Where oracles are concerned it is certain that they had begun to lose their credit well before the coming of Jesus Christ, since we can see Cicero striving to find the cause of their decline. [C] These are his words: ‘Cur isto modo jam oracula Delphis non eduntur non modo nostra ætate sed jamdiu, ut modo nihil possit esse contempsius?’ [Why are oracles no longer uttered thus at Delphi, so that not only in our own time but long before nothing could be held in greater contempt?]

[A] But there were other prognostications, derived from the dissection of sacrificial animals – [C] Plato held that the internal organs of those animals were partly created for that purpose – [A] or from chickens scratching about, from the flight of birds – [C] ‘aves quasdam rerum augurandarum causa natas esse putamus’ [We think that some birds are born in order to provide auguries] – [A] from lightning and from swirling currents in rivers – [C] ‘multa cernunt aruspices, multa augures provident, nnlta oraculis declarantur, multa vaticinationibus, multa somniis, multa portentis’ [the soothsayers divine many things; the augurs foresee many; many are revealed by oracles, many by predictions, many by dreams and many by portents]; [A] and there were other similar ones on which the Ancient World grounded most of their undertakings, both public and private:1 it was our religion which abolished them all.2 There remain among us it is true some means of divination by the heavens, by spirits, by bodily features, by dreams and so on: that is a remarkable example of the mad curiosity of our nature which wastes time trying to seize hold of the future as though it were not enough to have to deal with the present:

[B] cur hanc tibi rector Olympi 
Sollicitis visum mortalibus addere curam, 
 Noscant venturas ut dira per omina clades. 
 Sit subitum quodcunque paras, sit cæca futuri
 Mens hominum fati, liceat sperare timenti!


[O Ruler of Olympus, why did it please thee to add more care to worried mortals by letting them learn of future slaughters by means of cruel omens! Whatever thou hast in store, do it unexpectedly; let the minds of men be blind to their future fate: let him who fears, still cling to hope!]3

[C] ‘Ne utile quidem est scire quid futurum sit. Miserum est nihil proficientem angi;’ [It is not even useful to know what is to happen. It is wretched to suffer to no avail;]4 [A] nevertheless divination now has far less authority.

That is why the case of Francisco, Marquis of Saluzzo, struck me as so remarkable. He was the Lieutenant of King Francis’ transalpine forces; he found endless favours at our French Court and was beholden to the King for his very marquisate, which had been forfeited by his own brother. There was no occasion for what he did: his own feelings ran counter to it; yet (as it was asserted) he let himself become terrified by the specious prognostications which were deliberately circulated everywhere in favour of the Emperor Charles V and to our own disadvantage – especially in Italy, where these insane prophecies gained such a footing that vast sums of money changed hands in the banks from the assumption of our overthrow. Having expressed grief to his friends over the ills which he saw inevitably in store for the Crown of France and for his French friends, he foresook all and changed sides. No matter what the stars portended, it proved greatly to his harm!5

In this he acted like a man torn by conflicting emotions. For both the towns and the armies were under his control; the enemy forces led by Antonio de Leyva were only a few yards away; we suspected nothing: so he could have done us far more harm. Despite his treachery we lost not one single man nor any town except Fossano (and even that only after a long struggle).

Prudens futuri temporis exitum

Caliginosa nocte premit Deus,

    Ridetque si mortalis ultra

             Fas trepidat…


                 Ille potens sui

Lætusque deget, cui licet in diem

    Dixisse, vixi, cras vel atra

        Nube polum pater occupato
 Vel sole puro…


Lætus in præsens animus, quod ultra est, 
 Oderit curare.


[Wisely does God hide what is to come under the darkness of night, laughing if a mortal projects his anxiety further than is proper…

That man will be happy and master of himself who every day declares, ‘I have lived. Tomorrow let Father Jove fill the heavens with dark clouds or with purest light’… Let your mind rejoice in the present: let it loathe to trouble about what lies in the future.]6

[C] The following quotation contradicts that, but those who believe it are wrong: ‘Ista sic reciprocantur, ut et, si divinatio sit, dii sint: et si dii sint, sit divinatio.’ [If there is divination there are gods, and conversely, if there are gods there is divination.]7

Pacuvius was much more wise:

Nam istis qui linguam avium intelligunt, 
 Plusque ex alieno jecore sapiunt, quam ex suo, 
 Magis audiendum quam auscultandum censeo.


[As for those who understand the language of the birds and who know the livers of animals better than their own, I believe it is better just to listen to them rather than pay attention to them.]

The birth of that famous Tuscan art of divination was on this wise: a ploughman ploughed his furrow deeply, from which arose Tages the demi-god; he had the face of a child but the wisdom of an old man. Everybody came running up; his words and wisdom were collected and kept for centuries; they contained the principles and practices of that art… A birth in conformity with its development…8

[B] I would rather order my affairs by casting dice, by lots, than by such fanciful nonsense.9 [C] And truly all States have always attributed considerable authority to them. Plato, freely drawing up his constitution as he pleased, left many important decisions to lots, including the marriages of the good citizens; he attached such importance to these fortuitous matches that he decreed that the offspring of them be kept and brought up in the Republic, whilst those born to the wicked should be driven out; nevertheless if one of these banished children should happen to promise well as he grew up, he could be recalled; and if one of those who were kept turned out hopelessly in his youth, he was exiled.10

[B] I know people who study their almanacs, annotate them and cite their authority as events take place. But almanacs say so much that they are bound to tell both truth and falsehood. [C] ‘Quis est enim qui totum diem jaculans non aliquando conlineet?’ [For who can shoot all day without striking the target occasionally?]11 [B] I do not think any the better of them for seeing them happen to prove true on occasions; there would be more certainty in them if they had some right rule which made them always wrong. [C] Besides, nobody keeps a record of their erroneous prophecies since they are infinite and everyday; right predictions are prized precisely because they are rare, unbelievable and marvellous.

 

That explains the reply made by Diagoras, surnamed the Atheist, when he was in Samothrace: he was shown many vows and votive portraits from those who have survived shipwreck and was then asked, ‘You, there, who think that the gods are indifferent to human affairs, what have you to say about so many men saved by their grace?’ – ‘It is like this,’ he replied; ‘there are no portraits here of those who stayed and drowned – and they are more numerous!’ Cicero says that among the many philosophers who believed there were gods only Xenophanes of Colophon made an assay at uprooting all forms of divination.12 It is less surprising, therefore, that we have occasionally [B] seen13 some of our leading minds dwelling (often to their prejudice) on such empty nonsense.

[C] I would certainly like to have seen with my own eyes these two marvels: the book of the abbot Joachim of Calabria who predicted all the future popes with their names and styles; and that of the Emperor Leo who predicted all the Emperors and patriarchs of Greece14… But with my own eyes I have verified the following: that when men are stunned by their fate in our civil disturbances, they have resorted to almost any superstition, including seeking in the heavens for ancient portents and causes for their ills. In this they have been so strangely successful in my days that they have convinced me that (since this way of passing time is for acute yet idle minds) those who have been inducted into the subtle art of unwrapping portents and unknotting them would be able to find anything they wish in any piece of writing whatsoever: but their game is particularly favoured by the obscure, ambiguous, fantastical jargon of these prophecies, the authors of which never supply any clear meaning themselves so that posterity can give them any meaning it chooses.

[B] The daemon of Socrates was [C] perhaps [B] a certain thrust of the will which presented itself to him without waiting for rational argument.15 It is likely that in a soul like his (well purified and prepared by the continual exercise of wisdom and virtue) such inclinations, albeit [C] bold and undigested, were nevertheless important and worthy to be followed. Everyone can sense in himself some ghost of such agitations, of a prompt, vehement, fortuitous opinion. It is open to me to allow them some authority, to me who allow little enough to human wisdom. And I have had some – equally weak in reason yet violent in persuasion or dissuasion but which were more common in the case of Socrates16 – [B] by which I have allowed myself to be carried away so usefully and so successfully, that they could have been judged to contain something of divine inspiration.17






12. On constancy
[image: image]

[Constancy is a Stoic virtue, but even Stoics have to confess that a Sage can be startled. Like Rabelais before him, Montaigne considers the limits of Stoic doctrine – basing himself partly on his own experience in the Wars of Religion.]


[A] Resolution and constancy do not lay down as a law that we may not protect ourselves, as far as it lies in our power to do so, from the ills and misfortunes which threaten us, nor consequently that we should not fear that they may surprise us. On the contrary, all honourable means of protecting oneself from evils are not only licit: they are laudable. The role played by constancy consists chiefly in patiently bearing1 misfortunes for which there is no remedy. Likewise there are no evasive movements of the body and no defensive actions with any weapons in our hands which we judge wrong if they serve to protect us from the blows raining down on us.

[C] Many highly warlike nations included flight as one of their main tactical resources: when they turned their backs that was more risky to the enemy than when they showed their faces. The Turks still retain this to some extent.

In Plato Socrates mocked Laches for defining fortitude as ‘standing firm in line in the face of the enemy’. ‘What,’ he said, ‘would it be cowardice to defeat them by giving ground?’ And he cited Homer who praised Aeneas for knowing when to flee. And once Laches had corrected himself and allowed that the Scythians did use that method as do cavalrymen in general, he then went on to cite the example of those foot-soldiers of Sparta, a nation trained above all to stand their ground: during the battle of Plataea they found that they could not penetrate the Persian phalanx and so decided to disengage and fall back in order that it should be thought that they were in full flight; that would lead to the breaking up of the Persians’ dense formation which would fall apart as it pursued them. By which means they obtained the victory.2

While on the subject of the Scythians, it is said that after Darius had set out to subjugate them, he sent many reproaches to their king when he saw him always withdrawing and avoiding battle. To this Indathyrsez (for that was the king’s name) replied that he was not afraid of him nor of any man alive, but that this was the practice of his people, since they possessed no arable lands, no towns and no houses to defend for fear that an enemy might make use of them: but if Darius really was yearning to sink his teeth into a battle, then let him try to get near to their ancient burial grounds: he would find somebody to talk to there!3

[A] Nevertheless once a man’s post is the target of cannon-fire (as the chances of war often require it to be) it is unbecoming for him to waver before the threatening cannon-balls, all the more so since we hold that they have such speed and such impetus that you cannot take evasive action. There are many cases of soldiers at least providing their comrades with a good laugh by shielding behind their arms or ducking their heads.

Yet in the expedition which the Emperor Charles V led against us in Provence, when the Marquis de Guast went to reconnoitre the city of Arles and suddenly appeared from behind a windmill under cover of which he had made his advance, he was spotted by the Seigneur de Bonneval and the Lord Seneschal d’Agenois who were strolling along the top of the amphitheatre. They pointed him out to the Seigneur de Villier, Master of the Ordnance, who aimed a culverin so accurately that if the Marquis had not seen the match applied to the fuse and jumped aside it was thought he would have been struck in the body.4 Similarly a few years before, when Lorenzo de’ Medici, the Duke of Urbino and the father of our Queen Mother, was laying siege to Mondolfo (a fortress in Italy in the territory they call the Vicariate) he saw the fire applied to a cannon which was pointing right at him and ducked; luckily for him, for otherwise the shot, which only grazed the top of his head, would have certainly struck him in the chest.5

To tell the truth I do not believe that such movements arise from reflexion: for in so sudden a matter how can you judge whether the aim is high or low? It is far easier to believe that fortune looked favourably on their fear but that another time they might have jumped into the path of the shot not out of it.

[B] Personally I cannot stop myself from trembling if the shattering sound of a harquebus suddenly strikes my ear in a place where I could not have expected it; I have seen that happen to more valorous men than I am. [C] Not even the Stoics claim that their sage can resist visual stimuli or ideas when they first come upon him; they concede that it is, rather, part of man’s natural condition that he should react to a loud noise in the heavens or to the collapse of a building by growing tense and even pale. So too for all other emotions, provided that his thoughts remain sound and secure, that the seat of his reason suffer no impediment or change of any sort, and that he in no wise give his assent to his fright or pain. As for anyone who is not a sage, the first part applies to him but not the second. For in his case the impress of the emotions does not remain on the surface but penetrates through to the seat of his reason, infecting and corrupting it: he judges by his emotions and acts in conformity with them.

The state of the Stoic sage is fully and elegantly seen in the following:

    Mens immota manet, lachrimae volvuntur inanes.

[His mind remains unmoved: empty tears do flow.]


The Aristotelian sage is not exempt from the emotions: he moderates them.6






13. Ceremonial at the meeting of kings
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[Here Montaigne still considers his Essays as a ‘rhapsodie’ (that is, a ‘confused medley’ of disparate pieces strung together). His term also suggests that there is an element of extravagant irrationality involved in his work.]


[A] No topic is so vain that it does not deserve a place in this confused medley of mine.

Our normal rules lay down that it would be a marked discourtesy towards an equal and even more so towards the great if we were to fail to be at home after he has warned that he must pay us a visit. Indeed Queen Margaret of Navarre asserts in this connection that it would be impolite for a nobleman to leave his house even (as is frequently done) to go and meet the person who is paying the visit, no matter how great he may be – since it is more civil and more respectful to wait to receive him when he does arrive – if for no other reason, for fear of mistaking the road he will come by: it suffices that we accompany him when he takes his leave.

[B] Personally I often neglect both these vain obligations: in my home I have cut out all formalities. Does anyone take offence? What of it? It is better that I offend him once than myself all the time – that would amount to servitude for life! What is the use in fleeing from the slavery of the Court if we then go and drag it back to our lairs?

[A] The normal rule governing all our interviews is that it behoves the lesser to arrive at the appointment first, since it is the privilege of the more prominent to keep others waiting. Yet at the meeting arranged between Pope Clement and King Francis at Marseilles, the King first made all necessary arrangements and then withdrew from the town, allowing the Pope two or three days to effect his entry and to rest before he then returned to find him.1

It was the same at the entry of Pope and Emperor into Bologna: the Emperor made arrangements for the Pope to be there first, himself arriving afterwards.2

It is said to be the normal courtesy when princes such as these arrange a conference that the greatest should arrive at the appointed place before all the others, and especially before the one on whose territory the meeting takes place. We incline to explain this as a way of showing that it is the greater whom the lesser are coming to visit: they call on him, not he on them.

[C] Not only does every country have its own peculiar forms of politeness but so does every city and every profession. From childhood I was quite carefully trained in etiquette and I have always lived in sufficiently good company not to be ignorant of the rules of our French variety: I could even teach it. I like to keep to those rules, but not so abjectly as to constrict my daily life. Some forms of politeness are bothersome; provided they are omitted with discretion and not out of ignorance, there is no loss of elegance. I have often seen men rude from an excess of politeness, men boring you with courtesies.

Nevertheless to know how to be elegantly at ease with people is a useful accomplishment: like grace and beauty, it encourages the hesitant beginnings of fellowship and intimacy; as a result it opens the way to our learning from the examples of others and to ourselves providing and showing an example, if it is worth noting and passing on.






14. That the taste of good and evil things depends in large part on the opinion we have of them
[image: image]

[The [A] text of this chapter (in which Montaigne reflects on standard philosophical arguments, especially Stoic paradoxes on pain and death) seems to date from about 1572. Later additions make it more personal and, after his own experience of pain and distress, weaken the force of the Classical commonplaces. Already in germ here are arguments developed in ‘An apology for Raymond Sebond’ and the final chapter, ‘On experience’. The moral concerns are restricted to the domain of philosophy, a domain in which revealed religion properly has no part to play.]

[A] There is an old Greek saying that men are tormented not by things themselves but by what they think about them.1 If that assertion could be proved to be always true everywhere it would be an important point gained for the comforting of our wretched human condition. For if ills can only enter us through our judgement it would seem to be in our power either to despise them or to deflect them towards the good: if the things actually do throw themselves on our mercy why do we not act as their masters and accommodate them to our advantage? If what we call evil or torment are only evil or torment insofar as our mental apprehension endows them with those qualities then it lies within our power to change those qualities. And if we did have such a choice and were free from constraint we would be curiously mad to pull in the direction which hurts us most, endowing sickness, poverty or insolence with a bad and bitter taste when we could give them a pleasant one, Fortune simply furnishing us with the matter and leaving it to us to supply the form. Let us see whether a case can be made for what we call evil not being an evil in itself or (since it amounts to the same) whether at least it is up to us to endow it with a different savour and aspect.

If the original essence of the thing which we fear could confidently lodge itself within us by its own authority it would be the same in all men. For all men are of the same species and, in varying degrees, are all furnished with the same conceptual tools and instruments of judgement. But the diversity of the opinion which we have of such things clearly shows that they enter us only by means of compromises: one man in a thousand may perhaps lodge them within himself in their true essence, but when the others do so they endow them with a new and contrary essence.

Our main enemies are held to be death, poverty and pain. Yet everyone knows that death, called the dreadest of all dreadful things, is by others called the only haven from life’s torments, our natural sovereign good, the only guarantor of our freedom, the common and ready cure of all our ills;2 some await it trembling and afraid: others [C] bear it more easily than life.3 [B] One man complains that death is too available:4

Mors, utinam pavidos vita subducere nolles,
 Sed virtus te sola daret.


[O Death! Would that thou didst scorn to steal the coward’s life; would that only bravery could win thee.]


But leaving aside such boasting valour, Theodorus replied to Lysimachus who was threatening to kill him, ‘Quite an achievement, that, matching the force of a poisonous fly!’5 We find that most of the philosophers either deliberately went to meet death or else hastened and helped it along. [A] And how many of the common people6 can we see, led forth not merely to die but to die a death mixed with disgrace and grievous torments, yet showing such assurance (some out of stubbornness, others from a natural simplicity) that we may perceive no change in their normal behaviour: they settle their family affairs and commend themselves to those they love, singing their hymns, preaching and addressing the crowd – indeed even including a few jests and drinking the health of their acquaintances every bit as well as Socrates did. When one man was being led to the gallows he asked not to be taken through such-and-such a street: there was a tradesman there who might arrest him for an old debt! Another asked the executioner not to touch his throat: he was ticklish and did not want to burst out laughing! When the confessor promised another man that he would sup that day at table with Our Lord, he said, ‘You go instead: I’m on a fast.’ Yet another asked for a drink; when the executioner drank of it first, he declined to drink after him – ‘for fear of the pox’! And everybody knows that tale of the man of Picardy who was on the scaffold when they showed him a young woman who was prepared to marry him to save his life (as our laws sometimes allow): he gazed at her, noticed that she had a limp, and said, ‘Run up the noose: she’s lame!’ A similar story is told of a man in Denmark, who was condemned to be beheaded: they offered him similar terms, but he refused the young woman they brought because she had sagging jowls and a pointed nose.7 In Toulouse when a man-servant was accused of heresy, the only justification he would give for his belief was to refer to that of his master, a young undergraduate who was in gaol with him: he preferred to die rather than accept that his master could be mistaken. When King Louis XI took Arras, many of the citizens let themselves be hanged rather than cry ‘Long live the King.’8

[C] Even today in the Kingdom of Narsinga the wives of their priests are buried alive with their dead husbands. All other wives are burned alive at their husbands’ funeral, not merely with constancy but with gaiety. And when they cremate the body of their dead king, all his wives and concubines, his favourites and a multitude of dignatories and servants of every kind, trip so lightly towards the pyre to cast themselves into it with their master that they apparently hold it an honour to be his comrades in death.9

[A] Among the lowly souls of Fools, some have been found who refused to give up clowning even in death. When the hangman sent one of them swinging from the rope he cried out his regular catch-phrase: ‘Let her run with the wind.’ Another jester lay dying on a palliasse in front of the fire; the doctor asked him where it hurt: ‘Between that bench and this fire,’ he replied. And when the priest was about to administer the last rites and was fumbling about to anoint his feet (which were all twisted up and retracted), ‘You will find them,’ he said, ‘at the end of my legs!’ When exhorted to charge someone to intercede with God, he inquired, ‘Is anyone going to see Him?’ When the other replied, ‘You will soon, if God so wishes,’ he exclaimed: ‘Now, if I could only get there by tomorrow evening, I…’ – ‘Just think about your intercessions,’ continued the other; ‘You will be there soon enough.’ – ‘In that case I had better wait,’ he said, ‘and deliver my intercessions in person.’10

I have heard my father tell how places were taken and retaken so many times in our recent wars in Milan that the people became weary of so many changes of fortune and firmly resolved to die: a tally of at least twenty-five heads of family took their own lives in one single week. That incident was similar to what occurred in the city of the Xanthians who, besieged by Brutus, rushed out headlong, men, women and children, with so furious an appetite for death that to achieve it they omitted nothing that is usually done to avoid it; Brutus was able to save but a tiny number.11

[C] Any opinion is powerful enough for somebody to espouse it at the cost of his life. The first article in that fair oath that Greece swore – and kept – in the war against the Medes was that every man would rather exchange life for death than Persian laws for Greek ones. In the wars of the Turks and the Greeks how many men can be seen preferring to accept the cruellest of deaths rather than to renounce circumcision for baptism?

That is an example which all religions are capable of. When the Kings of Castile banished the Jews from their lands, King John of Portugal sold them sanctuary in his territories at eight crowns a head, on condition that they would have to leave by a particular day when he would provide vessels to transport them to Africa. The day duly arrived after which they were to remain as slaves if they had not obeyed: but too few ships were provided; those who did get aboard were treated harshly and villanously by the sailors who, apart from many other indignities, delayed them at sea, sailing this way and that until they had used up all their provisions and were forced to buy others from them at so high a price and over so long a period that they were set ashore with the shirts they stood up in. When the news of this inhuman treatment reached those who had remained behind, most resolved to accept slavery; a few pretended to change religion. When Emmanuel, [’95] John’s successor, [C] came to the throne he first set them all free; then he changed his mind, giving them time to void his kingdom and assigning three ports for their embarkation. When the good-will he had shown in granting them their freedom had failed to convert them to Christianity, he hoped (said Bishop Osorius, the best Latin historian of our times) that they would be brought to it by the hardship of having to expose themselves as their comrades had done to thievish seamen and of having to abandon a land to which they had grown accustomed and where they had acquired great wealth, in order to cast themselves into lands foreign and unknown. But finding his hopes deceived and the Jews determined to make the crossing, he withdrew two of the ports he had promised in order that the length and difficulty of the voyage would make some of them think again – or perhaps it was to pile them all together in one place so as the more easily to carry out his design, which was to tear all the children under fourteen from their parents and to transport them out of sight and out of contact, where they could be taught our religion. This deed is said to have produced a dreadful spectacle, as the natural love of parents and children together with their zeal for their ancient faith rebelled against this harsh decree: it was common to see fathers and mothers killing themselves or – an even harsher example – throwing their babes down wells out of love and compassion in order to evade that law. Meanwhile the allotted time ran out: they had no resources, so returned to slavery. Some became Christians: even today a century later few Portuguese trust in their sincerity or in that of their descendants, even though the constraints of custom and of long duration are as powerful counsellors as any other.12 Cicero says: ‘Quoties non modo ductores nostri sed universi etiam exercitus ad non dubiam mortem concurrerunt?’ [How often have not only our generals but entire armies charged to their death?]13 [B] I witnessed one of my friends energetically pursuing death with a real passion, rooted in his mind by many-faceted arguments which I could not make him renounce; quite irrationally, with a fierce, burning hunger, he seized upon the first death which presented itself with a radiant nimbus of honour.

[A] In our own times there are many examples of even children killing themselves for fear of some slight setback. (In this connection one of the Ancients said, ‘What shall we not go in fear of if we fear what cowardice itself has chosen for its refuge?’)14 If I were to thread together a long list of people of all sorts, of both sexes and of all schools of thought, who even in happier times have awaited death with constancy or have willingly sought it – not merely to fly from the ills of this life but in some cases simply to fly from a sense of being glutted with life and in others from hope of a better mode of being elsewhere – I would never complete it: they are so infinite in number that, in truth, I would find it easier to list those who did fear death. One case only: the philosopher Pyrrho happened to be aboard ship during a mighty storm; to those about him whom he saw most terrified he pointed out an exemplary pig, quite unconcerned with the storm; he encouraged them to imitate it.15 Dare we conclude that the benefit of reason (which we praise so highly and on account of which we esteem ourselves to be lords and masters of all creation) was placed in us for our torment? What use is knowledge if, for its sake, we lose the calm and repose which we would enjoy without it and if it makes our condition worse than that of Pyrrho’s pig? Intelligence was given us for our greater good: shall we use it to bring about our downfall by fighting against the design of Nature and the order of the Universe, which require each creature to use its faculties and resources for its advantage?

Fair enough, you may say: your rule applies to death, but what about want? And what have you to say about pain which [C] Aristippus, Hieronymus and16 [A] the majority of sages judge to be the [C] ultimate [A] evil?17 Even those who denied this in words accepted it in practice: Possidonius was tormented in the extreme by an acutely painful illness; Pompey came to see him and apologized for having picked on so inappropriate a time for hearing him discourse on philosophy: ‘God forbid,’ said Possidonius, ‘that pain should gain such a hold over me as to hinder me from expounding philosophy or talking about it.’ And he threw himself into the theme of contempt for pain. Meanwhile pain played her part and pressed hard upon him. At which he cried, ‘Pain, do your worst! I will never say you are an evil!’18 A great fuss is made about this story, but what does it imply about his contempt for pain? He is arguing about words: if those stabbing pangs do not trouble him, why does he break off what he was saying? Why does he think it so important not to call pain an evil?

All is not in the mind in his case. We can hold opinions about other things: here the role is played by definite knowledge. Our very senses are judges of that:

Qui nisi sunt veri, ratio quoque falsa sit omnis.
 [If they are not true, then reason itself is totally false.]19


Are we to make our flesh believe that lashes from leather thongs merely tickle it, or make our palate believe that bitter aloes is vin de Graves? In this matter, Pyrrho’s pig is one of us: it may not fear death, but beat it and it squeals and cries. Are we to force that natural universal and inherent characteristic which can be seen in every living creature under heaven: namely, that pain causes trembling? The very trees seem to shudder beneath the axe.

The act of dying is the matter of a moment: it is felt only by our powers of reason:

Aut fuit, aut veniet, nihil est praesentis in illa;
 [Death either was or is to come: nothing of the present is in her;]20


Morsque minus poenae quam mora mortis habet.


[There is less pain in Death than in waiting for Death.]


Thousands of beasts and men are dead before they are threatened. In truth, what [C] we say we [A] chiefly fear21 in death is what usually precedes it: pain.

[C] Yet if we are to believe a holy Father of the Church, ‘Malam mortem non facit, nisi quod sequitur mortem.’ [Death is no evil, except on account of what follows it.]22 And I would maintain with greater likelihood that neither what precedes it nor what follows it appertains to death. Our self-justifications are false: I find from experience that it is our inability to suffer the thought of dying which makes us unable to suffer the pain of it, and that the pain we do suffer is twice as grievous since it threatens us with death. But as reason condemns our cowardice in fearing something so momentary, so unavoidable, so incapable of being felt as death is, we seize upon a more pardonable pretext.

We do not put on the danger list any painful ailment which comports no danger apart from the pain itself. Since toothache or gout, however painful, are not fatal nobody really counts them as illnesses. So let us concede that where dying is concerned we are chiefly concerned with the pain, [A] just as in poverty there is nothing to fear except the fact that it throws us into the embrace of pain by the thirst, hunger, cold and heat and the sleepless watches that we are made to suffer.

And so let us concern ourselves only with pain. I grant that pain is the worst disaster that can befall our being. I willingly do so, for, of all men in the world. I am the most ill-disposed toward pain and [C] flee23 [A] it all the more for having had little acquaintance with it, thank God. But it lies within us not to destroy pain but at least to lessen it by patient suffering and, even if the body be disturbed by it, still to keep our reason and our soul well-tempered.

If this were not so, what could have brought us to respect manly courage, valour, fortitude, greatness of soul and determination? If there were no pain to defy, how could they play their part? ‘Avida est periculi virtus’. [Manly courage is avid for danger.]24 If we did not have to sleep rough, endure in full armour the midday sun, make a meal of horseflesh or donkey, watch as they cut us open to extract a bullet buried between our bones, allow ourselves to be stitched up again, cauterized and poked about, how could we ever acquire that superiority which we aspire to have over the common people? Fleeing pain and evil is not at all what the sages counsel – they say that among indifferent actions it is more desirable to perform the one which causes us most trouble. [C] ‘Non enim hilaritate, nec lascivia, nec risu, aut joco comite levitatis, sed saepe etiam tristes firmitate et constantia sunt beati.’ [For happiness is to be found not in gaiety, pleasure, laughing, nor in levity the comrade of jesting: those are happy, often in sadness, who are constant and steadfast.]25 [A] That was why it was impossible to convince our forebears that conquests made by force of arms at the hazard of war were not superior to those safely won by intrigues and plotting:

Laetius est quoties magno sibi constat honestum.


[Whenever virtue costs us dear, our joy is greater.]26


In addition, it ought to console us that, by Nature, ‘if pain is violent it is short; if long, light’ – [C] ‘si gravis brevis, si longus levis.’27 [A] You will not feel it for long if you feel it grievously: either it will quench itself or quench you, which amounts to the same thing.28 [C] If you find it unbearable, it will bear you away. ‘Memineris maximos morte finiri; parvos multa habere intervalla requietis; mediocrum nos esse dominos: ut si tolerabiles sint feramus, sin minus, e vita, quum ea non placeat, tanquam e theatro exeamus.’ [Remember that the greatest pains are ended by death, the smaller ones allow us periods of repose; and we are masters of the moderate ones, so that if they are bearable we shall be able to bear them; if they are not, when life fails to please us, we may make our exit as from the theatre.]29

[A] What causes us to be so impatient of suffering is that we are not used to finding our [C] principal [A] happiness in the soul, [C] nor to concentrating enough on her, who alone is the sovereign Lady of our actions and of our mode of being. The body knows only differences of degree: otherwise it is of one uniform disposition: but the soul can be diversified into all manner of forms; she reduces all bodily sensations and all physical accidents to herself and to whatever her own state may be. That is why we must study her, inquire into her and arouse in her her almighty principles. No reasoning power, no commandment, no force can override her inclination or her choice. She is capable of inclining a thousand ways: let us endow her with an inclination which conduces to our rest and conversation: then we are not only protected from any shocks but, if it pleases her, we are delighted and flattered by those pains and shocks.

All things indifferently can be turned to profit by the soul: even errors and dreams can serve her as matter to be loyally used to protect us and to make us contented. It can easily be seen that what gives their edge to pain and pleasure is the hone of our mind. The beasts, since they leave them to the body while leading the mind by the nose, have feelings which are free, natural and therefore virtually the same in all species, as we can see from the similarity of their reactions. If we were to refrain from disturbing the jurisdiction which our members rightly have in such matters, it is to be believed that we would be better off and that Nature has endowed them with a just and moderate temperament towards pleasure and pain. Nature, being equal and common to all, cannot fail to be just. But since we have unslaved ourselves from Nature’s law and given ourselves over to the vagrant liberty of our mental perceptions, the least we can do is to help ourselves by making them incline towards the most agreeable direction. Plato is afraid of our bitter enslavement to pain and to pleasure, since they too firmly bind and shackle our souls to our bodies; I, on the contrary, because they release them and strike them free. [A] Just as30 an enemy is made fiercer by our flight, so pain too swells with pride as we quake before her. If we withstand her she will make a compact on far better terms. We must brace ourselves against her. By backing away in retreat we beckon her on, drawing upon ourselves the very collapse which we are threatened by. [C] When tense, the body is firmer against attacks; so is the soul.

[A] But let us to come to those examples (which are proper hunting for weak-backed men like me) in which we find that it is with pain as with precious stones which take on brighter or duller hues depending on the foil in which they are set: pain only occupies as much space as we make for her. Saint Augustine says, ‘Tantum doluerunt quantum doloribus se inseruerunt.’ [The more they dwelt on suffering, the more they felt it.]31 We feel the surgeon’s scalpel ten times more than a cut from a sword in the heat of battle. The pangs of childbirth are reckoned to be great by doctors and by God himself;32 many social conventions are there to help us to get through them: yet there are whole nations who take no heed of them. To say nothing of the women of Sparta, what difference does childbirth make to the wives of the Swiss guards in our infantry, except that today you can see them plodding after their husbands, bearing on their back the child they bore yesterday in their belly? And Gypsy women (not real Egyptians; but ones recruited from among ourselves) go and personally bathe their newborn infants in the nearest stream and then wash themselves. [C] Apart from the many sluts who daily conceive and deliver their children in secret, there was that good wife of the Roman patrician Sabinus who (for the sake of others) gave birth to twins and endured the labouring pains, alone, without help, without a word and without a groan.33

[A] Why, a little Spartan boy had stolen a fox: [C] (Spartans were more afraid of being mocked for having botched a theft than we are of being punished for one): [A] he stuffed it34 under his cloak and rather than betray himself let it gnaw into his belly. Another lad was carrying incense for the sacrifice when a live coal fell up his sleeve: he let it burn through to the bone so as not to disturb the ceremony. When, according to their educational practices, an assay was made of the bravery of boys at the age of seven, many let themselves be flogged to death rather than change their expressions. [C] Cicero saw crowds fighting each other with feet, fists and teeth, till they collapsed with exhaustion rather than admit defeat. ‘Nunquam naturam mos vinceret: est enim ea semper invicta; sed nos umbris, deliciis, otio, languore, desidia animum infecimus; opinionibus maloque more delinitum mollivimus.’ [Never could habit conquer Nature: Nature is unconquerable; yet we have corrupted our souls with unrealities, luxuries, leisure, idleness, listlessness and sloth; we have made them soft with opinions and evil habits.]35

[A] Everyone knows the story of Scaevola who had slipped into the enemy’s camp to kill their leader: having failed in this attempt he thought of a strange way to complete his task and deliver his country: not only did he confess his purpose to Porsenna (the king he sought to kill) but added that he had a great number of Roman accomplices within the camp; to show what sort of man he was, a brazier was brought in: he suffered his arm to be grilled and roasted: he stood watching it until that enemy himself, in horror, ordered the brazier removed.36

What about that man who would not condescend to break off reading his book when they cut him open? And what of that other man who persisted in laughing at the ills done to him and in mocking them until his incensed and cruel torturers, having vainly invented new torments and increased them one after another, had to admit that he was the winner?37

‘But then, he was a philosopher’ – Yes, but when one of Caesar’s gladiators suffered his wounds to be probed and cut open he kept on laughing.38 [C] ‘Quis mediocris gladiator ingemuit; quis vultum mutavit unquam? Quis non modo stetit, verum etiam decubuit turpiter? Quis cum decubuisset, ferrum recipere jussus, contraxit?’ [What quite ordinary gladiator has ever made a groan? Which has ever changed his expression? Which has ever behaved shamefully whether still on his feet or beaten to the ground? And having fallen, which of them ever withdrew his neck when ordered to receive the sword?]39

[A] Women can be brought in to this as well. Who has not heard of that woman of Paris who had herself flayed alive merely to acquire a fresh colour from a new skin? Women have been known to have good sound teeth extracted so as to rearrange them in a better order or in the hope of making their voices softer or fuller. How many examples of contempt for pain does that sex supply! Provided they can hope to enhance their beauty, what do they fear? What can they not do?

[B] Vellere queis cura est albos a stirpe capillos, 
 Et faciem dempta pelle referre novam.


[Their labour consists in plucking out white hairs and scraping off skin to put on a new face.]40

[A] I have known women who swallowed sand and ashes, specifically striving to ruin their digestions in order to acquire a pallid hue. And to appear slim in the Spanish fashion what tortures will they suffer, with corsets and braces cutting into the living flesh under their ribs – sometimes even dying from it.

[C] Many peoples in our own times commonly inflict deliberate wounds on themselves to give credit to their oaths – our own King tells of several memorable examples of this which he saw in Poland and in which he was involved.41 I know some men who imitated that in France; apart from which I personally saw a girl who, to prove the earnestness of her promises as well as her constancy, took the pin she wore in her hair and jabbed herself four or five times in the arm, breaking the skin and bleeding herself in good earnest. The Turks sport great scars for their ladies; to make the marks permanent they immediately apply hot irons to their wounds to staunch the blood and form the scab, keeping them there an incredible time. Those who have seen it have written sworn depositions about it for me. Why, you can find Turks any day who will make a deep gash in their arms or their thighs for a mere ten aspers.42

[A] I am pleased to find martyrs nearer to hand where we need them more: Christendom provides us with plenty. Following the guidance of our Holy Ensample many, from devotion, have taken up the cross. From a most reliable witness we learn that Saint Louis, when king, wore a hair-shirt until his confessor gave him a dispensation in his old age; every Friday he made his priest flog his shoulders with five iron chains, which, for this purpose, he always bore about with him in a box.43 Guillaume, our last Duke of Guyenne (father of that Aliénor who transmitted the Duchy to the houses of France and England) throughout the last ten or twelve years of his life, as a penance, continuously wore an armoured breast-plate under a monk’s cloak.44 Count Foulk of Anjou went all the way to Jerusalem to be scourged by two of his manservants as he stood with a rope round his neck before Our Lord’s Sepulchre.45 And in various places on Good Fridays do we not still find many men and women flagellating themselves, tearing into their flesh and cutting it to the bone? I have often seen it: there was no trickery. Since they wear masks some are said to witness to another’s devotion in return for cash, showing an even greater contempt for pain in that the spur of devotion is greater than the spur of avarice.

[C] With calm faces, betraying no signs of grief, Quintus Maximus buried his son the Consul; Marcus Cato buried his son the Praetor elect; and Lucius Paulus, both of his sons within a few days of each other. Some time ago I said (as a quip) that one particular man had even cheated God of his justice: in one day three of his grown-up sons met violent deaths – which we may believe to have been sent to him as a bitter chastisement; yet he took it almost as a blessing.46 I myself have lost two or three children, not without grief but without brooding over it; but they were still only infants. Yet hardly anything which can befall men cuts them more to the quick. I have observed several other misfortunes which commonly cause great affliction, but which I would hardly notice if they happened to me – and when they have done so I have been so contemptuous of some which other people consider to be hideous that I would prefer not to boast of it in public without managing a blush: ‘Ex quo intelligitur non in natura, sed in opinione esse aegritudinem.’ [From which we may learn that grief lies not in nature but opinion.]47

[B] Opinion is a bold and immoderate advocate. Who ever sought security and repose as avidly as Alexander and Caesar sought insecurity and hardships? Teres, the father of Sitalces, used to say that when he was not waging war he felt that there was no difference between him and his stable-boy.48

[C] When Cato the Consul sought to secure a number of Spanish towns, many of their citizens killed themselves simply because he forbade them to bear arms: ‘ferox gens nullam vitam rati sine armis esse’ [a fierce people who thought not to bear arms was not to live].49

[B] How many do we know of who have fled from the sweetness of a calm life at home among people they knew in order to undergo the horrors of uninhabitable deserts, throwing themselves into conditions abject, vile and despised by the world, delighting in them and going so far as to prefer them!50

Cardinal Borromeo who recently died in Milan was surrounded by debauchery; everything incited him to it: his rank, his immense wealth, the atmosphere of Italy and his youth; yet he maintained a way of life so austere that the same garment served him winter and summer; he slept only on a palliasse; any time left over after the duties of his office he spent on his knees studying, with some bread and water set beside his book – which was all the food he ever took and the only time he did so.

I have even met men who have knowingly secured profit and preferment from letting themselves be cuckolded – yet that very word terrifies many.

Sight may not be the most necessary of our senses but it is the most pleasurable; the most useful and pleasurable of our limbs are those which serve to beget us, yet quite a few men have been seized with a mortal hatred for them simply because they do afford us such pleasure: they rejected them because of their value and worth; the man who plucked out his own eyes held the same opinion.51

[C] An abundance of children is a blessing for the greater, saner, part of mankind: I and a few others find blessings in a lack of them. When Thales was asked why he did not get married, he replied that he did not want to leave any descendants.52

That it is our opinion which confers value can be seen from those many things which we do not even bother to look at when making our judgements, looking, rather, at ourselves: we consider neither their intrinsic qualities nor the uses they can be put to but only what it cost us to procure them – as if that were a part of their substance: in their case value consists not in what they give to us but in what we gave for them. While on this subject, I realize that where our expenditure is concerned we are good at keeping accounts: our outgoings cost us so much trouble, and we value them precisely because they do so; our opinion will never allow itself to be undervalued. What gives value to a diamond is its cost; to virtue, its difficulty; to penance, its suffering; to medicines their bitter taste.

[B] To attain poverty one man cast his golden coins into that self-same sea which others ransack to net and catch riches.53 Epicurus said that being rich does not alleviate our worries: it changes them.54 And truly it is not want that produces avarice but plenty. I would like to tell you my experience of this. Since I grew up I have known three changes of circumstance: the first period (which lasted about twenty years) I spent with only a sporadic income, being at the orders of other people and dependent upon their help; I had no fixed allowance; nothing was laid down for me. I spent my money all the more easily and cheerfully precisely because it depended on the casualness of fortune. I have never lived better: never once did I find my friends’ purses closed to me, since I had convinced myself that none of my other wants exceeded my wanting to pay back loans on the agreed date. Seeing the efforts I made to do so, the terms were extended hundreds of times; I acquired thereby a somewhat spurious reputation for punctilious husbandry. It is in my nature to like paying my debts, as though I were casting off my shoulders that very image of slavery, a weighty burden; in addition I experience a certain pleasure in satisfying others and behaving justly. I make an exception however for the kind of repayments which involve haggling and bargaining: unless I can find somebody to do that job for me I wrongly and disgracefully put it off as long as possible, fearing the sort of quarrel which is totally incompatible with my humour and my mode of speaking. There is nothing I hate more than bargaining. It is a pure exchange of trickery and effrontery: after hours of arguing and haggling both sides go back on their pledged word to gain a few pence more. So I was always at a disadvantage when asking for a loan: I had no wish to make my request in person and relied on letters – a chancy business which is lacking in drive and actually encourages a refusal. Arrangements for my needs I used to leave light-heartedly to the stars – more freely than I later did to my own foresight and good sense.

Most thrifty people reckon that living in such uncertainty must be horrible. In the first place they fail to realize that most people have to do so. And how many honourable men have cast all their security overboard (and still do so) seeking favourable winds from Prince or Fortune? To become Caesar, Caesar borrowed a million in gold over and above what he possessed.55 And how many merchants begin trading by selling up their farms and dispatching it all to the Indies,

Tot per impotentia freta!

[Over so many raging seas!]56


And even now, in the present dearth of charity, countless thousands of religious houses live properly, expecting every day from the bounty of Heaven whatever they need for dinner.

In the second place, people fail to realize that they base themselves on a certainty which is hardly less uncertain and chancy than chance itself. I can see Want lurking beyond an income of two thousand crowns as readily as if she were right beside me. [C] Fate57 [B] can make a thousand breaches for poverty to find a way into our riches; [C] often there is no intermediate state between the highest and the lowest fortunes:

Fortuna vitrea est: tunc cum splendet frangitur.

[Fortune is glass: it glitters, then it shatters.]58


[B] Fate can send our dykes and ramparts a-toppling arse over tip; moreover I find that need, for a thousand diverse reasons, can make a home with those who have possessions as often as with those who have none; she is even perhaps less troublesome when she dwells with us alone than when we meet her accompanied by all our riches. [C] Riches are more a matter of ordinate living than of income: ‘Faber est suae quisque fortunae.’ [By each man is his fortune wrought.]59 [B] And it seems to me that a rich man who is worried, busy and under necessary obligations is more wretched than a man who is simply poor. [C] ‘In divitiis inopes, quod genus egestatis gravissimum est.’ [Poverty amidst riches is the most grievous form of want.]60 The greatest and richest of princes are regularly driven to extreme necessity by poverty and lack of cash: for what necessity is more extreme than that which turns them into tyrants, unjustly usurping the property of their subjects?

[B] In my second stage [C] I did have money. Becoming attached to it61 [B] I soon set aside savings which were considerable for a man of my station, never reckoning a man to have anything except what was over and above his regular outgoings and never believing that he should count on what he hopes to get, however clear that hope may be. ‘What if such-and-such a mishap occurred,’ I would say, ‘and took me by surprise?’ Then, as a result of these vain and vicious thoughts I would ingeniously strive to provide against all eventualities with what I had saved and put aside. I had a reply ready for anyone who maintained that the number of mishaps was infinitely great: ‘I provided against some if not against all.’ None of this happened without painful anxiety. [C] I made a secret of it: I, who dare talk so much about myself, never talked truthfully about my money – like those rich who act poor and those poor who act rich, their consciences dispensed from witnessing truly to what they own.

What ridiculous and shameful wisdom! [B] Was I setting out on a journey? I never thought I had made adequate provision. The heavier my money the heavier my worries, wondering as I did whether the roads were safe and then about the trustworthiness of the men in charge of my baggage; like others that I know, I was only happy about it when I had it before my eyes. When I left my strong-box at home, what thoughts and suspicions I had, sharp thorny ones and, what is worse, ones I could tell nobody about. My mind forever dwelt on it. [C] When you tot it all up, there is more trouble in keeping money than in acquiring it. [B] And even if I did not actually do all I have just said, stopping myself from doing so cost me dear. I got little profit out of my savings: [C] I had more to spend, but the spending weighed [B] no less heavily on me, for as Bion said, when it comes to plucking out hairs, it hurts the balding no less than the hairy:62 once you have grown used to having a pile of a certain size and have set your mind on doing so, you can no longer use it: [C] you do not even want to slice a bit off the top. [B] It is the kind of structure – so it seems to you – that would tumble down if you even touched it. For you to broach it, Necessity must have you by the throat. Formerly I would pawn my furniture and sell my horse far less unwillingly and with less regret than I would ever have made a breech in that beloved purse which I kept in reserve. The danger lies in its not being easy to place definite limits on such desires – [C] limits are hard to discover for things which seem good – [B] and so to know when to stop saving. You go on making your pile bigger, increasing it from one sum to another until, like a peasant, you deprive yourself of the enjoyment of your own goods: your enjoyment consists in hoarding and never actually using it. [C] If this is ‘using’ money, then the richest in cash are the guards on the walls and gates of a goodly city! To my way of thinking, any man with money is a miser.

Plato ranks physical or human goods thus: health, beauty, strength, wealth. And wealth, he says, is not blind but extremely clear-sighted when enlightened by wisdom.63

[B] The Younger Dionysius acted elegantly in this regard.64 They told him that one of the men in his city of Syracuse had buried a hidden treasure. He commanded him to bring it to him. Which he did, secretly keeping back a part which he went off to spend in another city, where he lost his taste for hoarding money and began to live more expensively. When Dionysius learned of this he sent him the remainder of his treasure, saying that he willingly returned it now he had learned how to use it.

I remained like this for [C] a few years; then some good daemon or other [B] cast me out65 of it most usefully – like that man of Syracuse – and scattered all my parsimony to the winds, when the joyful undertaking of a certain very expensive journey sent all those silly notions tumbling down.

That is how I dropped into a third way of life which – and I say what I really feel – is far more enjoyable, certainly, and also more orderly: I make my income and my expenditure run along in tandem: sometimes one pulls ahead, sometimes the other, but only drawing slightly apart. I live from day to day, pleased to be able to satisfy my present, ordinary needs: extraordinary ones could never be met by all the provision in the world.

[C] And it is madness to expect that Fortune will ever supply us with enough weapons to use against herself. We have to fight with our own weapons: fortuitous ones will let us down at the crucial moment. [B] If I do save up now, it is only because I hope to use the money soon – not to purchase lands [C] that I have no use for [B] but to purchase pleasure. [C] ‘Non esse cupidum pecunia est, non esse emacem vectigal est.’ [Not to want means money: not to spend means income.]66 [B] I have no fear, really, that I shall lack anything: nor [C] have I any wish for more. ‘Divitiarum fructus est in copia, copiam declarat satietas.’ [The fruit of riches consists in abundance: abundance is shown by having enough.] [B] I particularly congratulate myself that this amendment of life should have come to me at an age which is naturally inclined to avarice, so ridding me of a vice67 – the most ridiculous of all human madnesses – which is so common among the old.

[C] Pheraulas had experienced both kinds of fortune: he found that an increase in goods did not mean an increased appetite for eating, drinking, sleeping or lying with his wife; on the other hand he did find that the importunate cares of running his estates pressed heavy on his shoulders (as it does on mine); he decided to make one of his loyal friends happy – a poor young man always on the track of riches: he made him a present of all his own wealth, which was extremely great, as well as of everything which was daily accruing to him from the generosity of his good master Cyrus and also from the wars: the condition he made was that the young man should undertake to maintain him and feed him as an honoured guest and friend. Thus they lived thereafter in great happiness, both equally pleased with the change in their circumstances.68

That is a course I would heartily love to imitate! And I greatly praise the lot of an old Bishop whom I know to have so purely and simply entrusted his purse, his revenue and his expenditures to a succession of chosen servants, that he has let many long years flow by, as ignorant as an outsider of the financial affairs of his own household.69 Trust in another’s goodness is no light testimony to one’s own: that is why God looks favourably on it. And where that Bishop is concerned I know no household which is run more smoothly nor more worthily than his.

Blessed is the man who has ordered his needs to so just a measure that his riches suffice them without worrying him or taking up his time, and without the spending and the gathering breaking into his other pursuits which are quiet, better suited and more to his heart.

[B] So ease or indigence depend on each man’s opinion: wealth, fame and health all have no more beauty and pleasure than he who has them lends to them. [C] For each man good or ill is as he finds. The man who is happy is not he who is believed to be so but he who believes he is so: in that way alone does belief endow itself with true reality.

Neither good nor ill is done to us by Fortune: she merely offers us the matter and the seeds: our soul, more powerful than she is, can mould it or sow them as she pleases, being the only cause and mistress of our happy state or our unhappiness. [B] Whatever comes to us from outside takes its savour and its colour from our internal attributes, just as our garments warm us not with their heat but ours, which they serve to preserve and sustain. Shelter a cold body under them and it will draw similar services from them for its coldness: that is how we conserve snow and ice.70 [A] Study to the lazy, like abstinence from wine to the drunkard, is torture; frugal living to the seeker after pleasure, like exercise to the languid idle man, is torment: so too for everything else. Things are not all that painful nor harsh in themselves: it is our weakness, our slackness, which makes them so. To judge great and lofty things we need a mind which is like them: otherwise we attribute to them the viciousness which belongs to ourselves. A straight oar seems bent in water. It is not only seeing which counts: how we see counts too.71

Come on then. There are so many arguments persuading men in a variety of ways to despise death and to endure pain: why do we never find a single one which applies to ourselves? Thoughts of so many different kinds have persuaded others: why cannot we each find the one that suits our own disposition? If a man cannot stomach a strong purgative and root out his malady, why cannot he at least take a lenitive and relieve it? [C] ‘Opinio est quædam effeminata ac levis, nec in dolore magis, quam eadem in voluptate: qua, cum liquescimus fluimusque mollitia, apis aculeum sine clamore ferre non possumus. Totum in eo est, ut tibi imperes.’ [As much in pain as in pleasure, our opinions are trivial and womanish: we have been melted and dissolved by wantonness; we cannot even endure the sting of a bee without making a fuss. Above all we must gain mastery over ourselves.]72 [A] We cannot evade Philosophy by immoderately pleading our human frailty and the sharpness of pain: Philosophy is merely constrained to [C] have recourse to her unanswerable counter-plea: [A] ‘Living in necessity is bad: but at least there is no necessity that you should go on doing so.’73 [C] No one suffers long, save by his own fault. If a man has no heart for either living or dying; if he has no will either to resist or to run away: what are we to do with him?






15. One is punished for stubbornly defending a fort without a good reason
[image: image]

[A brief consideration of the limits placed on stubborn bravery by the rules of contemporary warfare. Exceptionally, all Montaigne’s examples are modern ones, with no reference to antiquity.]


[A] Like all other virtues valour has its limits: overstep them, and you tread the path of vice; consequently a man may go right through the dwelling-place of valour into rashness, stubbornness and madness if he does not know where those boundaries lie: yet at their margins they are not easy to pick out. From this consideration was born the custom observed in warfare of punishing even by death those who stubbornly persist in the defence of a fort when, by the very rules of war, it cannot be sustained. Otherwise if there were hope of escaping punishment whole armies would be held up by chicken-coops. At the siege of Pavia, My Lord the Constable de Montmorency was required to cross the Ticino and to take up position in the suburbs of San Antonio: he was delayed by a tower at the foot of a bridge which stubbornly held out until battered down: he hanged every man inside. Another time he accompanied My Lord the Dauphin on his Transalpine expedition. The castle at Villano was taken by force and all the defenders hacked to pieces by the soldiers in their frenzy, excepting only the Captain and his ensign; for the same reason he ordered both of them to be strangled to death by hanging. Captain Martin Du Bellay, when Governor of Turin in the same territory, similarly hanged Captain Saint-Bony after all his men had been massacred at the taking of his fort.1 Yet judgements about the strength or weakness of a fort depend upon estimates of the relative strength of the attacking forces. A man could justly be obstinate when faced with a couple of culverins who would be out of his mind if he resisted thirty cannons. And where you have to take into account the greatness of the conquering prince, the reputation he has and the respect due to him, there is a risk of the balance being weighted in his favour; that is why some have so great an opinion of themselves and of their resources that they deem it unreasonable that anyone whatsoever be thought worthy of resisting them: when any are found doing so they put them all to the sword… while their fortune lasts. That can be seen in the form of defiance and the summonses to surrender used by Eastern potentates2 and their successors today: they are proud, arrogant and full of barbaric assertiveness. [C] And in the regions where the Portuguese first penetrated into the Indies they discovered lands where it is universally held to be an inviolable law that an enemy defeated in the presence of the King or his Viceroy is excluded from any consideration of ransom or mercy.3

[B] Above all, then, you must avoid (if you can!) falling into the hands of a judge who is your enemy, victorious and armed.






16. On punishing cowardice
[image: image]

[Renaissance Jurisconsults such as Tiraquellus were concerned to temper the severity of the Law by examining motives and human limitations. Montaigne does so here in a matter of great concern to gentlemen in time of war.]


[A] I once heard a prince, a very great general, maintain that a soldier should not be condemned to death for cowardice: he was at table, being told about the trial of the Seigneur de Vervins who was sentenced to death for surrendering Boulogne.

In truth it is reasonable that we should make a great difference between defects due to our weakness and those due to our wickedness. In the latter we deliberately brace ourselves against reason’s rules, which are imprinted on us by Nature; in the former it seems we can call Nature herself as a defence-witness for having left us so weak and imperfect. That is why a great many1 people believe that we can only be punished for deeds done against our conscience: on that rule is partly based the opinion of those who condemn the capital punishment of heretics and misbelievers as well as the opinion that a barrister or a judge cannot be arraigned if they fail in their duty merely from ignorance.

Where cowardice is concerned the usual way is, certainly, to punish it by disgrace and ignominy. It is said that this rule was first introduced by Charondas the lawgiver, and that before his time the laws of Greece condemned to death those who had fled from battle, whereas he ordered that they be made merely to sit for three days in the market-place dressed as women:2 he hoped he could still make use of them once he had restored their courage by this disgrace – [C] ‘Suffundere malis hominis sanguinem quam effundere.’ [Make the blood of a bad man blush not gush.]3

[A] It seems too that in ancient times the laws of Rome condemned deserters to death: Ammianus Marcellinus tells how the Emperor Julian condemned ten of his soldiers to be stripped of their rank and then suffer death, ‘following,’ he said, ‘our Ancient laws’. Elsewhere however Julian for a similar fault condemned others to remain among the prisoners under the ensign in charge of the baggage.4 [C] Even the harsh sentences decreed against those who had fled at Cannae and those who in that same war had followed Gnaeus Fulvius in his defeat did not extend to death.

Yet it is to be feared that disgrace, by making men desperate, may make them not merely estranged but hostile.

[A] When our fathers were young the Seigneur de Franget, formerly a deputy-commander in the Company of My Lord Marshal de Châtillon, was sent by My Lord Marshal de Chabannes to replace the Seigneur Du Lude as Governor of Fuentarabia; he surrendered it to the Spaniards. He was sentenced to be stripped of his nobility, both he and his descendants being pronounced commoners, liable to taxation and unfit to bear arms. That severe sentence was executed at Lyons. Later all the noblemen who were at Guyse when the Count of Nassau entered it suffered a similar punishment; and subsequently others still.5

Anyway, wherever there is a case of ignorance so crass and of cowardice so flagrant as to surpass any norm, that should be an adequate reason for accepting them as proof of wickedness and malice, to be punished as such.






17. The doings of certain ambassadors
[image: image]

[War and diplomacy, both noble subjects, dominate this chapter; topics are introduced, such as how to read history, which are later developed in ‘On books’ (II, 10) where the Du Bellays are further criticized. The folly of detailed laws and instructions is treated in ‘On experience’ (III, 13).]


[A] On my travels, in order to be ever learning something from my meetings with other people (which is one of the best of all schools), I observe the following practice: always to bring those with whom I am talking back to the subjects they know best.

[A1] Basti al nocchiero ragionar de’ venti,
 Al bifolco dei tori, e le sue piaghe
 Conti’l guerrier, conti’l pastor gli armenti.


[Let the sailor talk but of the winds, the farmer of oxen, the soldier of his own wounds and the herdsman of his cattle.]1

[A] For the reverse usually happens, everyone choosing to orate about another’s job rather than his own, reckoning to increase his reputation by so doing; witness the reproof Archidamus gave to Periander: that he was abandoning an excellent reputation as a good doctor to acquire the reputation of a bad poet.2 [C] Just observe how Caesar spreads himself when he tells us about his ingenuity in building bridges and siege-machines: in comparison he is quite cramped when he talks of his professional soldiering, his valour or the way he conducts his wars. His exploits are sufficient proof that he was an outstanding general: he wants to be known as something rather different: a good engineer.

The other day a professional jurist was taken to see a library furnished with every sort of book including many kinds of legal ones. He had nothing to say about them. Yet he stopped to make blunt comments, like an expert, on a defence-work fixed to the head of a spiral staircase in that library; yet hundreds of officers and soldiers came across it every day without comment or displeasure.

The elder Dionysius, as befitted his fortune, was a great leader in battle, but he strove to become mainly famed for his poetry – about which he knew nothing.

[A] Optat ephippia bos piger, optat arare caballus.
 [The lumbering ox yearns for the saddle: the nag yearns for the plough.]3


[C] Follow that way and nobody achieves anything worthwhile. [A] So we should always lead4 architects, painters, cobblers and so on to talk of their own business.

While on this subject, when reading history (which is anybody’s business) I habitually turn my attention to the authors: if they are persons whose only profession is writing I chiefly learn points of style and language from them; if they are doctors I most readily believe them when they tell us about the climate, the health and humours of princes, of wounds and illnesses; when they are jurisconsults you should concentrate on legal controversies, laws, the bases of systems of government and the like; when Theologians, on Church affairs, ecclesiastical censures, dispensations and marriages; when courtiers, on manners and ceremonial; if warriors, on whatever concerns war and chiefly on detailed accounts of the exploits at which they were actually present; when ambassadors, on intrigues, understandings or negotiations, and how they were conducted – matters with which the Seigneur de Langey was fully conversant: that is why I noted and weighed in his Mémoires something I would have skipped over in another’s:5 he first gave an account of the remarkable formal statement made by the Emperor Charles V before the Roman Consistory Court in the presence of our ambassadors the Bishop of Mâcon and the Seigneur Du Velly; included in it were several outrageous remarks addressed to us French: among other things he declared that, if his own officers and soldiers had been no more loyal or skilled in warfare than our King’s were, then he would have put a halter round his own neck and gone and begged our King for mercy. (It seems he may have to some extent really meant this, for he uttered the same words two or three times in the course of his life.) He then challenged the King to single combat, with sword or poniard, in a boat, wearing only a doublet. Continuing his account the Seigneur de Langey added that when the two ambassadors sent their dispatch to the King, they reported the greater part of all this inaccurately and even hid the first two articles from him.

Now I found it very odd that an ambassador should have the power to choose what he should tell his sovereign, especially in a matter of such moment, coming from such a person and spoken before so large an assembly. It would seem to me that the duty of a servant is fully and faithfully to report events just as they occurred, so that his master can be free to arrange, judge and select for himself. To alter the truth and hide it from someone out of fear that he might take it otherwise than he should and be driven to make an unwise decision (meanwhile leaving him ignorant of his own affairs) would seem to belong to the monarch not the subject, to a responsible schoolmaster not to him who should consider himself not merely subordinate in authority but also in wisdom and counsel. Anyway, even in petty affairs such as mine I would not care to be served that way.

[C] Under some pretext or other we are always ready to withdraw our obedience and to usurp the mastery. Everyone so naturally aspires to freedom and authority that, to a superior, no quality should be dearer in those who serve him than simple, straightforward obedience.

The right to command is corrupted when we obey at our discretion not from subordination. Publius Crassus (the one the Romans considered to be ‘five-times blessed’) was Consul in Asia when he wrote to a Greek engineer ordering him to bring him the larger of two ship’s masts which he had seen in Athens in order to use it in a siege-engine he wanted to make. The engineer, on the strength of his scientific knowledge, permitted himself to decide to bring the smaller one which, by the rules of his art, was the more suitable. Crassus listened to his arguments patiently, then had him soundly flogged, judging that the interests of discipline outweighed those of his machine.6

Nevertheless we should consider on the other hand that so strict an obedience is appropriate only to precise orders previously given. The charge of ambassadors leaves them with a freer hand, much depending directly on their own judgement; they do not merely carry out their Master’s will, they form that will and dress it by their counsel. In my time I have seen persons in authority criticized for having obeyed the King’s dispatches to the letter rather than adapting them to changing local circumstances. Men of judgement still condemn the practice of the kings of Persia who used to break down their orders into such detail that their agents and representatives had to refer back for rulings on the most trivial matters; such delays, over so wide an empire, often proved strikingly prejudicial to their affairs.

As for Crassus, when he wrote to a specialist and actually told him what the mast was to be used for, did he not seem to be entering into a discussion about his intentions, inviting him to use his own discretion?






18. On fear
[image: image]

[Montaigne discusses fear, partly in the light of his own experience in war, partly from exempla. He sees it as often leading to mad, ecstatic behaviour: it was indeed to be classed as a case of rapture or of madness, the frightened man being ‘beside himself’.]


[A] Obstupui, steteruntque comae, et vox faucibus haesit.


[I stood dumb with fear; my hair stood on end and my voice stuck in my throat.]1

I am not much of a ‘natural philosopher’ – that is the term they use; I have hardly any idea of the mechanisms by which fear operates in us; but it is a very odd emotion all the same; doctors say that there is no emotion which more readily ravishes our judgement from its proper seat. I myself have seen many men truly driven out of their minds by fear, and it is certain that, while the fit lasts, fear engenders even in the most staid of men a terrifying confusion.

I leave aside simple folk, for whom fear sometimes conjures up visions of their great-grandsires rising out of their graves still wrapped in their shrouds, or else of chimeras, werewolves or goblins; but even among [C] soldiers,2 [A] where fear ought to be able to find very little room, how many times have I seen it change a flock of sheep into a squadron of knights in armour; reeds or bulrushes into men-at-arms and lancers; our friends, into enemies; a white cross into a red one.

When Monsieur de Bourbon captured Rome, a standard-bearer who was on guard at the Burgo San Pietro was [C] seized by [A] such terror3 at the first alarm that he leapt through a gap in the ruins and rushed out of the town straight for the enemy still holding his banner; he thought he was running into the town, but at the very last minute he just managed to see the troops of Monsieur de Bourbon drawing up their ranks ready to resist him (it was thought that the townsfolk were making a sortie); he realized what he was doing and headed back through the very same gap out of which he had just made a three-hundred-yards’ dash into the battlefield.

But the standard-bearer of Captain Juille was not so lucky when Saint-Pol was taken from us by Count de Bures and the Seigneur de Reu; for fear had made him so distraught that he dashed out of the town, banner and all, through a gun-slit and was cut to pieces by the attacking soldiers. There was another memorable case during the same siege, when fear so strongly seized the heart of a certain nobleman, freezing it and strangling it, that he dropped down dead in the breach without even being wounded.4

[C] Such fear can sometimes take hold of a great crowd. [B] In one of the engagements between Germanicus and the Allemani two large troops of soldiers took fright and fled opposite ways, one fleeing to the place which the other had just fled from.5

[A] Sometimes fear as in the first two examples puts wings on our heels; at others it hobbles us and nails our feet to the ground, as happened to the Emperor Theophilus in the battle which he lost against the Agarenes; we read that he was so enraptured and so beside himself with fear, that he could not even make up his mind to run away: [B] ‘adeo pavor etiam auxilia formidat’ [so much does fear dread even help].6 [A] Eventually Manuel, one of the foremost commanders of his army, shook him and pulled him roughly about as though rousing him from a profound sleep, saying, ‘If you will not follow me I will kill you; the loss of your life matters less than the loss of the Empire if you are taken prisoner.’

[C] Fear reveals her greatest power when she drives us to perform in her own service those very deeds of valour of which she robbed our duty and our honour. In the first pitched battle which the Romans lost to Hannibal during the consulship of Sempronius, an army of ten thousand foot-soldiers took fright, but seeing no other way to make their cowardly escape they fought their way through the thick of the enemy, driving right through them with incredible energy, slaughtering a large number of Carthaginians but paying the same price for a shameful flight as they should have done for a glorious victory.7

It is fear that I am most afraid of. In harshness it surpasses all other mischances. [’95] What emotion could ever be more powerful or more appropriate than that felt by the friends of Pompey who were aboard a ship with him and witnessed that horrible massacre of his forces? Yet even that emotion was stifled by their fear of the Egyptian sails as they began to draw nearer; it was noticed that his friends had no time for anything but urging the sailors to strive to save them by rowing harder; but after they touched land at Tyre their fear left them and they were free to turn their thoughts to the losses they had just suffered and to give rein to those tears and lamentations which that stronger emotion of fear had kept in abeyance.

Tum pavor sapientiam omnem mihi ex animo expectorat.

[Then fear banishes all wisdom from my heart.]8


[C] Men who have suffered a good mauling in a military engagement, all wounded and bloody as they are, can be brought back to the attack the following day; but men who have tasted real fear cannot be brought even to look at the enemy again. People with a pressing fear of losing their property or of being driven into exile or enslaved also lose all desire to eat, drink or sleep, whereas those who are actually impoverished, banished or enslaved often enjoy life as much as anyone else. And many people, unable to withstand the stabbing pains of fear, have hanged themselves, drowned themselves or jumped to their deaths, showing us that fear is even more importunate and unbearable than death.

The Greeks acknowledged another species of fear over and above that fear caused when our reason is distraught; it comes, they say, from some celestial impulsion, without any apparent cause.9 Whole peoples have been seized by it as well as whole armies. Just such a fear brought wondrous desolation to Carthage: nothing was heard but shouts and terrified voices; people were seen dashing out of their houses as if the alarm had been sounded; they began attacking, wounding and killing each other, as though they took each other for enemies come to occupy their city. All was disorder and tumult until they had calmed the anger of their gods with prayer and sacrifice.

Such outbursts are called ‘Panic terrors’.10
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