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Montaigne: Week 2

Tre carly esseays

Ravisius Textor: Officina (chap. "Mortui gaudio et risu')

Dits memorables; Propos memorables; Apophthegmes

Coelius Phodiginus: Legons antiques (1516)

Pietro Crinjto: Honnéte discipline (1500)

Pedro de Mexia: Forest de diverses legons (1542)

Pierre Breslay: Anthologie (1574)
Guillaume Bouchet: Les Sérées (1584)

Antonio de Guevara: Lettres dorées

legons

"Et eusse prins plus volontiers ceste forme @ publier mes verves, si
j'eusse eu i qui parler..." (I, x1, p. 304)

Jacques Amyot
Pierre Villey

un plus notable tesmoignage de 1'imbecillita humaine (I, 45-46)

"Certes, c'est un subject merveilleusement vain, divers et ondoyant,
que l'homme. Il est malaisé d'y fonder jugement constant et uniforme"
(1, 41).

Justus Lipsius: De amphiteatro

Gomara: Historia general de las Indias

"de mes premiers essays, aucuns puent un peu 3 l'estranger..." (III,
v, p. 90)



FRENCH STUDIES B

MONTAIGNE week 2

The Early Essais

reading to include: (a text especially):

I,vi L'heure des parlemens dangereuse
vii Que 1l'intention juge nos actions
ix Des menteurs
xvi De la punition de la couardise
xxi De la force de l'imagination
xxxiv La fortune se rencontre souvent au train de la raison
xxxvii Du jeune Caton
1 De Democritus & Heraclitus
IT,iii Coustume de 1'Isle de Cea

also look at I,xxvii C'est folie de rapporter le vray & le faux 3 nostre
suffisance
xxxii Qu'il faut sobrement se mesleretc...
and
Z I, xiv,zx,xxxix
plus Villey: Les sources & 1'évolution des "Essais",vol II pp 3-86(= 1st 3)
chaps

Frame: Montaigee,a biography,chap ix,pp 142-161

¥ &ugw dup. T 0. 25-49 :
i;-«ﬁwl 571 462, ¢ 515)

& T\.C | ) Léul,ski




The Early 'Essais'

Not many artists can claim to have invented,all by themselves, a
totally new and unheard-of axrt-fomm. i‘et Montaigne can claim that. Montaigne
is actually one of the most original writers Europe has ever produced,being

o Nl srvitlon -
JBwance (the

one of the 3 really intermationally great writers ever
other 2 being Rabelais and Rousseau ). Montaigne's originality is apparent
in more than one way: his use of g‘rench instead of Latin to treat serious
subjects; his concentration on himself as his favourite subject (a queer and
improper thing to many of his contemporaries); his humane views on cruelty,
torture,witchcraft,réligious tolerance,to name some of his views condsdered
unChristian by the Inquisition. But in nothing is liontaigne more original
than in the fact that he created a new literary form. And that form,as one
might expect,is the essay. Not only did he invent the catchy title which so
pleased his first readers and which in our language has come to lose the
original meaning which he gave to it:‘tests,trials,attempts,experiments,tries?
but of course the whole genre which we think of as the loose exposition of
personal unspecialist viewpoints (when we talk of an essay) did not exist

before Montaigne wrote,and did exist after he had written. He not only

created the essay,but he perfected it in one go,too. In Englandlater,
people like ':Eacon,Ha.zlitt,Lamb}etc were to make their own contributions to
the developments of the form,of course,but they were using a form made for
them in France by IMichel Eyquem.

Now,of course,Montaigne did not set out to create a new literary
form,did not sit down,saying to himself "I have something new to say,therefore
the existing fomms of literary expression (letter,verse,philosophical

discourse etc) will be inadequate to my pm;fse and I must forge somet ;

Froe ‘,-(:,MM
new"., New art forms do develop out of dissatisfaction with old ones}gbut
are often the result of a blnd haphazard hit-and-miss trial-and-error

process. And the essay-form which Montaigne hit on is no exception to



this rule . It grew,in the hands of Montaigne,and under the influence of
his own personality,it grew out of previous fomms. And these previous forms
Montaigne had in fact been attracted to,had even tried his hand at in his
early days as a dilettante amateur writer up in his tower in the early

;-v»

15709,% they eventually,before long,simply proved J.ncompetent to the :

..‘

task of conta.:.m.ng what he wanted to say,and more especially HOWNhe
wanted to say it. So he had to enlarge,adapt and eventually as he wrote
unrecognisably transfom an existing genre into what we know today under
the name of an 'essay'.

These earlier fomms were the work of compilers,of pedestrian
nacks ‘Tor the most part, haif-plagimsts,helf-t'ulgaxlzers of lea:mmg

oot s - aise o U Va0 1 v e tall CERlR, {( callid . Corrn ‘~ (oo
The books they wrote cons:.sted of

R ol compllatlons of cogaa.te anecdotes about famous l;geople and

events in clasgigal antiquity and also:in more: ,recent -history,classified under,w
grouped together under headlngs which told the reader quite plainly what

sort of anecdotes on what sort of subjecy he would find in each section.

For example,it was known that certain famous men had died in the lavatory,

while sitting on the pot; and so a list of their nemes,the circumstances of

each death etc would be d.rawn up,and a tltle a.ppenééd to the whole 11ttle

chapter' "Oi‘ men who died :at stool“ ;: Or 1t mlght be feats of millta,:qr

prowess’ and valour,and as many as poSs:.bIe memorable a.chlevements of’the

same .sort would be gathered ‘*98%&::#_@ hearsayfm modeme?@lst;??_i@%

about. the. French wars,say,in Ttaly;from vulgarized.. editions of

Greek & Lat:l.n classma.l anthors,all set down together and enti led "of m:.lltary

= e

/ valour" or whatever. Or of the sexua.l behav10ur of anolent gueens. AR | P LS
(O of Rafeli ﬁmm @) 67 MR, o who diad of Cofrg < Ravighati o 9 (dop 7% gautin n)
-, The.wozk of;the compiler of: thls sez:t, of work was -of. a. clerlca.l CA) )
nature,at mmsk its most original it was the work of something like a
research assistant. The compiler did not even have to comment on the
anecdotes which he set down,except to link them minimally together,possibly .-

with a few moral exhortations or exc2Zmatory blurb. These compilations were

all the rage in the XVIth century,in all E'ampean la.nguages. Translations

™~ %t

s ‘
N Wohhant ¢ cuat Aster g oo ok & gorecl fas U ik .



from one vernacular to another were rife,new editions kept appearing,one

copying the kother. This work required not even erudition and the research

e e —

ability(was not very great that was demend/eaeither, since the compilers

often did not need to know Greek or Latin,as the work of translation and
compilation had béen: fone so often before that one merely had to plunder
someone else's book to write his Yown. i ‘
b other sorts of compilations,see (1),called Dits memorables,or
Propos memorables,or Apophthegmes. These were similarly collected & cate-
gorized and plundered fgy_i’ggg by famous men,usually characters from ;&eek or
Roman: history or mythology,and usually divided by subject or theme of the
sayifgs. ‘What ‘the reader ‘thids ‘Had' in any “onié ‘of the chapters which made up
the wo:d: would be a compendiuni,an anthology of everythj_ng of no’be the.t had

l

ever been sa:.d on a certa.m toplc by anyone of mm They were like

9 R T L

say,the Oxford Book of Quotatlons,only mach more volum:mous and all inclusive.

c 7" Talso dhete wers.collections of sentences,ie of moral maxims on all
sorts of aspects of humen behaviour ,greatly nourished,of course,by the
plundering of translations of Greek & Roman classics. And bearing titles '
like the labels on drawers under which would. be g:r:ouped w:.se,plthy truths |
on Aitdr themes. ? FAT g

So,most of the: worka of thxe sort were produced by unorlg:mal
men, it wasrggexe;i:ive serv:.le writmg,&émva.tiv‘e to the nth d.egree,really
antholog:.es they Wwere more than a.‘nyth.mg else, comp:l.led w:rbh a mn.nimum of

effort and no thought or mag:.na.t:.on,no personal :Lni‘luence on the contents,

a:uning s:unply at’ dissémmatlon of encapsulated and preﬁ:.gested paeﬁeﬁs of
fragmented
aneodota.l/knowledge about a.spects of ln.fe,polltlcs hlstory,lrbera'bure,morals,

and so on 2. %‘5\’?’“\ s ok [ "Gt T (1Pt ) Eaa s LE U Edionnsipliid + fnks

Some names & ‘ki‘bles.

( )(é) Coelius Iﬂaodlglms Legons antiques(1516),legon meaning of course
adings. In La.tiq In 30 books. :
\%)(g) Péetrd CRINITO: Honnéte disecipline(1500). In 25 books. Translated

from the Italian(?).



pe

() Pedro de MEXTA (Messie,frenched): Forest de diverses legons (1542).
A Spanish best-seller who had a great vogue in England as well as in France.

Mt? _ (5) Pierre BRESLAY: Afithologie (1574) , a (ot ¢ ot Qre»w’»v Wmn
ww;} L(é) ... Guillaume BOUCHET: Les Sérées (1584),0ne of the most widely

'?ﬂ ») (w\p a‘éfw ek

-ghx b read: towards thsi end of century. '.. bdisl '
M 3 -
Fg;j r"’ Antonio de GUEVARA: Epistolas doradas (date? muerto en 1545?)

another Spanish best-seller,great sale all over Europe.

One finds mention of all these and others in the ESSATS: allusions to
them,admiration of them,borrowings from them (usually unacknowledged),as
well a8 from many others who aré éven move forgot'ten nowadays than these
gentlemen.  ‘Even in the very lat:st 1:‘SSAIS,wr:.‘t:‘l:en,o::r added to towalds the
end of" Monta:.gae 8 llfe,one flnds ev:.dence of h:m debt 4;9 thls -sopt of
readmg Among the 1000 books he mentn.on?;f;ﬁ/.rﬂ few must have been of this
sort. Those 1ater ESSAIS are of course very different from these compilations
as well as very differeat from Montaigne's esrly ESSATS. And the earliest
essays show)great similarities to the genre of the legons (=lectures,ie
readings 22) those slavish collections of famous feats and sayings and of moral
mexims borrowed from the anclents. Sm:.la.ritles which are so great,m fa.ct, VA
that one' is fo:r:eed to the conclus.lon that when,m 1571-72,Mondhigne- took G
up h:.s quill and first put ‘Wwords. on paper for hJ.B own satlsfactlon,he was
aiming at producing a very dlfferent Borb of work 'bo the one’ thai his

ol

book eventually became —\

at the prodnctlon of yeét: another anthology

of borrowed and coa:ll&ted anecdotes a.nd saymgs and m:uns suchqx a,a t]mse

which he’ could :r.'ead J.n the works mentloned a moment ago,and. whlch hJ.s
1

ESSAIS shnw he had such a ln.kéng that he was. ammg J.n factat-producing
at ccmpllmg in the 1ong run h:n.sn own collec’tlon oi‘ diverses legons. He
almost chose the letter-fomm to couch h:Ls comp:.latlons. However,as he
tells us (I,304 G-F=I,283-4 Class Garnier):(’“f I,%L> :

Et eusse prins plus volontiers ceste forme & publier mes C&) OO,)
verves,si j'eusse eu & qui parler... g

but having nobody,since the death of La Boétie,to whom he could write a letter,or
P

even imagine himself writing aj\imer to,he chose the form of the legon.



This is not an odd phenomenon,after all,is it., When an ama.teu.r fancies himself

~\

:mg 1n the. style of his oWn fav‘buri‘be

¢ B d 3

he will oi‘ten fancy himself wr T

writer; and as we know Montaa.gen did read thls sort of compllatn.on a.nd f:l.nd
great intevest in.it. Amd greatiiinterest there:must have been in them-for .- b
one,who lJ.ke Montalgne found i‘a.scmation m leam:l.ng about the wierder
vagaries Of; h:mﬁn behavicmr For one needs 'bo read 'very 1itt1e of: Monta:.@e
before real—izing that one of h:Ls most abn.ding and deepest-rocted J.nterests T
1a a sort of what we could call newsdays anthropolosionl caricsity.’ Tha'
word anthropolog was k not coined in Monta:.gen's tme,not fox. 3qo yeazs
a.fter his tjme,but much of hls work is of 8 sort of amatem: anth:ropoloy or
prm:.t:.ve sociology. The study of man in his multifarious manifestatn.oﬁs,
the study Qf the d.i.fferent od.d:.t;,es of bahavmug: seen as cond:.tloned by !
dlfferent forces (cl1matic,soc1al,geographica1 hlstorical,etc) the relatIVLty
of formsof hnman ‘sociéety,of ‘norms of oonduct ﬂus was to become one of
Montaigen's m themes in the Essa.ls. Bu“;z?ciie gssals were still yea.rs

in front q£ hm . None the less th_ts itrbexest of hls,th.ough /utiexpressed by

Montalgle in }iu.s early y[t;ﬁ:?[ d:.d'n‘;f;aé unsatisfled .m him :for he oould

‘read, in these eodified compilations of oddltles,all sor‘bs of fa.e‘ts about |

men's behav:.cmr at other tlmes & in other places. AND read them he did. And

hen he came to start Jott:mg his own- notes, :Lt is not really surprising that

he should have found h:unself copymg the sort of book he enaoyed so much as a
reader. For(t Chougl he was to come to 1ove Plutarch better than any other (n)
'anthor) at this t:me,:.n the early 15705,he has rot ‘resd Plutarch,whom J Amyot }9/)@
did not translate from the Greek until 1574 ( ) And so he started his writing

3

life as a%ort of Bpeke o e
As I say,I thJ.nk most writers do thls.‘ Cértainly Flaubert did it,in

his teens,and others tha:b one can th:.nk of. Unllke Flaubert or Montaigne they

usually take good care to destroy their earliest attempts at sel'fééijpi'ession

so as not to have them to blush for 20 years later. But not lMontaigne. For

though he added constantly to them over the years,many of his earliest attempts



at writing are preserved in books I & II, foss:Lllzed as it were below the
L2 I( P"-‘

later edd;,tlons,ahus;k and some. of theR have received Q- la.tt}.e» touohmg up
from Montalgne 1a‘l:er brn in llfe that they a,re almost es he Jotted them

X O

together in 1572—3,Jlg—saw3.ng them together from i‘ragments th.ch he had

from among his personal knowledge or hea.rsay a‘bout recent history. And if

S e
'-( ‘_.-

one rea&.s enly the: flrst J:ayer of text in these earllest Essa,ls 'bhat is the
a 1ayer,th,e / lsyer,one can see t.ha'b ma.ny of them are ve:ry slight pleces off ..
“work mdeed,resembling ‘much ' fiore the ccmpila:bion—e.nthology sor% of - "p:.ece'
than they do the later Essais of Montaigne. (-Bemember that the -prder in
wh::.ch the ESSAIS a.re pr:.nted J.n the volume nowada,ys :.s not the order :|.n |
wh:.eh they were wrltten, older editions of Mon’ca:.gne sometimes printed

them in. a different order again they a.re not chrqnologlcal in thelr

sequence.- Essay I :.,for exam;ple,:.s proba.'blsr 5 or 6 yed:r:s 1ater m cm—

+position than the others a.t 'l;he beg.mning =z of Book &. :’L'he dating of the
12)
ESSAIS! compos:.t:.on,by the way,Was done by the gentleman at ‘QG?S the S

great blind Montaigxe scholar Pierre Vllley, he did it a long time a.go,

R

there h:aVe 'been o‘bher more recent a:btemp'ks,’by people 1ike & & Bruéh but

G:LA L“’ (tmf d),tﬁa‘lf ‘h,‘uz“\.k- { akw (ﬁé\v‘k AL Q_‘\fa"“'“’ De c E
Let us look at one! or two of those earlz.est Essais,to see what

‘gpecies. pi‘ aaimal they a.re, sa.y,‘bake I ii De 1a tnstesse(p 43 GF; p7 Class G)
-—-‘-—5 QQ( "“L -( (\“k g '{' ;‘ (Sj() Q’g i ( _((_

dat:.ng from about 1572-74 / g,

£ S

In its present form it begins llke Montalgne of the 'best

.maturest viftage: it opens with a bald ‘statement ‘dbout himself,followed by

opinion,comment & Judgnent ba.sed on Montaigne 's own likes and dislikes. But

notice that line 1 is b,//,and :t‘rom et ne 1 ayme down to the end of the 1st

paragraph is all ‘c,/// sie none of thls flrst pa,ra was there in the essay's

original fom in 1572 (for remember b,// 1st published in 1588 and ¢,///=

postiumous edition) No,in 1572,the essay began as you can see ‘ab 4,/ with
creagnt

le conte dit,with one para (thevZan) on that anecdote (NB he doesn't tell us

which conte tells us this,but we know that he culled it either from the
v N8 5&\\,“3 3«0«:»_..

WEA 5

ifilched  from his reading.of other authors or sometimes thought:of himself - . .-

1

ot

L

5 CRe 11¢ {ww
Villey's wor]c still stand.s thei:%a more or-less" oonflming m,s } i A’W&t‘,—g{:{‘ "



origlnal Herodotus Histories,where it fJ.rst appears,or,more likely, from
, oné of the collect:.ons of chverses legons 'which he was so fond of reading.).
plueat (oo oofnliy eps ek X
So, para. 2 |on that eplsode. Then para 3 goes to a :un:Llar episode,this one

i‘rom recent history (about the Guise family) showing expression of grief for
apparently trivial reasons(and deriving possibly from Montaigem's personal

memory or hearsay”) Then to para 4,where he Zmkx links this idea to some-

thing form a.nc:.ent hlstorrl mvent:.on de cet ancien \pe:_ntre. Then to para
5,st111’é;';/,whichiuniaxkaa_-:nev_zr;;_.aspect;.jofthe expression of grief,viz the -

effect of shock and delayed express:Lon of grlef,whlch hontalgze compares

(p9 C&‘QQSC&Q to bei:ng mtten with 1ove(by .free assomtmen of 1deas¥ pgsbibly
J.ndlcat:u.ve of the way Monta.igle w:.ll :r:aunble from one subgect to another

m more con.fn.dent matu:r:e essays, here already he :seems 4o have 'brouble

sticking 'l:o the po:int), then from lovet-:x.dea. to Jmpotenoe Ircm extrexnty of
7 D v‘ ?v o quasct ., @ C o a6 C G o o
- desires Than %0 the' lastapara (p 10 &F; 45 bas € e,) vwhich is just a

of people who actua.lly d:l.ed from shock,shock of g od as: well -as 'bad tldmgs
And that,m 1572-80 (1e before the. b & ¢ a.dda.‘luons) is all there

O E‘k"’-/

MALIT

was - to an essay of Montalgne a /pell-mell ragbag gather:mg of odd:.t:.es on a

cognafbe theme (and not :all that eognate elther,for what have love and geod
.*

t:.dmgs ’co do w:t.th la trlstesse,whlch the trble tells us is the sub,]ect'?

_ Montal@e a.lready showing s:.gns of the nakziz:ksxtnz tendency to folaow free

lead eventually to one 11ke Des coches III,vi which :L".'s title sa,ys is about
BRI G - S R
coaches and which is :really m~md101men‘hwﬁ2Euiopean ﬂm:.stlan colonization

og the New Wo:r.'ld ) And most of these oddlt:.es axe culled from Monta.lgen'
rea.d:.ng or even plag:.ar:.zed frcm hJ.s readmg e.t that t:une IS that all'?

e g 58 %11 perhaps no‘t: e‘xactly all ffhere are 3 small pomts worth noting from that
*which would make a proper

a;/ text,apart Irem tha ‘l:endency to ramble al!ead,y n°ted titleé be: The effects of
,,,,, strong emotion & the odd

1 see pa.ra.5 (p8 bas GF; 44C1G) beginning De' ¥ray.... This one is""

not a 2nd hand example bowrowed from someone else: it is a brief reflexion of | j*tg:
\

Montaigne's . Not very acute,not very personal,or autobiographical,nor [/

ways it sometimes has of expressing itself. This,rather than Tristessbé,is the connecting link



-~particularly well expressed — but it IS his own. It comes not from ang
bookish source,but is apparently a small ounce of wisdom that he has derived
from his mowm exper:.enee of life and hmself and is therefore one of the

first: ghmpses e have of hm :m hls na:hural ha.blt in the Essais., So,even

at this very ea.rly ste.ge,he was' not content “to Tely ‘on other sources,but had

: ‘~"t~""jf‘f5j":‘his’*om woitkito. Fay.on his subaeet
L R .8 second anall point of :Lnterest from the a,f 1aye:r: of ‘téxt is in
that m last a para-,p‘l"Cl G’PP45-46 G-Fysee W&a ((5>

A o g

une plus notable :tesmo:.gnagé de limbecllllte humaine

2 :Monta.:.gne is not just interested: in noty these examples out of openmouthed

e adm1ratlon of great men,'but that wo:r.d mbgc:db.te tells us someth:.ng of what he
£ r -
:::.s a.fter in collecting his examples. examples of mbecllité humairie. Not that

we should interpret this as meaning imbecility,but rather as human frailty.
And even in this earliest of essays,lMontaigne shows here the first symptom

of one of his most abidmg preoccupai"ti.ons- with the weak:ness of the human ML(U'“\M
by |, wmrelin e
mind and 11;3‘\ competence to dea.l with tasks tha.t J.t sets 1tse1f"what
‘ ( ..

:-Montal@ae i aa the p;retent:u.ous a8pirations of the human: intellect & the

mappropria:beness of the ta.sks 11; sees i‘i‘t to undexrtake: Th:.s -is1ho become

b - t’ & g
MPENRE O ,

one of the nchest themea of Monta.:.gen s sceptlcal essays (more of - Whlcil

Fonbt, Noon Mids\ A7) éind espeeially of. hJ.s Apologle de Ramond Sebond the (T L.y )
R

longest of them. For it is one of the odd paradoxes of Hon'halgne ‘l:hat,

though he is famed for what Michelet called his discovery of man,much of
his earlier and especially sceptical consideration of man and his place
in the werld,man & his role,and his abilities,much of this earlier consid-
-‘:"ei'a'&lon is ‘derogatory and critical and bela.ttlmg There is hardly a good
word that Montaigne has to say for his fellowmen,mm u.nless 1t be some
ancient giant of a man,like the younger Cato; but his contemporaries he
thought poorly of in many ways.
3 a third feature of Montaigne's lasting interest is apparent in this
I,ii De la tristesse: his psychological bent; Montaigne the moraliste,showing

great fascination with oddities of{feeling their expression. Often in
M.otn\rt & ALY
’ﬂ.ﬁk



these early essays,he demonstrates and interprest apparent illogicalities
s: -+ " of emotion,eg in this essay where he im2Xsxef points out the incongruity

in people's way of expmssmg their grief,the unexpectedness of their
! ik (+€ i ¢
reaction to shock. The pa.ra.doxes /\of expenegce are wha.t fascma.te him,

“TAnd- when he* alleges & certaan exam;ple to show one fa.oet of human behaviour,

he malb‘ follows this w:Lth another example to shew 2 different spossibly

con’&radlc n:r.'y fa.cet of human 'beha:v:!.our in a s:.mlla.r s:.'buatlon. The

.;.‘_changeablness ‘of human. behavmur is someth:.ng which strJ.kes h.im ea.‘bly on.

he bagan m:it:mg) ,by that t:une he had developed a theme,concretely expressed
;’zand explicit,out of 'bh:LS' | (see (4%3)(1@

Cexrtes,c' est wm subgect mervellleusement vain,divers &
ondoyant,que 1'homme. Il est malaisé d'y fonder jugement
constant & uniforme

(=I1,5 C1G; p 41 GF)

And this diversity & unpredichébility of men is also to become 2 mg,gor
theme of Montaigne,especially again in those scep‘l::.cal essays I mentloned
One can see it a.lread,y showing itself. in this:earliest: ongyas in’ another early

; ,me,II,;,’_th.ch tells you by its:very title: that this same observa.t:.on is

to be found in it:De 1'inconstance de Hos- ac*tmns. In this essay II ,is0ne
can see interesting foss:.lized, stratified ev:.dence of a profoungi develop-
ment that Montaigne Went th:cough,dated for us by the different layers of

added text. The earliest layer of text a,/ shows his dissatisfaction with

this fickleness & changeability in men's natures. But the b & ¢ additions
tend to show that in later years he had mellowed away from moralizing and
cr:.‘t:.clsm of this fickleness,towards a more mature acoepta.nee of :Lt See

R e O R cc,&:‘t'w\t\(_t; ‘ ..... ,
g especlally that list of Lad;jectlves added at b & c,08 self-descrlptlon,sk(page

370 C1 G,p II,9 GF),in which one senses little self-criticism,but merely
tdlerance and descritpion of an aspect of lontaigme's character which he
believes is important enough to define and suggest is common to all men.
In the earliest layer of text,however,the criticism of & dissatisfaction

with the moral fickleness of men is manifest and this attitude,this critical
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- N : { ‘:{,r,br“ ¢
dissatisfaction with men as they are,found expression in another group of -

ea.rly essays: the essays of stoical inspi:féfion. We shall hear more of them
next Week \\gh:.le on the subaect of Death; But let us pause a moment with one
of them II,iii Coustume de l'Isle de Cea.' Thls essay is J.nterestlng,of
course,by virtue of its subject: suicide" and by Montaigae's attitude to
syuc:l.de‘ on 'I;he whole approving ie not very Christian. The whole ques’c:.on .
that Hamlet put as To be or not to be was ‘a neo-Stoical one: whethe:r: it is
.nobler to bear theelings & arrows etc. For Stoicism,or the neo-Stoic revival

o 1oF pess:i.m:.stlc stamp
of the 16th century was an answer to,a moral philosophy/for those who/

————. -

ke
needed support against pa:n,mlsforl:\me & dea.th And of course suiolde

was a poss:rble solution 'bo ‘bhe problem of the u:npleasm:rhness of experlence.

IBut what is even ‘more inte:nestmg in this essay,from the point of v:Lew of its being

attractlon g

one of the ea.rllest written by h.l{nt,ai@e,ie_ nof[: jnst thet it shows Montaigne's

hod of composition. * For,in parts it is
-385
hardly original to Montaigne at all.' Eg pp 384/CGarnier= pp21-22 GF fram

to Stoicism,but , its

"¢rest ¢e qu'on dlt,oue le sage -vit' tant-qutil dorb (5 lines up GF)
down to...nous voild gner:ls tout & fait (more than half way down p 22GF)

that whole p:.eoe of a text is transla.t:.on,more or less free (a.nd a’c times
‘not all 'bhat rme) of Mmm bits ‘and pieces taken from thed % 1st1es of
Seneca. Seneca was Montaigne s favourlte antho:r at the tme and for a long
time afterwards,to vie only with Plutarch as his all-time favour:.te.. - pwo

% a",w ‘ W \'H b gl Cemw : A&HCT

‘;‘ So,not only d:Ld I{Eﬁtal@e in 'bhe ea.ﬂy Essals string together

quotations from Latin authors (see eg I xxxXviil Dl jéune- Caton,where the a

T text is 1:1.t1;1e more than a collection of what 5 Latin poe‘ts had to say of Cato

' Jnr) not o:nly d:.d Montalgle strmg together these eulled quotes in this

dictiona.ry-of—quotat:.ons way,'but he also _exercz.sed _h:.s oonslderable trans-

"la:hor's talents on comp:.ling patchworks of sentences :Ln f‘rench whlch ‘were

“ -+ 1ifted in their entlrety,and ‘sometimes n‘bhout acknowledgement frcxn anclent
authors.
Nowedays,this strikes us as the grossest of plagiarisms. But not so

the XVIth century. lontaigne did come later on in life to admit that some
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L “in s‘byle wh:.ch he h:unself had la.cked as a. begmner. Montaa.gae s lz_kéﬁg for the

wa.s the langua.ge of eleganoe,mtelligence,wit taste,the/la.nguage m wh:.ch

4 had 1o, verna.cular model to def:.ne h.mself by reference to,to im.tate,to i1

o

11

of hJ.s ea.rl:.est pleces were unorlgnnal a.nd d:oew heavily on other people's

thoughts and work. Yea:ma la.'ber he was able to look back and say \ f)

ok de mes premlers essays, aucxins puent un peu:d: 1'estra.nger ‘ —%

© (@1L,90; GI Gemier IT,303) -

- Also, gtylistically, it is understandable tha:b Montaa.g:e should have modelled

himself on Latin masters: J.t ‘had been drmnmed J.nto him at school tha.t thls
only. -

,,,,,

a.nybhing mportan‘b could properly be sa:.d Also,rh was,remember, almost his

: ' H"? own na.t:.ve 1angua.ge,after s There were no other models. There wag no .

exist:i.ng Emﬂ.\ French prose style for a ser:.orus begmn.mg mter who wan‘bed

- to write in French. He was almost constramed by the mx li'berary atmosphere

» quch he breathed to emulatlon,to :.mrta.tion,of Cla.sslca.l masters. And the

W lme between m:.tatlon and copymg is. ne'ver very clear,or easy to :Iefine(as
anybody who, ha.s had. to wr:.te a litemry essay k:nows) g

Not only was. it understanda‘ble tha.‘b Monta.lgne shou.ld model h.unaelf
» im style on a Lat:.n prsse-wrlter.; It was a.lso to be of extreme importance

for the devveloment of French prose a.fter Montaigne Montalgne,who h.:mself

1
'

deveiop from,was to esta;bllsh that very th.tng a. standard of French prose

tha'b was to sem i‘or later generat:.ons of writers a,s the vernacular excellence
curt, compact,conen.se,laplda;ry, str:.k:*.ng econcmlcal and mnlcal tu:m of phrase

was to :impress later French proSe writers of the 17th century Paecal La
Rochefoucaaﬂd La Bruyere were all to be in Montalgne 5 debt as usm of

kangua.ge They refined his procesees,#héy’lﬂce( Pasc;a.lwfgeacted my frcm hlS ideas,
but agam ‘as.. m other tﬁmgs it 1s Mon‘balgne wBo :.s the fcund.er,the creator

of a tradition which later authors w:.ll amend but whlch w:Lll remam dlsoe:m.lble

as Montaigne's through their alterat:.ons As V:Llley has sald Monta.igne d:.d in
this way for French prose what Du Bellay had done 20 years before for French
versefby adapting,translating, appropriating bits & pieces of Horace's odeQ. At

once founding a French tradition,and rooting it fimmly in its LABIN & Greek
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. heritage. -e/bw&; CdL "

o¢ Bb 13 obvious that

474
As for the content of these early Seneca & Stoical—inspired essays,

we shall hear more of them next ﬁeék onDEA‘I‘H (especially I,xiv,mc,&mix)
Let us. take a brlef look. a.t another sort of very early essay. S

Look at some of the t:.tles.
’
I,v S5i le chef d'une place assiégée doit sortir pour parlementer
vi L'heure des pa.rlemens dangereuse
xv est puny pour s om.nxastrer é ‘une place sans ralson
xlv Be la bataille de Dreuxi - : SRR
xlviii Des destnes (destne,phon)

t this t:une Montalgle and no doubt 1ater too,fancied

mself as a soldier,or even as a,_zgili';‘a;,;y'gtvrgtggist and tactician,or

theorizer. For these sligirl: productlons "éoiiécé ‘together anecciotes Aof military
doings,military errors,and they draw morels for the benefit :of military men

from these happenings. Once again,in their s,/ versions,ie ds first written,

they are thin & fragnenta:ry, lz.ttle more than haphazard collectlons of a few episodes

culled from Monta.:.gan's readlng. Even when expanded with the b & c additions,

‘ these essays stlll amount ’co only a very few pages,and conta.m ha.xdly any of

Y TN
the Montal@e who 1s so readble and witty and w:.se in hlB 1a.ter stages.

Thier very brevity and thn.nness 18/ mdlcatlon of how superi‘lc:.a.l and mis-

SEENE ;.gulde& was Montalgle's intemst in this sort of matter. In view of his

4 Tater development as a moralist & sutobiogrepher;it is not' surprising that
even in later years he could find very little to' add that was of interest
to him or to us wfz}chese pieces.

The same goes for the group of diplometic essays,those in which
he collects examples of diplomats' behaviour,of negotiations,of royal
B AT
i s I:Lx Bes menteurs

xiii Ceremonie de 1l'entreveul des roys

xvii Un traict de quelques ambassadeurs
The only one of these which is expanded at b & ¢ and which becomes more
personal is as one might/expect Des menteurs,ie the only one which has to
do with private morality instead of ceremony,instead of professional

counselling.
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Besides this superf:.cial sort of collect:.on of inter-related

trivia,of whlch Montalgle d:Ld a fair bit in hlS early days (eg Des senteurs,I,lv

:m ;fbs a fonn amomts to a grand total of about 15 1;Lnes) and could even go

l

on doing in 1578-80 eg Des pouces,II xxv:L,of about the same lehgth and

| pomtlessness,besldes tha'b sort of trlva.ality, there J.s another sor‘b ‘of” 1ittle

e _fessa,y :Ln which the real Monta:.@e ﬂ“hes suddeniy throug]n e g ﬁor e

'_”""f‘moment reooguzable as the Montalgle one’ en,)oys read:.ng and the wrlter

.he was to beconw. ‘see -

gy . 2 I xxvii C'est folle de rapporter le vray & le- fa:ux é nost}:e suffisance

& xxx:u. Qu' 11 fant sobrement se mesler de ,Juger des ordonna.nces divines

¥ - LS.

: '-In essays like these ones,for all the:.r bre'v'lty,one sées Iionta.a.@e hﬂ.mself

Ot BL

i :No ccxnpllatn.on,no cr;.'bbmg,no bralnless colleet:,ons oi anecdotes,butabold

2 i‘:gr&ppling w1th real B‘oc:Lal quesblons with polemlcal ‘bopa.cs of real relevance
.to the society in which héilived. This is‘political’ and rgllgious_: _a.ndwqqc:.o—
i -loga.cal ma.tter that he is expressmg hjmself on,not aame secend—hand cull:.ng
or colla:tions of other people 8 k:aowledge. He -is maklng Jud@ents on’ belslef
I- and on h:Ls contemporray soclety. He 1s sa.ymﬁj‘o&eet%hf% :?Qa};c@fe :';/31,(5 he dﬁ;ﬂ lbad\‘hej
-*‘-mu.s‘b say on the subgeet of wha.t should be belJ.eved. LThe essays are still pomera i -

: extreﬁely b:r::.ef and a.lso mo doubt written upon the st:fmulus of somethi.ng he

= _haa read. Bu't they a:ee a.lso extremely :.nterest:.ng becanse of - the acéent of a

e 1% ok 1x-
'gemu.ne conoem that one detects :m the, wntmg of them, Also beca;use of that

theme whlch L mehtloned a. mcment ago what should be ’belleved? 'l‘h:Ls ;Ln general
tems dss how one ¢an: def:me the grea;b preoccapation wm.ch is in Montal@e s

d vm:l.nd a11 through wha,t J.S known as h:l.s scept:n.cal per:.od- wha'l: are ‘the matﬁers on

'.which one can amve at 2 f:ena.ble bela.ef and what are the sta.ndg;nds that..one

sheuld prdperly apply to 0p1nions befo:r.‘e accordmg them any bellef‘? Mon{:algae in
these little heated express:.ons of values is f‘omulat:mg ba.sm a’ctrbudes whlch
will remain constant in hlm,attltudes to scep‘hlclsm rellg:u.ous eind polrblw.l
conservatism. These little pieces read already like nothing so much as pages
displaced from the Apbdogie de Raimond Sebond,in which Montaigne's scepticism

was to find its fullest and most long-winded expression. §et the so-called
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"sceptical crisis" is supposed to date from about 1576,yet here he is already

in 1572-3 in full bloom as a fluent and conservative sceptic.

So,one can conclude that in the earliest essays,for the most part,
liontaigne has not yet found himself. He is writing in a mode which he has
been attracted to by his reading. He writes very little about himself,because
it was as I have said extremely unseemly to do that in the XVIth cen sespec-

(_ Graondd oX YJ:J..“S

ially if one was not great or famous. #e follows the vogue( for little

nPrideso

collections of snippet; ofdfa.ct/\a:nd information on cognate subjects,anthologies
of episodes,anecdotes and maxims,culled or cribbed from other writers,and
embellished by oft quotation of,and allusion to,akhm classical authorities.

At the same time,theremx is evidence of the mature Montaigne even
in these earliest pieces. In I xxvii & xxxii for example,which read already
like fragments of the Apologie one can see him in full-blown sceptical mood,
expressing bold opinions in vigorous personal mamner on moral & religious
topics,no longer content merely to compile,but being inventive and personal,
as well as giving evidence to those who contest Villey's use of the word
crisis to describe llontaigne's sceptical set of essays.

Also,there is already the expression,largely under the influence
of Montaigne's liking for Seneca,in several large and important essays (especially
I xiv,xx,& xxxix) of the Stoical outlook,which used to be seen as typical of
the first of the three supposed stages of Montaigne's intellectual devel-
opment: Stoical,Sceptical & Epicurean. And,of that Stoicism,we shall no

doubt hear more next week.

For next week,please read especially those 3 essays
I xiv,xx,xxxix;
also II,vi,xxxvii

and I, xid



