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1. INTRODUCING 
MONTAIGNE







PORTRAIT OF MONTAIGNE, C. 1578

Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592)

Son of Pierre de Montaigne (d.1568). 

Born in his father’s chateau about 30 

miles east of Bordeaux.  

His mother Antoinette de Louppes

(Lopez) of Toulouse was of Spanish 

Jewish origin.  

Raised and remained a Catholic.  

One brother and two sisters became 

Protestants.

















THE ESSAYS















Frontispiece to the 1652 edition 

of Montaigne’s Essays



Marginal annotations to a copy of 

the 1588 fifth edition (‘Bordeaux 

Copy’)

A: passages written 1571–1580, 

published 1580

B: passages written 1580–1588, 

published 1588

C: passages written 1588–1592, 

published 1595 (posthumously)



MONTAIGNE’S 
STYLE

‘I study myself more than any other subject. 
That is my metaphysics; that is my physics.’

Gustave Flaubert: Montaigne’s style is a 
delicious fruit that fills your mouth and throat, 
‘so succulent that the juice goes right to your 
heart’

Emerson: ‘wild and savoury as sweet fern’, full 
of ‘sincerity and marrow’ that reaches to his 
sentences.  ‘Cut these words and they would 
bleed; they are vascular and alive’



2. MONTAIGNE’S WORLD

















OF CANNIBALS (1580)

Based on discussions with his 
servant, from Brazil, and meeting 
some Tupinamba in Rouen

‘Each person calls barbarism 
whatever is not his or her own 
practice ... We may call 
Cannibals barbarians, in respect 
to the rules of reason, but not in 
respect to ourselves, who surpass 
them in every kind of barbarity.’

In particular, inequality and 
dishonesty…





SHAKESPEARE, THE TEMPEST (1610-11)

Set on a remote island, where a 
storm has just washed up a ship

The sorcerer Prospero, his daughter 
Miranda, and servants Caliban and 
Ariel

Magic, romance, and a plot to retake 
the Duchy of Milan

A postcolonial fable? Cariban, 
enslavement, Prospero’s magic

‘For no kind of traffic

Would I admit, no name of magistrate.

Letters should not be known. Riches, poverty,

And use of service, none. Contract, succession,

Bourn, bound of land, tilth, vineyard, none.

No use of metal, corn, or wine, or oil.

No occupation: all men idle, all,

… Treason, felony,

Sword, pike, knife, gun, or need of any engine

Would I not have’ (Gonzalo)









MONTAIGNE’S WORLD

France bitterly divided by the Wars of Religion 
(1562-1598)

Contact with the New World

Rediscovery of Greek philosophy since the Fall of 
Constantinople

New understandings of the universe

Paper, gunpowder, the magnet…





MONTAIGNE’S THOUGHT

More widely, Montaigne’s essays are an attempt to 
think pragmatically amid new developments

Rejects the theoretical knowledge of the “Schoolmen” 
and universities in favour of…

A philosophy based on personal experience and self-
examination

An exercise in free, balanced judgement

A demonstration of his way of life



3. EARLY MODERN STOICS







‘You ask, who is buried here? I myself will tell you.
In the past I spoke with both pen and tongue;
Now just one of these will be permitted. I am LIPSIUS,
Whose fame has come from my writing and your 
favour.

But I have gone, and my fame too will go.
This world possesses nothing lasting.
May I speak with you in a loftier tone?

ALL HUMAN AFFAIRS are smoke, shadow, and 
emptiness:
A scene in a play and, in a word: NOTHING.
These are my final words to you:
Pray that I may rejoice in eternity’





‘Just as rust is by its nature related to the iron it erodes, or 
the vermin and rot to the wood they gnaw, so animals, cities 
and kingdoms carry their own internal causes of annihilation. 

Look at the heavenly bodies and the lower realms, at things 
great and small, at the products of the hand or of the mind: 
they have always fallen into ruin and will continue to do so 
for eternity. And as rivers are led to the sea with a 
continuous and swift course, so all human affairs slide down 
to their end by this (so to speak) channel of destruction. This 
end is death and ruin, of which plague, wars and massacres 
are the servants and instruments. If death is inevitable for 
them, so too, in this respect, is destruction… 

From the beginning an eternal law has been imposed on this 
world: to be born and to die; to come into being and to pass 
away’







WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO 
BE A STOIC?

Determinism and fate

Neo-Stoicism sought to provide a 
Christianised bridge…

Basing politics and law on human nature –
Thomas More, Francis Bacon, Hugo Grotius

All religions have a common basis of truths 
about God – deism in Erasmus, Zwingli



4. OF EXPERIENCE







MONTAIGNE’S 
STOICISM

“To philosophise is to learn how to die”

Exemplar of Socrates throughout

Emphasis on understanding Nature, and on 
understanding our own natures

‘Nothing is so beautiful, so right, as acting as a 
man should: nor is any learning so arduous as 
knowing how to live this life naturally and well’

Of Experience is an extraordinary statement 
of the authority of personal experience and 
reflection within the bounds of Nature



MONTAIGNE’S 
STOICISM

Reflections that draw on law, medicine and the 
unwell body

A search for self-knowledge which is a kind of a 
healing, based on examining experience

The body as much as the mind…

‘And upon the highest throne in the world, we are 
seated, still, upon our arses.’





SCEPTICISM

Founded by Pyrrho of Elis (360-270 BCE)

Our knowledge of ancient scepticism is based in large part 
on Sextus Empiricus (200 CE), Outlines of Pyrrhonism, Against 
the Dogmatists, and Against the Professors

Sextus Empiricus first published in Latin in 1562, by a French 
Protestant humanist and printer, Henri Estienne

First complete edition published by a Counter-Reformer, 
Gentian Hervet, in 1569, who declared it to be the 
complete antidote to Calvinism: if nothing can be known, 
then Calvinism cannot be known



MONTAIGNE AS SCEPTIC

Christian Pyrrhonism – suspension of judgement

“By diverse means we arrive at the same ends”

Vanity and inconsistency of beliefs historically

Superiority of the natural world

Cultural relativism



SCEPTICISM

‘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.’ - Apology



5. THE HAMLET 
PROBLEM







HAMLET (1599-
1601)

Prince Hamlet’s struggle for revenge against his 
uncle Claudius, who has murdered his father and 
married his mother

Madness and melancholy: converses with a ghost, 
puts on an ‘antic disposition’

Soliloquys on mortality

‘What a piece of work is man, How noble in 
reason, how infinite in faculty, In form and moving 
how express and admirable, In action how like an 
Angel, In apprehension how like a god, The 
beauty of the world, The paragon of animals. And 
yet to me, what is this quintessence of dust? Man 
delights not me; no, nor Woman neither’





‘There's the respect
That makes Calamity of so long life:
For who would bear the Whips and Scorns of time,
The Oppressor's wrong, the proud man's Contumely, 
The pangs of dispised Love, the Law’s delay, 
The insolence of Office, and the spurns
That patient merit of the unworthy takes,

When he himself might his Quietus make
With a bare Bodkin? Who would Fardels bear,
To grunt and sweat under a weary life,
But that the dread of something after death,

The undiscovered country, from whose bourn
No traveller returns, puzzles the will,
And makes us rather bear those ills we have,
Than fly to others that we know not of.
Thus conscience does make cowards of us all’



HAMLET AS 
ANTI-STOIC

Life is an endless burden of suffering and 
misfortune. Death is an active escape

But ‘there’s the rub’ – what comes after?

Fear of death and thereafter prevents us from 
acting (Epicurus)

Suffering, moral degradation and fate can thwart 
heroism and judgement







FOR DISCUSSION ON MONDAY

1. What characterises Montaigne’s style and approach? 

2. What is the value of experience?

3. Does Montaigne (or Hamlet) reinforce or jeopardise Stoic 
thinking?

Discussion: 1pm-3pm. You can use the same Zoom link from last 
week. It’s also up on Moodle



WEEK 9: SPINOZA

We turn to a 17th century lens-grinder whose vision of life and 
God undermined many Christian tenets

While Spinoza tended to dismiss the Stoics, his thought is replete 
with Stoic ideas…

God or Nature; sub specie aeternitas; determinism; the mind’s power 
and joy in understanding Nature; the centrality of the passions

But: Spinoza argues that the passions are the key to ethical life

Two extracts: the first part of his youthful Treatise on the 
Emendation of the Intellect, and the start of Part IV of the Ethics


