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Essay on Michel de Montaigne ‘On books’ 

Books are a repository for knowledge that has been crafted to the finest leather and given to those with words of wisdom and influence. A special place for those who seek ideas and insights that can shape and expand a human being's consciousness of the world and share a means of communication, where intellects, scholars, writers and philosophers alike can share their thoughts and discoveries with the world. And quite possibly, unveil something that has not been thought about or considered until it was finally said. In the eyes of a philosopher, books can be used to explore and analyse complex concepts, find something new in historical texts, and develop new and exciting theories. Most of the Renaissance humanists often read exclusively to understand the historical context of their ideas and to gain a deeper appreciation for the traditions they would study. Whilst books in the hands of scholars would publish their findings, take upon their ongoing dialogue of philosophy, and influence the next generation of thinkers. And despite this, despite the altitude for the pursuit of knowledge within books, does one Frenchman laugh at those who think too big for his boots. In this essay, I will be discussing Michel de Montaigne’s view ‘on books’ and argue why his writing represents a radical departure from traditional humanism; while he values the classics, he rejects the “pedantry” of his peers, using books as a mirror of self-discovery rather than a source of absolute authority.
Michel de Montaigne was known to be one of the great sages within the Renaissance. And by the time he made a name for himself, Francesco Petrarca, known as Petrarch, along with Giovanni Boccaccio, created the first defense of classical literature by easing people's scrutiny that it was harmful to a person's faith or morals. And later on, Pier Paolo Vergerio created a defense of liberal studies. [footnoteRef:30299] Hence, the creation of the studia humanatatis, shifting from medieval scholasticism with an array of new synonyms such as grammar, rhetoric, history, poetry, and moral philosophy. [footnoteRef:25264] And through Montaigne’s ambitious writing do we get to see his view on the aspect of reading, or books in general. And in doing so, he continually describes the contours of his mind and his own activity of thought with a self of individualism that was apparent during the Renaissance.  [30299:   M.L. King, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources. (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 2014) p. 30.]  [25264:   Peter Mack, 'Humanism and the Classical Tradition', in Gordon Campbell (ed.), The Oxford History of the Renaissance (Oxford, Oxford Academic, 2023), p. 10.] 

The Humanist Foundation
Michel de Montaigne would avoid anything as big or to be considered at the end of time. For he would focus on his own agenda and circumstance in which he had his own unique outlook than from others. [footnoteRef:14798] In which case, compared to Petrarch, he would engage with his text as if he were talking to the reader themselves, as included in his to the reader book, offering intimate reflections on their own humanity and on the human condition more broadly. [footnoteRef:10524] During the Renaissance, Montaigne’s library was far more than a collection of volumes; it was his sanctuary where his physical surroundings mirrored his internal landscape. Located on the third story of his tower, the library was designed in a circular shape so that he could survey his entire collection at a single glance. [footnoteRef:16164] He described this space as his dominion, where he could strip away his public identity and exist purely as a private thinker. [14798:   M.L King, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, p. 17.]  [10524:  ML King, p. 66.]  [16164:  Alain Legros, ‘Sentences peintes et autres inscriptions de la bibliothèque de Montaigne’, in Montaigne, Les Essais, ed. Pléiade (Paris: Gallimard, 2007) pp. 1892-1903.] 

“When at home, I turn aside a little more often to my library, from which at one sweep I command a view of my household. I am over the entrance, and see below me my garden, my farmyard, my courtyard, and into most of the parts of my house. There I leaf through now one book, now another, without order and without plan, by disconnected fragments. One moment I muse, another moment I sit down or dictate, walking back and forth, these fancies of mine that you see here.” [footnoteRef:20586] [20586:  Gil Roth, Monday Morning Montaigne: Of three kinds of association, https://chimeraobscura.com/vm/monday-morning-montaigne-of-three-kinds-of-association [accessed 27 February 2026)] 

This physical “back-shop” (arrière-boutique) allowed him to distance himself from the noise of domestic and political life. [footnoteRef:31704] In his critique of pedantry, Montaigne draws a sharp line between knowledge—the mere collection of facts—and wisdom, which is the application of judgment. Through his appreciation for primary sources, he suggests we return to thinkers such as Petrarch, and Seneca; we should rely on their outlooks while ultimately learning to think for ourselves. [footnoteRef:7347] [31704:  Michel de Montaigne, The Complete Essays, trans. by M.A. Screech (London: Penguin Classics, 1991). p. 275.]  [7347:  Michel de Montaigne, The Complete Essays, p. 464.] 

“I am not prepared to bash my brains for anything, not even for learnings sake however precious it may be. From books all I seek is to give myself pleasure by an honorable pastime: or if I do study, [A] If I come across difficult passages in my reading I never bite my nails over them: after making a charge or two I let them be. If I settled down to them I would waste myself and my time, for my mind is made for the first jump. What I fail to see during my original charge i see even less when I stubborn out.” [footnoteRef:18513]  [18513:  Et al, p. 459.] 

He does not consider himself an expert in any way. However, he chooses to read for the pleasure of it, to become more wise, not more learned or eloquent. To him, the only learning worth pursuing is that which he seeks “...only that branch of learning which deals with the knowing myself and which teaches me how to live and die well:” This aligns with Montaigne's view ‘on books’, reminding us that life is too short and should not be wasted on books we neither understand nor enjoy, but perhaps most importantly, not to waste energy worrying that we are not smart or educated enough if we cannot engage with certain books. In other words, by prioritizing judgment over rote memorization, Montaigne challenges the Renaissance obsession with Cicero and pure eloquence, urging us instead to become more wise, not more learned. [footnoteRef:26346] [26346:  Et al, p. 464.] 

His Critique of Pedantry
Montaigne holds a particular disdain for scholars who “hoard” information like coins yet remains unable to use it to live a better life. For Montaigne, reading is a tool for virtu; developing moral character and practical effectiveness. Considering the time period, this was a bold anti-humanist approach within the humanist framework because he refuses to be a slave to the text. If a book is boring, he abandons it. And for this, it was a radical stance in an era that treated classical texts as sacred. [footnoteRef:19550] For Montaigne, this represented a radical stance in an era that treated classical texts as sacred, in a sense, he argues that the reader is more important than the author. He does not read to worship the past, but to interrogate himself.  [19550:  Et al, 159.] 

Plutarch was one of the many examples Montaigne admits to enjoy. He suggests that Plutarch appeals to the soul by providing a mirror for human nature, focusing on the character and “inner intentions” of great men rather than just their external achievements.
“Now the most appropriate historians for me are those who write men’s lives, since they linger more over motives than events, over what comes from inside more than what happens outisde, That is why, of historians of every kind, Plutarch is the man for me.” [footnoteRef:24475] [24475:  Et al, p. 467.] 

A Brief Analysis of ‘On Books’ and ‘On Educating Children’.
‘On books’ is one of Montaigne's finest pieces of work within his completed essays because he gives you the humanistic motivations on why he enjoys reading books, but motivations differ not in the way many philosophers and scholars would rigidly declare. Montaigne preferred poetry and history because he believed they could reveal the “inner man”, exposing the complexities of human emotion and moral choice. [footnoteRef:5377] As a consumer of books, one eventually reaches a point where the specific details of text fade away, forgetting what exactly you have read and why you read it in the first place. This is described to be the forgetful reader, as Montaigne admits to himself that he often forgets what he reads if something does not resonate with him on a personal level. This forgetfulness is also crucial to his philosophy: that it proves to him that the transformation of the self matters more than the retention of the data. He is not a vessel for information; he is a mind in development. To facilitate this, he practiced writing his own opinions in the back of his books upon finishing them, ensuring that his personal judgment remained the final authority over the text. [5377:   Tilde A. Sankovitch, "Essays". Encyclopedia Britannica, 30 Mar. 2023, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Essays-by-Montaigne. [accessed 27 February 2026]  ] 

To deepen my argument, I want to bridge the gap between his reading habits and his views on pedagogy. In ‘On Educating Children’, Montaigne writes,
“I would rather have a scholar with a well-made head than a well-filled one... we only toil to stuff the memory, and leave the understanding and the conscience unfurnished and void.”
For Montaigne, reading and the formation of the human being is inseparable. A well-filled head is merely a storage unit for other peoples ideas, whereas a well-made head possesses the critical faculty to synthesize those ideas into a unique moral compass. This ties back to his Pyrrhonist skepticism; because books often provide conflicting perspectives, the reader must develop a strong inner man to navigate that uncertainty without becoming a slave to any single dogma.  Henceforth, he writes, 
“As it is easy for the learned to do on some commonplace subject, they carry through their projected work with bits of what was written in ancient times, patched together higgledy-piggledy. In the case of those who wish to hide their borrowings and pass them off as their own, their action is, first and foremost, unjust and mean: they have nothing worthwhile of their own to show off so they try to recommend themselves with someone else's goods; secondly it is stupid to be satisfied with winning, by cheating, the ignorant approbation of the crowd while losing all credit among men of understanding: their praise alone has any weight, but they look down their noses at our borrowed plasterwork. For my part, there is nothing that I would want to do less: I only quote others the better to quote myself.” [footnoteRef:19947] [19947:  Et al, p. 166.] 

The ‘Commonplace’ Mind
With Montaigne’s invention of the essay, he owes an enormous debt to his humanist training and to his rigorous reading of Plutarch’s Parallel Lives and Moralia, Seneca’s Moral Epistles to Lucilius, and Roman poetry. [footnoteRef:20461] [20461:  Peter Mack, 'Humanism and the Classical Tradition', in Gordon Campbell (ed.), The Oxford History of the Renaissance, p. 47.] 

There is a debate that Francis Goyet explores in his (something) in which scholars wondered just how Montaigne actually wrote his essays. Because his writing is so complex, it is unlikely he just made it up as he went along. So, many believed he used a ‘commonplace-book’; a 16th century method where writers kept notebooks to jot down interesting quotes and ideas from their reading to use later. [footnoteRef:20703] The argument some critics have said is that Montaigne’s Essays are essentially a commonplace-book because many of his writing is simply direct with word-for-word quotes from his favorite authors. And early readers such as John Florio and Ben Jonson described the essays as nothing more than “...school-theme pieced together” or “...a rubric of a commonplace-book.” Despite these arguments, Goyet believed the truth is somewhere in between; suggesting that Montaigne did use this method purely to transform his notes into something rawer and more personal. [footnoteRef:28148]  [20703:  F. Goyet, ‘The Word “Commonplaces” in Montaigne. in Towards a Definition of Topos, ed. by L. Hunter, (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1991). p. 66.]  [28148:  F. Goyet, ‘The Word “Commonplaces” in Montaigne. in Towards a Definition of Topos, p. 67.] 

In conclusion, Michel de Montaigne’s legacy continues to live on as one of the greatest sages during the renaissance. And through his views on books and even educating children, does he bridge the gap between the rigid classical scholarship of the 16th century to subjective individualism. He lived through a period in which had a decline in intellectual and religious conflict and wrote his essays within his tower that reflected his deep skepticism in books, valuing classics and their nuances. But overall, he had a human side to his philosophy. He was not trying to write a universal law book, but a sort of map of his own mind in which recognized that by being brutally honest about one's inconsistencies, do you become more relatable to everyone else. He never turned away from the truth, but his skeptism is the kind that stays curious; his rejection of pedantry (knowing facts without having wisdom) and his preference for a “well-made head” over a “full head”. He used vulnerability as a strength as a way of capturing his thoughts and personal experiences. For Montaigne, a book is not simply a temple to be worshipped, but a tool to be sharpened against the stone of the mind. 

References 
Campbell, G. (ed.), The Oxford History of the Renaissance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2023), doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780192886699.001.0001.
Goyet, F., ‘The Word “Commonplaces” in Montaigne. in Towards a Definition of Topos, ed. by L. Hunter, (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1991).
Gil Roth, Monday Morning Montaigne: Of three kinds of association, https://chimeraobscura.com/vm/monday-morning-montaigne-of-three-kinds-of-association [accessed 27 February 2026)
King, M.L. Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources. (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 2014)
Legros, Alain, ‘Sentences peintes et autres inscriptions de la bibliothèque de Montaigne’, in Montaigne, Les Essais, ed. Pléiade (Paris: Gallimard, 2007) 
Mack, Peter 'Humanism and the Classical Tradition', in The Oxford History of the Renaissance, ed. by Gordon Campbell (Oxford, Oxford Academic, 2023)
Montaigne, Michel de, The Complete Essays, trans. by M.A. Screech (London: Penguin Classics, 1991).
Sankovitch, Tilde A. "Essays". Encyclopedia Britannica, 30 Mar. 2023, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Essays-by-Montaigne. [accessed 27 February 2026]
