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M ONTAIGNE, LEAR,
AND THE QUESTION OF AFTERLIFE

George HOFFMANN

Holding his dead daughter, old Lear suddenly believes he sees something given to none of this life to behold;
“Look, her lips, / Look there, look there,” he vainly bids the other players, as Cordelia’s soul, heaven bound,
issues from her limp body. In making these a dying madman’s words, however, Shakespeare invites his
audience to consider rather the fact that we see nothing, and thus to reflect upon the gaping void that seems to
lie between Christian promises of salvation and the play’s depiction of a bleak, inhospitable universe. Thirty
years earlier, Montaigne staged this same scene, to much the same effect, in his essay “Of exercise,” casting
himself not only in the roles of both Lear and Cordelia, but also in that of the duly skeptical spectator. This
paper seeks to situate these two ambiguous stagings of the Christian “death” in a wider social context of
popular anxiety about salvation and native skepticism over the immortality of the soul. It argues that Montaigne
purposely evokes a tradition of heterodoxical responses to the problem of death beginning with the second
chapter of the Wisdom of Solomon and stretching to Anabaptism. Instead of a Christian afterlife, Montaigne
intimates that his spirit will live on not in his resurrected body but in a mummy, “I expose myself entire: my
portrait is a cadaver on which the veins, the muscles, and the tendons appear at a glance (Frame, 274), the
mummy, then, of his book, tightly bound in dried pigskin.

Montaigne, Lear et le probléme de la vie éternelle Tenant le corps de sa fille morte, le vieux Lear croit tout
dun coup s'apercevoir de ce qu'aucun de ce monde ne peut contempler ; « Regarde, ses lévres, / Regarde la,
regarde 1a », prie-t-il en vain les autres interpretes pendant que I'4me de Cordelia abandonne son corps
inanimé pour le ciel. Mais en rapportant ceci & travers la parole d’'un homme déséquilibré et mourrant lui-méme,
Shakespeare invite son public a réfléchir plutét sur le fait que nous ne voyons rien, et sur 'abime qui sépare les
promesses du salut chrétien d’'une part, et de l'autre, Iimage d’'un univers inhospitalier dépeint tout au long de
la piéce. Trois décennies auparavant, Montaigne mettait ce méme dispositif en scéne dans son essai « De
I'exercitation » jouant non seulement les réles de Lear et de Cordelia, mais aussi celui du spectateur diment
sceptique. Cette communication cherche a placer ces deux mises en scene ambigués de la « belle mort »
chrétienne dans un contexte plus large de I'inquiétude populaire sur le salut et du scepticisme autochtone sur
limmortalité de I'ame. Nous proposons que Montaigne évoque délibérément une tradition de réponses
hétérodoxes au probléme de la mort, allant du deuxiéme chapitre de la Sagesse de Salomon jusqua
l'anabaptisme contemporain. Au lieu de l'au-dela chrétien, Montaigne suggére que son esprit perdurera non
pas dans son corps ressuscité mais dans la momie de son livre, relié en vélin et ou « Je m'estalle entier : c’est
un Skeletos ot, d'une veug, les veines, les muscles, les tendons paroissent » (ii, 6, 379c).

As virtuous men pass mildly away,
And whisper to their souls to go,
W hilst some of their sad friends do say,
‘The breath goes now,”and some say ‘No"..
John Donne

olding his dead daughter at the endkohg Lear, the self-

deposed king and broken-hearted father suddenlig\esd he

sees something given to none of this life to behtldok, her
lips, / Look there, look there,” he vainly bids tbéher players. On the
strength of the earlier lines, “Lend me a lookinigss / If that her
breath will mist or stain the stone”v.(ii.235-6), most critics
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understand Lear’s attention to hepdi as the vain hope to find her
breathing resuscitated. Yet, mments later, Edgar will bid the
unconscious Lear, “Look up, my lofdto which Kent responds “Vex
not his ghost, O let him pass” (2&j; the second exchange suggests
that what Lear desired to see washexr Cordelia’s soul issuing from
her limp body, heaven bound. Ingnessing this hope through a dying
madman’s words, however, Shakesre invites his audience to
consider rather the fact thate see nothing, and thus to reflect upon
the void that separates Christian prieas of salvation from the play’s
depiction of a bleak, inhospitable univer¥@.Thirty years earlier,
Montaigne staged this same scenemtoch the same effect, in his essay
“Of exercise,” casting himself not only in the relef both Lear and
Cordelia, but also in that of the duly skeptica¢sfator.

The essayist suffered hemorrhiagiand a severe concussion
after being knocked from his horse the late 1560s. Wavering on the
brink of death, he calls his reader’s attentiorhts lips, as Lear would
do to Cordelia’s/l me sembloit que ma vie ne me tenoit plus quau
bout des lévres: je fermois les yepaur ayder, ce me sembloit, a la
pousser hors“lt seemed to me that my life was hanging onlytbg tip
of my lips; | closed my eyes in order, it seemedtte, to help push it
out” (i1, 6, 72; 374a; 269B*2Here, invoking the hallowed formulae of a
traditional Christian death, Montaigne stages Learision of the
eternal soul taking leave of its mortal trappin@s. Lear’s delusion,
more precisely, for after attenuag this impression through the
repeated “seem,” he imnd@tely judges this intimation of immortality
a mere illusion. Frame translates Montaigne’s “iimagion” as “idea,”
but the rest of the sentence makes clear thatighisit a figmengui ne
faisoit que nager superficiellemert mon ame, aussi tendre et aussi
foible que tout le resteéthat was only floating on the surface of my

241Despite the impressive erudition that Elton mateii to scrutinize religious attitudes in
Lear, he remains curiously reticent regarding thesedimacknowledging only in a note that
they might allude to the tradition of the sqdssing through the mouth, and preferring the
simpler reading by which the ‘illusion” Lear expenices is merely the one that Cordelia
might still be breathing, 258, n. 210, and 334hank Debbie Losse and Francois Rigolot
for allowing me to present this at the annual Resance Society of America’s conference in
2002, as well as Philippe Desan for inviting meptesent this at the University of Chicago
that same year, and | am grateful to him and alkthpresent, including Peter Dembowski,
Larry Norman and Thomas Pavel, for théielpful suggestions. Finally, | thank Warren
Boutcher for his kind support.

242 peferences are to the Tournon edition, followedtlhg Villey-Saulnier one, and then
Donald Frame'’s translation.
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soul, as delicate and feeble as all the rest'®(, 72; 374a; 269-70). The
departure of his eternal soul is but an idea tociwhie pays lip service,
seulement en la bouchaccording to the popular expression of the
time 243

To my knowledge, André Tournowas the first to call attention
to these lines, but modern preoccupations haveicaet to lead most
readers away from their religious implications (188). For example,
Louis Marin quotes the sentence in a perceptivicleron the essay’s
“unutterable cogito of death.” That formula is finely put, but
Montaigne’s notation on the “sweet feeling” of e go lures Marin
into reflecting on the death-wish dihanatos impulse rather than the
author’s pointed obliviousness to thepe of eternal life (50). Yet from
the start, Montaigne has maneuvered to place tltesements in a
quintessentially religious perspective, launchirme tessay with the
anecdote of Canius Julius waiting calmly at hisaxen to discern
quelque deslogement de laptany dislodgment of the soulfi( 6, 68;
371a; 267). That phrase, absent in Seneba&stranquilitate anim,i
imparts a distinctly Christian inflean to Canius’ philosophical desire
to learnquis esset animarum statusvhat the state of the soul really
is” (xiv, 9, 271). Montaigne seems to displace the queshiegged by
his near-fatal accident onto Seneca’'s Canius whomgjses Vos
quaeritis an immortales animae sint; ego iam scjaliYou are
wondering whether souls are immaltbut | shall soon know.” How
could Montaigne not have cealled the famous chorupost mortem
nihil est ipsaque mors nihil [...] nre individua est, noxia corpori /
nec parcens animaéThere is nothing aftedeath and death itself is
nothing [..] Death is something thatimits no cleavage, destructive to
the body and unsparing of the soul,” from SeneGasades(1: 156-7,
lines 397, 401-2; Montaigne quotes the end of &pisechy, 3, 67; 21c;
13)? Of the many who had soughtdot as dispassionate observers of
their own expiration, Montaigne laconically commsrits ne sont pas
revenues nous en dire les nouvelftbey have not come back to tell us
news of it.” Qualifying these ancients’ findingsr(tack thereof) as
“‘news” once again frames the dission in a decidedly Christian
context, namely that of the one pensfrom past times who notably did

243¢1, ) minterrompit pour me prier den user ainsi, eée monstrer par effect que les
discours que nous avions tenus ensemble pehdostre santé, nous ne les portions pas
seulement en la bouche, mais engravez bien avaruaur et en lameMontaigne, “Lettre
sur la mort de La BoétiefEuvres complete®d. Thibaudet and Rat, 1353.
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return to bring the “Good News” adverlasting life, but about whom
Montaigne, seemingly ddéderately, remains siler#t4

Such silence seems all the moreilkdhg in that his “they have
not come back to tell us news of it” recalled a sege that served as a
lightening rod in Renaissance debaterer the immortality of the soul.
The second chapter of the apocryph&lisdom of Solomagnsitill
considered canonical at the time, relates the neiagoof unbelievers:

no one has been known to return from the dead. Bszave were born

by mere chance, and hereafter we shall be as thaeghad never been;
because the breath in our nostrils is smoke, arasae is a spark
kindled by the beating of our hearWhen it is extinguished, the body
will turn to ashes, and the spirit Wilissolve like empty air [..] our life

will pass away like the traces of a cloud and b&ttered like mist that is

chased by the rays of the sun [..] Come, thereflmteys enjoy the good

things that exist (2.1-634%

The memorable simile, “our life will pass away likbe traces of a
cloud,” finds a faint echo in Montaigneestoyent des pensemens
vains, en nug‘these were idle thoughts, in the clouds’ 6, 76; 376a;
271). His description of his failing faculties reberates with the
depiction of the dying soul dissolving “like empay™. ce que lame y
prestoit, cestoyent en songe, touchée bien legieet, et comme
lechée seulement et arrosée par la molle impressies sens“what
the soul contributed was in a dreatouched very lightly, and merely
licked and sprinkled, as it were, hige soft impression of the senses”
(n, 6, 76-7; 376a; 272). FrancoBarasse called the book ¥fisdom
after Pomponazzi, Paracelsus, and Machiavealljuadrature du cercle
des atheistesthe squaring of the atheist’s circle” (1013);prrticular,
Pomponazzi’s writings on the identical nature of goall and the body
recall Montaigne’s marked insistencetimis essay that the two go hand
in hand:et lame et le corps enseveli et endornigoul and body were

244 500 Legros, however, on exaggerations of Jeshsbrece from th&ssays

245Apologists made frequent reference tastpassage, and often quoted or paraphrased
extensively from it. For exampl&xtinctus cinis erit corpus nostrum, et spiritu$uefdetur
tanquam malis aér, transibit vita nostra tamam vestigium nubis, ex nihilo nati sumus,
et post hoc erimus tanquam non fuerimus, fgim us afflatus est in narribus nostris, et
sermo scintille ad commovendum cor nostrum.,@tespet 224 Les meschans ont dit en
eux-mesmes, Le temps de nostre vie est Brafjec ennuy, & n'est aucun qui soit conu
estre retourné des morts, car nous sommes daisien, & apres ce nous serons come si
nous neussions point esté. Car nostre corps senadce esteinte, & lesprit sera espars
comme le mol air, & nostre nom sera oublié aveddmps La Noue 21; see, also, La
Primaudaye 2891615 ed.: 336-7; and Du Pont [Le Heurte] 7
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buried in sleep,” andQuand aux functions de lame, elles naissoient
avec mesme progrez que celles du cords for the functions of the
soul, they were reviving with theame progress as those of the body”
(i, 6, 72; 374a; 269-70). Indeed, his memory of theact only returns
once his body can sense pain again. La Primaudayearsed a
common conception of the pair's connectitue, corps et lame sont de
nature tellement liez et conjoincencemble, quil ny a que la mort
ravissant tout [...] qui les puisse separéthe body and soul are so
linked and joined by nature that only death, whialishes everything
[..] can divide them” (5%%6 Yet, it is precisely in the proximity of
death, when the two should loosen their bond, tMahtaigne insists
his body and soul’s fates reimamore entwined than ever.

Montaigne’s essay might haveounded a number of other
distinctly heterodoxical notes tsixteenth-century ears. First would
come the blatant contradiction with his own pronoatiof the Spanish
theologian, Raymond Sebon. Seblvad founded his argument against
thegrand nombre de personnes qui juiddeur ame n'estre rien sans
le corps, et qui mesurent son vivresat duree a la vie, et au durer de
leurs membres‘great many people who judge their soul to behimg
without the body, and who measure lbngevity by their lives and the
longevity of their limbs,” precisely upon the praolgation of mental
operations, particularly the acts of willing andséting, as the body
declined. In fact, these faculties, in Montaignganslation of Sebon,
se fortifient et augmententfortify and augment themselves,” when
facing imminent death@Euvres compléteed. Armaingaud 10: 49, 51-
2). His essay, on the contrary, denies thatn si grand estonnement
de membres et si grande défarlee des sens, lame peut maintenir
aucune force au dedanmour se reconnoistréwith...so great a failing
of the senses, the soul could maintaimy force within by which to be
conscious of itself"if, 6, 74; 375a; 270).

Against the background of religious debate in himg,
Montaigne’s argument that the dyinmvoient et lame et le corps
enseveli et endormitheir soul and body were buried in sleep’, 6,
73; 374a; 270) would have called mind the controversial belief,
attributed variously to Anabaptists, Catabaptists,and
Psychopannychists, that the soul fell asleep athdedhe Council of

246 or: Nam nec anima per se est homo, nec cerpst homo, sed una ambo honmo sunt
(Postel 9), quoted by Febvre, 209, trans. 197-8.
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Florence in 1439 and the Fifth Lateran Council %13l (session 8) both
explicitly condemned this doctrine, maintaining thlae soul remained
awake and conscious through and after death. Calwviatably,
inaugurated his theological careein attacking the heresy of
psychosomnolence; and he would gotoraffirm that at the moment of
death soulsentent et cognoissenfeel and know” (3: 377-451, trans.
125) whereas Montaigne argues at length exactly ¢pposite,la
foiblesse de mon discours me garda@n rien juger, et celle du corps
den rien sentir “‘the weakness of my undstanding kept me from
having any judgment of it, and that of my body afving any feeling of
it” (11, 6, 77; 377a; 2723%7 The essayist repeatedly draws an analogy
between death and a sort of cerebsammeil Il semble que cette
consideration deut partir dune ame edié®e, si est-ce que je ny estois
aucunement “It would seem that this consideration must have
proceeded from a wide-awake soulf yhe fact is that | was not there
at all” (77; 377a; 271)les douleurs que le pied ou la main sentent
pendant que nous dormons, ne sont pas a pihe pains which the
foot or the hand feel while we are asleep are nosb(76; 376a; 271);
and he compares his approach to death, with thiaeibassonances of
soft snoring, to thoseui se laissent glisser au sommeivho let
themselves slide into sleep” (73; 374a; 270). Elseme, he speaks of
his fainting as containing an element of pleaseoamme dun passage
au sommeil et au reppsas when we pass into sleep and rest’13,
447; 610a; 462) and, memorably, of deajh,me plonge la teste
baissée, stupidement, dans la madns la considerer et recognoistre,
comme dans une profondeur muettebscure, qui m'englouitit dun
saut et accable en un instant dpmuissant sommeil, plein dinsipidité
et dindolence “I plunge head down, stupidly, into death, withou
looking at it and recognizing it, daato a silent and dark abyss which
swallows me up at one leap and overwhelms me innatant with a
heavy sleep free from feeling and pain?,(9, 287; 971b; 742).
Comparing death to sleep coudtas a classical commonplace,
but Montaigne foregoes the opportunity to arguetfog survival of the
soul by analogy to the sleeper’s mind which dreaausn as the body
rests. Instead, in sleeppus perdons la connoissance de la lumiere et
de nous! [...]la faculté du sommeil quous prive de toute action et de

247Farleytranslates "are aliand conscious"”; | have adopted a more literal tlamm to
maintain the similarity between the French texts.
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tout sentiment‘we lose consciousness of the light and of owese[..]
deprives us of all action anall feeling™ this is theleternel estat
“eternal state” that awaits humankind, @, 69; 372a; 268). Montaigne
seems to return the common Christian metaphor afldas a spiritual
“rest” to its literal origin, the loss afonsciousness that occurs in sleep.
Calvin concluded that it is “offensive to human efligence and the
Christian faith to hold that souls are put to slegthe very time they
are closest to God in order to be more perfectipsoious of His
goodness, all Christendom has viewsdch a fantasy with horror [..]
'sleep’does not belong to the soulthaught to be attributed entirely to
the body” (141, 144). In fact, death was precigély time at which the
soul should be most alert, as reminded Jacques RavyPerron’s
Funeral Oration for Ronsardin which the poetexcitoit [son ame]
courageusement a se préparer a ce bienheureux depart
[...demandant] si elle vouloit dormalors quil estoit temps de songer
a desloger, et si elle vouloit demeurer engourdie ette masse
corporelle “courageously exhorted [his soul] to prepare lité&r this
blessed separation [..asking] if it wanted to sledgen it was time to
think about dislodging, and if it wantdd remain asleep in this bodily
mass” (94, ed. Simonin 123).

Of course, Augustine speaks of “total death” whbe soul dies
as well as the bodyDe civitate Dej 13: 2, 12; 20: 26; 22: 30; cf.
Febvre’s (tendentious) aeling of this idea, 180-4), but he intends this
on a figurative level and in an intention that higrdlaces Montaigne
in a more flattering light: the soul “dies” whenig forsaken by God,
signaling its future damnationlrenaeus and Arnobius similarly
claimed a damned man’s soul “diettirough perdition. In Montaigne’s
time, Pierre Crespet, following LactantiuBiyinae Institutiones7: 5,
8-13; PL, 6: 749, 761-79), discuss@nother sense in which the soul
could be said to dieelle ne perd pas le sentimenit does not loose
feeling,” however, sincéame pendant qukelle est detenué par les liens
corporels, qui sont les passions corruptibles, elele aux douleurs
mortelles, mais aprés qukelle sera separée du coqus va a sa
corruption, elle est portée aciel, ou jamais elle n'envieillit‘the soul,
while still held by bodily bondswhich are the corruptible passions,
yields to mortal agony, but after it has left thedly which passes into
decomposition, it is lifted to heam, where it never grows old” (216
224). So, the soul feels the pain of death, is throwto a state of



162 GEORGEHOFFMANN

shock, and yet is not destroyed by it; once agiliontaigne specifically
resists this solution insofar as his margument attempts to show that
the soul does not feel any pain in dying.

In sum, Montaigne’s essay begins to read as a glossvo lines
from Lucretius whichhe quotes in thépologie Corpoream naturam
animi esse necesse est, / Corporeis quoiniam fetisque laborat
“The soul must be of a corporeal nature for it iBeeted by the
opposition and shocks of bodily object®d rerum natura3.176;i1, 12,
349; 550b; 412). He seems to have realized theigapbns of this as
early as his 1564 reading bt rerum naturawhen he writes on one of
the flyleavesanimus et anima moralis si¢ “The animusand the
anima are mortal. Thus..”, letting the consequence tHfl in an
unfinished note, but not necessarily uncompletedutght (Screech
123). Certainly, Lucretius had taughtm nothing if not that the body
and soul are inseparable, and he notes in his ngathe extreme
conjunction of the two,inseparablement jointsand again, in Latin,
Coniunctissima sunt corpust anima ergo eiusdem naturéthe body
and soul are completely joined anduthof the same nature” (302, 311,
125); the idea reappears in tResaisaslestroicte cousture de l'esprit
et du corps “the narrow seam between the soul and the body2%,
191; 104a; 74).

In 1584, Antoine de Laval still shuddered with harrat the
memory of hearing an unnamedeé thinker in the company of
plusieurs de nos jeunes Princes somsteue lame et le sang estoit la
mesme chose, que lestre et dureeld® perissoit quam a lautre, et
tous deux ensemhléseveral of our young princes maintain that he
soul and blood were the same, and the existencelargkvity of one
expired with the other, and both tdger.” Laval claims to have piped
up that one’s eye in the dark nonetéss retains the faculty of sight;
Tout a coup sen esleve un autraiplcresté, qui croyoit avoir meilleur
droict en sa Question. Si lame subsistoit sansdeps, elle agiroit
sans ses organes. Or n‘agit elle jam&ians eux, voire mesme en ce qui
est de sa principalle fonction guest dentendre: car quand elle
entend, (Arist. lib.3.de anima.) ellse sert de la phantasie, la
phantasie de la forme du phantosmefigure du corps imaginé, donc
elle ne peut estre sans corp'Suddenly there arose one more bold,
who thought to have the better in theestion. If the soul lived on after
the body, it would have to act without its orgatNaw, it never acts
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apart from them, even in its imcipal function which is to
comprehend: for when it comprehends (Aristobe,anima i) it uses
the faculty of phantasia, the imagetbfe form of the outline or figure
of the imagined body, thus it cannot act withoutd} body” (388; cf.
Foix’s arguments against this sanmpesition, 373-4). Nor is Lavals
claim uncorroborated: in 1571, Constatino Tesseras vaccused in
Venice of claiming thatanima nostra non e altro chil sangue nostro
“our soul is nothing other than obtood” (Davidson 65). Interestingly,

in the margin of his copy of the 15%ssais beside Montaigne'tJne
ame si rare et examplaire ne cou¢le non plus a tuer quune ame
populaire et inutil® “Does a soul so rare and exemplary cost no more
to kill than a plebian and useless one?” this sdmeal markedtuer
une ame est une estrange facon de parlkitling a soul is a strange
way to speak”I{, 13, 440; 606¢c; 458; 1595 ed.: 400; see Simonin,
“Antoine de Laval’ and Hoffmann, “®iser le fer”). Elsewhere, he
would not mince words, and when Montaigne obseribdt no
Christian was unbiased enough to stand as a figgudf religious
quarrels of his day, Laval noted acidi@ela ne se dict que par les
Athées “only atheists say this sort of thingii (12, 432; 600a; 454;
1595 ed.: 397).

Montaigne would seem to tempt censorious readdes Liaval
by his description of the blow that struck him unecious asle
foudroier, “hit us like a thunderbolt”i(, 6, 71; 373a; 269), for Christian
apologists typically threatened that atheists wkfused to believe in
immortality would be struck down by lightnirtg§® Even Montaigne’s
only reference to theautre mondeproves highly ambiguous| me
sembla que clestoit un esclair qui frapoit lame de secousse et que je
revenoy de lautre mondélt seemed to me that a flash of lightning
was striking my soul with a violerghock, and that | was coming back
from the other world”if, 6, 78; 377a; 272). Despite appearances, he is
not talking about the accident itself, but rathés sudden recollection
of the moment of impact the next day; accordingthie logic of the
passage, then, the “other world” frowhich he returns can only be the
never-never land of amnesia.

Would Montaigne, then, count as an atheist? AltHouge
underwent what he calls thepproches “approaches” of deathii( 6,
70; 372a; 268), he did not die. Tihal from his horse constitutes but

248Willett, however, finds in this eeference to Paul's conversion Atts
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an analogy to, and not a direct experience of,adesthat can only be
approximated asymptotically—sincec@rding to him, it entails a loss
of the very consciousness by which one could apenehit. “M'est-il
permis de parler de ma mort? Quaiteire ce syntagme ‘ma mort?” as
Derrida has written (48), describing death in terofi& imponderable
limit of human knowledge and truth. i$ an old idea: “so long as we
exist, death is not with us; but wheeath comes, then we do not exist”
wrote Epicurus to Meneceus (MontaignEile [la mort] ne vous
concerne ny mort ny vif: vif, parce que vous estasrt, par ce que
vous nestes plysit does not concern you dead or alive; alive dnese
you are; dead because you are no moy@0, 176; 95c; 66); Lucretius
repeated, “We shall not feel, because we shallbmt “Death is not
lived through,” concludé Wittgenstein in theTractatus Montaigne
does not claim to dispel fear of the unknown by makit known, or
knowable, through any familiarity he has personaltyained with it;
death remains not only known for him, it isinherently unknowable.
Quoting Epicurus, heepeats approvinghyl est impossible destablir
guelque chose de certain derlmortelle nature par la mortellé¢it is
impossible to establish anything certain about imalmature from
mortal nature” ({, 12, 300; 520c; 386). In death, there are no etgper
“the one experience | shall never describe,” cosdels Virginia Wolf.
Unlike his patron saint, the arahgel Michael, who was supposed to
have offered succor to the soul at the instantofleparture from the
body and was accompanied by the image of a balasyehbol of the
Last Judgment (DelumealRassurer et protégeB21-2), Montaigne
adopts the emblem of the balance to signify, rathlee suspension of
judgment in accord with thiemous accompanying mottQue sais-je?
The comfort Montaigne derives from his experienseninimal
when compared to that sought by his Christian ardssical
predecessors: whatever it is, death does not hutch) — rather like
the quip by Woody Allen, “I'm not afraid to diejlist dont want to be
there when it happens.” At the same time, Montafgiresistence on
the plaisir, “pleasure” (I, 6, 72; 374a; 269) of letting oneself go
militates against stoic and Christian versions opatiently suffered
“heroic” death (Delumeaule Catholicisme97-102, trans. 43-7).
Walter Raleigh, accused in his day as an athelso, @ould question the
soul's immortality in attacking cléss, yet fervently affirm it in
criticizing secular society, therebjlustrating a “discontent hovering
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between faith and skepticism” (Greenblatt 10 1-2)day, as well, polls
show that half of all those who sent to the existence of God still
cannot bring themselves to believe in their ownsexice after death
(Vergote 60-1).

In a scene remarkably similar to Montaigne’s es&antéme
relates how a chamber maid remained transfixedhet dide of the
dying Marguerite de Navarre. Afterwards, she expdai that

ayant ouy tant discourir a tant de scavans doctegue lame et
l'esprit sortoyent du corps aussi tost ainsi qufiespassoit, elle vouloit
veoir sil en sentiroit quelque vent ou bruit, cairhoindre resonnement
du monde, au desloger et sortir, isaquelle ny avoit rien aperceu
(182-3)

having heard so many learned doctors discoursaiet $ngth on the
soul and spirit leaving the body at the momentedith, that she wanted
to see if one could make out any wind or sound,tloe least little
reverberation, at the issue adaslodgmentbut that she had perceived
nothing (emphasis mine).

Those doctors had compared theasvs dying song to the souls
departure, and so, she repeated, slealoit veoir sortir ou sentir
resonner et ouyr ceste ame ou cgllesprit, ce quil feroit a son
déloger, “wanted to see leave or feel reverberate or hbeat soul or
that spirit, what it would do at itdislodgement The disappointed girl
confessed that she now did not know what to thifikhe@ eternity of
the soul, but, she prudently hastened to reassim® dathered
company, elle vouloit croire en ce que son Dieu et son HEglis
commandoient, sans entrer plagant en autre curiositéshe wanted
to believe in what her God and her Church commandeithout
pushing the limits of curiosity any farther.”

Brantdme’s indirect swipe at Marguerite's piety easbles the
manner in which Montaigne and Shakespeare encouaagkeptical
response to resurrection without crossing the liofe what their
“Church commanded.” Just as Montaigne has prepahedreader to
examine dubiously his account through his earliglation of Canius
Julius’s futile attempt to bring backews” of his death, so, too, has
Shakespeare primed his audience to scrutinize wittirust Lear’s
claim to see Cordelia’s soul through the earliaerdicrous scene of
Gloucester’s purported salvation onethliffs of Dover. Edgar evokes a
divine perspective, echoing the question of divilrtevidence raised by
Gloucester’s earlier “As flies to wonton boys are to th’ gods: / They
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kill us for their sport” (v.i.37-8): “The crows and choughs that wing the
midway air / Show scarce so groas beetles [..] The fishermen that
walk upon the beach / Appear likeice, and yon tall anchoring barque
/ Diminished to her cock, her cock a buoy / Aimosd small for sight”
(iv.v.13-14, 17-20). Gloucester jumps, thinking tol Kilimself and
merely falls. Now reversing the optical perspectiigar invites his
father to consider a gigantic demon who would hewvenented him
back on the cliff, “As | stood herbelow, methoughts his eyes / Were
two full moons. He had a thousamases, / Horns whelked and waved
like the enraged sea. / It was sofiend. thereforethou happy father,

| Think that the clearest gods, whmake them honors / Of men’s
impossibilities, have preserved thee’.y.68-74).

Gloucester has literally become plaything of the gods, save
that “divine” intervention amounts to no more thadgar’s playacting.
Gloucester is a fly to cruel boys, ,orather, to his own cruel boy, for
Edgar, in refusing to reveal himsealhd thus toying with his father, is
indeed cruel; as Auden famously remarked, “Aboug&dhangs the
shadow of impure motive. Those to whom evil is daloeevil in turn.”
The imagination of a providential salvation assuntikee measure of
Gouchester’s blindness, a man mocked from the stfattte play for his
superstitious credulity. God’s omniscient vision lmit a trick of
distance. Hence a certain gratuitousness in Lear@ordelia’s deaths
that Bradley pointed toward long ago (252-3). Iclke@ase—the blind
Gloucester, the dying Lear, and the addled Montaignwe are put
before characters who think that they have witndsaeredemption,
and in each case we are invited to distrust theoatt given of
salvation.

Though one would have expectecethdministration of last rites
to have been the most pressing concern for allgreat Montaigne’s
accident, they are conspicuously misgiin his relation, although in
best contrarian fashion, he claims elsewhere tleatlbes ask for them
when they are not neede@iput au commencement de mes fiévres et
des maladies qui matterent, entier emes et voisin de la santé, je me
reconcilie a Dieu par les derniersffices Chrestiens, et m'en trouve
plus libre et deschargé&At the very beginning of my fevers and the
maladies that lay me low, while Btivhole and in the neighborhood of
health, | reconcile myself with God by the last Ghian offices, and
find myself thereby more free and unburdened’ 9, 304; 982b; 751).
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In the letter on La Boétie’s deatklosely related to this chapter, as
Francois Rigolot demonstrated long ago, last raes barely evoked;
after duly making a profession of his faith, La Bieébids the priest
farewell, saving his last words for Montaigne’s gaAbsent as well,
despite all of La Boétie’s loquaaisness, is the traditional bedside
commendatio animgDeliver me, O Lord, from eternal death,” and
nowhere, despite his protestations of obedience¢hto Church, does
one find the penitential formulae urged by devotibauthorities. Far
from appearing a ChristiaAntidote a la mort “antidote to death”
(Matthieu, 122 [3.3.1062-3]), andespite La Boétie’s own political
defense of the sacrament of extreme unctibrérpoire 1. 131-2), the
Eucharist maintains a low profile, @hilippe Desan has pointed out.

Montaigne’s family and friends saw to it that hisrodeath did
not suffer such embarrassing oversights, and thenked in concert to
situate his demise, nearly a quartenugy after his fall from his horse,
within an explicitly orthodox framewark. Marie de Gournay insisted in
her preface to the posthumous 1595 edition, agai@stix qui
pretendent calomnier sa religiothattout ainsi que jamais homme ne
voulut plus de mal aux nulles et faulces religiane luy, de mesme il
n'en fut oncques un plus ennemy dettoe qui blessoit le respect de la
vraye (33-4). More emphatic still was the Greek insciopt that his
wife, Francoise, prominently placedn his tomb in the Feuillants
Abbey,Qui que tu sois, qui regardes ce tombeau et quiaedes mon
nom, en disant: Est-il mort Montaigne? Cesse déterpris: la
substance du corps, lillustration de la naissarcg ce sont seulement
des jouets périssables [...] moi qui ai allier a la doctrine qui respecte
le Christ le doute pyrrhonien. [..jhi été prendre mon rang parmi les
immortels, ou est ma patri®osquet and Lamotte 22).

However, most ironic of all, given Montaigne's amdalent
attitude toward Christian models oballe mort is Estienne Pasquier’s
letter in which Montaignéit dire la Messe en sa chambre; &comme le
Prestre estoit sur leslevationdu Corpus Donmii, ce pauvre
Gentilhomme seslance au moins ngalil peut, comme a corps perdu,
sur son lict, les mains joincts: & ete dernier acte rendit son esprit a
Dieu. Qui fut un beau miroir de linterieur de soAme (48-9).
Probably composed in the first ysaof the new century, revised until
as late as 1615, and not publishedtil 1619, this scene can only be
based upon hearsay, third-haimtformation gleaned from Bernard
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Automne (Simonin 351), possiblthrough Florimond de Raymond,
himself not present either, for Pierre de Braclsoahbsent, reported
that Montaigne, astoundingly, haersonne pres de luy a qui il peust
desployer les dernieres conceptions de son éretter to Juste Lipse 4
February 1593, reproduced in the Villey-Saulnieitied, 1203). The
letter speaks more to Pasquier'sroshift in religious self-presentation
in light of his struggles against the Jesuits, ase®@ms a calculated
effort to impress its addressee, Claude Pellejayntler of a chair of
theology, friend of the prominent Jesuit at Hewis court, Pierre
Coton, and a man by all accounts personally obskewssth preparing
his own “Christian” death (Magnien 281). For Pasgquthis is the way
Montaigne should have died. Pasquier’s suspect letter nonetheless
inspired a painting executed in 1853 by Joseph ReBkury (1797-
1890) that still hangs in the Musée du PérigordPiérigueux,Les
derniers Moments de Montaignm which the dying writer struggles
in his night robe to lift himself off the bed towhrthe chaplain’s
Eucharist at the moment of the Elevation. This piet figures vividly
in the mind of the Bishop of Périgueux, come to Namigne’s chateau in
1875 to mark a thaw in the diocesesations with its most celebrated
writer,au moment de €élévation du corpiDomini,’il sélanga sur son
lit les mains jointes, et rendit son esprit a Digaint-Martin 42).
Montaigne’s essay traces a very different courses m which
what finally issues forth from his “lg’ is his book’s self-description in
its fullest memorial purpose (Hoffrma, “Portrayal”). At the end of the
essay, he gruesomely maintains theemence of death at the heart of
his self-portrayal,Je m'estalle entier: cest uSkeletos ou, dune veué,
les veines, les muscles, les tendons paroisseerkpose myself entire:
my portrait is a cadaver on wlhicthe veins, the muscles, and the
tendons appear’i( 6, 80; 379c; 274). As aexpérience inéprouvée
death establishes the defining limitar autobiographical impulse that
Blanchot terms a “suicide perpetual” (110, 105)th&lugh Montaigne
established a link between his project to “painithkelf and the self-
portrait of René of Sicily he observed as it wasgemted to Francisin
1559 at Bar-le-duci, 17, 515; 653a; 496), his image of the “skeletos,”
as Jean Balsamo suggests, alludeartother, far more famous work of
art that he would have seen in that same towns#pailchral sculpture
of René d'Orange, executed by Ligier Richier fifbtegears earlier
(Fréchet 44-5; cf. Nakam 251-3). Montaigne's tefgkeletos,” signifies
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neither a skeleton nor a cadavewoper, but a desiccated, mummified
state that corresponds closely to Richier’s figundiose dried skin
hangs in tatters revealing, as in Montaigne’s wverttself-monument,
“the veins, the muscles, and thentions.” Nearly unique in funerary
art, this standing, gesturingansi suggests a disquieting allegory of
resurrection, for it presents not aieth, but the reanimation of a body
that remains very much that of aateman. Despite Scripture’s “O dry
bones [..] I will lay sinewsupon you, and will case flesh to come upon
you, and cover you with skin(Ezekiel 37.4-6), Richier'skeletogoints
not toward life after death, but death after lita, at best, a living
death.

So, too, with Montaigne. The notable absence of faiher
among those concerned over his welfare back athié¢eau, as well as
the fact that, even while wounded, Montaigne isadhg acting as the
chatelain responsible for giving orders, all makkighly probable that
his fall took place during the ThdrWar, sometime then between 23
August 1568 and 8 August 1570, in other words, indiately preceding
the beginning of his literary career with his pastious edition of La
Boétie’s writings in preparation fohis own attempts at writing the
Essais(Simonin, “©uvres complétes™is recovery from the accident
might explain why, nearly eight years after inhergt his friend’s
manuscripts, Montaigne suddenly decided to publishem.
Henceforth, writing for Montaigne dalressed itself tattaining the
living death of literary posterity.

If this essay recounts losing es consciousness, it nevertheless
seems to grow more alertly conscioafstself, culminating in the final,
added pages which Montaigne self-consciously disesghe propriety
of his self-portrait (Regosin 160-500n these last pages, “me” and
“oneself” significantly replace Montaigne’s precedi preference for
referring to his “soul,” suggesting a collapse loétsoul into the self, or
more precisely, thekeletos and the abandonment of any ontological
sense of identity in favor of the instance of smifisciousness—what
Montaigne jokingly callsmon essen¢ceé'my essence”i(, 6, 80; 379c;
274). Although his neighbor, Francoie Foix, insisted that the soul
and the self were onéame parle en premiere personne [..] la ou est
lame, soit universele ou Thumaine, la mesmeslagienseg‘the soul
speaks in the first person [..] where the soulligre thought is” (346,
500), Montaigne has ironically sepaed the two from the essay’s first
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page with Canius’ vow to see jB pourray appercevoir quelque
deslogement de lame et si elmira quelque ressentiment de son
yssué “I shall be able to perceive any dislodgement of $bel, and
whetherit will have any feeling of its departureit (6, 68; 371a; 267;
emphasis mine). Unable, finally, to expel his sduwdm his lips,
Montaigne resigns himself to expressing this selbugh his mouth, as
Ullrich Langer (80) perceptively points out in tleesay’s last lineQui

se connoistra ainsi, quil se donne hardimment &roistre par sa
bouche “Whoever knows himself thudet him boldly make himself
known by his own mouth™(, 6, 82; 380c; 275). Thus the insubstantial
“empty air” into which the expiring breath dissigat according to
Solomon’s atheists, becomegrps aérée de la vojXthis airy medium”
of Montaigne’s written voicell, 6, 80; 379c; 274).

*kk

Garasse recounted the most blaspbamlast testament he had ever
seen:le premier est, de ce vieux atheiste de Poitieegjukl je ne
nomme point par respect, qui ordonna par testamegng son corps
seroit enfermé dans une peau @eurceau conroyée, et ensevely
debout devant le grand autel dedlise, sur une pille de charbons,
donnant pour raison deon dire, quil ny avoit point dautre dieu au
monde que lincorruptibilité du corps, gue les charbons et la peau de
pourceau bien conroyée, estoierteux suffisans moyens pour
empescher la pourriturg€915). Like the Poitiers atheist’s corpse in
tanned pigskin, Montaigne will preserve himselftime “mummy” of
the book, bound in vellum hide, thiorps solide qui puisse durer
guelques années ou quelques jours apres nsglid body that may
last a few years, or a few days, after me}, 87, 712; 783a; 595), a
starkly personal eschatology in face of the livifigsh and bones” of
the resurrected Christ (Luke 24.39). Richieskeletosstill holds an
unrolled parchment, upon whictvriting—doubtlessly an epitaph—
once figured, anticipating Montaigne’s own writinig death, and of
death. Thus do human dreams ofding existence after death live on
within a fragile membrane of dried skin.

George HOFFMANN
University of Michigan
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