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Ch a p t e r 11

v

Isaac D’Israeli, Reader of Montaigne

Ingrid A. R. De Smet

[A] vital spirit in his page, 
kindred with the souls of a Bayle and a Montaigne.
— Benjamin Disraeli about his father Isaac1

The Bodleian Library at Oxford is home to a copy of the 1588 edition of Mon­
taigne’s Essais. As its class-mark ‘Douce M.101’ indicates, the volume belonged 
to the private book collection that the nineteenth-century antiquarian Francis 
Douce bequeathed to the Bodleian.2 Although the book bears the hallmarks of a 
collector’s item, it clearly served as a working copy too. The text of the Essais itself 
shows slight annotations in a late sixteenth-century or early seventeenth-century 
hand, but the volume appears to have been thoroughly cleaned at the time of its 
restoration in the early nineteenth century.3 Douce, however, pencilled in some 
brief notes of his own in the course of his perusal of the text. The book also has 
copies of various portraits of Montaigne and a title-page of the 1641 Rouen edition 
glued into it. Above all, it contains on yet another piece of paper pasted inside some 
additional manuscript notes by Douce. The first of these, most notably, replicates 
Montaigne’s French signature, based on ‘Montaigne’s autograph in a copy of De 
Guise Illustrations de la Gaule Belgique in the possession of I. D’Israeli Esqre’. Douce, 
in other words, apparently observed this signature in a copy of the Premier [-tiers] 
volume des illustrations de la Gaulle Belgique, antiquitez du pays de Haynnau et de la grand 
cité de Belges, published in Paris in 1531–32 by François Regnault and Galliot Dupré. 
This voluminous text, which until recently was not known to have belonged to 
Montaigne’s library, is the abbreviated French translation by Jean Wauquelin — but 
often erroneously attributed to Jean Lessabé (or de Leussauch) — of the Annales 
Hannoniae by the fourteenth-century chronicler Jacques de Guyse.4

The owner of this signed copy, then, was the writer Isaac D’Israeli (or Disraeli),5 
a close friend of Douce’s and father to the famous British Prime Minister Benjamin 
Disraeli. So far our quest for this lost volume has not unearthed Montaigne’s 
copy — assuming it still exists — but it has thrown light on the fortunes of this 
chronicle by a contemporary of Jean Froissart, an author who was demonstrably 
present on Montaigne’s bookshelves. It has also highlighted the intrinsic interest of 
the reception of Montaigne in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 
among writers and bibliophiles such as D’Israeli and Douce, who had links to 



188     Ingrid A. R. De Smet

France, and of the inf luence of Montaigne, across languages and across periods, 
on the practice of essay writing.6 It is this particular, British aspect of Montaigne’s 
reception that this chapter intends to deepen, with specific reference to D’Israeli’s 
essay-craft. Two titles in D’Israeli’s œuvre will be of notable importance here, viz. 
the Curiosities of Literature and Miscellanies; or, Literary Recreations. Taking inspiration 
from the French fashion of the ana, the Curiosities first appeared, anonymously, in 
1791. It purported to consist of ‘anecdotes, characters, sketches, and observations, 
literary, critical, and historical’. Somewhat like Montaigne’s Essais, the popular 
and variegated collection not only accrued several more volumes over time; its 
individual pieces also went through varying degrees of revision and re-ordering in 
the course of at least 14 subsequent editions (including a French translation in 1810), 
until the collection found its definitive form in Isaac D’Israeli’s Complete Works, 
posthumously published by his son Benjamin in 1849.7 Not dissimilarly, the slightly 
longer pieces of the Miscellanies of 1796 went through a second edition in 1801 and 
were revised again in 1840.8

1. Montaigne, English Romantic book-collectors, and the taste for French 
writers

In some respects, both D’Israeli and his friend Douce’s attention to Montaigne 
relates to the so-called bibliomania that swept through England in the Romantic 
period between the mid-eighteenth and mid-nineteenth century. The fashion 
for book collecting signalled a thorough shift in literary taste and kindled a new 
appreciation of printed books and manuscripts as physical objects — which in turn 
triggered scornful observations in some parts that hoarding books is not equivalent 
to reading them.9 D’Israeli himself devoted a short chapter to the trend in his initial 
Curiosities of 1791. After considering the dangers (such as a vulnerability to hoaxes) 
that lurk within ‘this luxury of literature’, the author ends, from 1794 onwards, on a 
positive note that no doubt ref lected the hope that he might pass on his own love of 
books and his actual library to his son: ‘This passion, when hereditary in illustrious 
families, ceases to be a mania; it then claims our admiration and our love.’10 In the 
1807 edition of Curiosities of Literature, however, ‘Libraries’ became the opening 
piece, giving D’Israeli cause to rewrite the ensuing article on ‘The Bibliomania’ 
in a much more negative light and to redefine the concept as ‘the collecting an 
enormous heap of Books, without intelligent curiosity’.11 Nonetheless, ‘Libraries’ 
likewise starts from the idea of a general ‘passion’ (the word is repeated four times 
in the essay) for books, a passion which can arguably lead to an ‘intemperance of 
studies’ and ‘curious collectors’ seeking out rare bindings such as de Thou’s or 
Grolier’s, but which may also be of inordinate national benefit when significant 
private collections become the nuclei of great national libraries such as the British 
Museum.12 It is entirely in keeping with this bibliophilic movement — to use a 
later and less loaded term — that D’Israeli should have owned a copy of Wauquelin’s 
Illustrations de la Gaulle belgique with Montaigne’s autograph in it, or that in his essay 
‘On Reading’, published in 1796, he should pick up on Montaigne’s habit, famously 
described in II.10, ‘Des livres’ [Of Books], of annotating the books he had read with 
a date and brief reminder of their merit.13
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Now, besides the 1588 edition of the Essais mentioned above, Douce owned a 
copy of the 1627 Rouen edition ( Jean Berthelin), two editions of the translation of 
the Essais by John Florio (London 1603 and 1613), an edition of the translation by 
Charles Cotton (London 1776), and the first edition of the Voyage en Italie (Rome 
1775).14 Isaac D’Israeli, for his part, owned at least one copy of Montaigne’s Essais 
in French, in the 1669 Paris edition (Laurent Rondet, Christophe Joumel, and 
Robert Chevillion).15 It is also possible that the English translation of the Essais by 
Charles Cotton (London 1711), preserved at Hughenden Manor with the ex libris 
of Benjamin Disraeli, came in fact from Isaac’s collection.16 Isaac was certainly 
familiar with Montaigne’s Voyage en Italie, for in a piece on ‘The Recovery of 
Manuscripts’, first published in Curiosities of Literature in 1794, he discusses at some 
length the discovery, some 20 years earlier, of the sole copy of the travel journal 
in ‘an old worm-eaten coffer, which had long held papers untouched by the 
incurious generations of Montaigne’ and its authentication by French scholars on 
palaeographical and stylistic grounds.17

D’Israeli’s — or indeed Douce’s — ownership of copies of Montaigne in both 
languages seems to have been fairly characteristic of the discerning book collector 
and educated reader. An older contemporary of theirs, the Shakespeare editor 
George Steevens, whose library was particularly rich in Elizabethan literature, 
similarly owned a copy of the 1588 edition of the Essais as well as the 1613 edition 
of Florio’s translation. Douce and D’Israeli, incidentally, both bought books 
from Steevens’ collection when it was sold by auction after his death, but not the 
Montaigne editions.18 The 1813 catalogue of Lord Byron’s book collection, drawn 
up for a sale that did not take place, listed both a French edition of the Essais ([Paris]: 
Pierre and Firmin Didot, 1802) and an English version ([London]: C. Baldwin for 
W. Miller, White and Cochrane, and Lackington, Allen, and Co. 1811); both were 
sold at auction in 1816, before their owner set out on his travels abroad.19 Byron — 
who was also an admirer of D’Israeli’s pen — reacquainted himself with Montaigne 
in the summer of 1822, reading and marking the text in the copy of Cotton’s 
translation that (presumably) the poet and essayist Leigh Hunt had lent him.20 Later, 
Lady Marguerite Blessington and James Hamilton Browne too remarked on Byron’s 
fond reading of Montaigne.21

D’Israeli’s interest in Montaigne, however, was not typical in every respect. 
Firstly, it pre-dates by several decades the boost that the essayist’s reputation in 
Britain received from Mary Shelley’s Life of Montaigne (1838) or William Hazlitt the 
younger’s 1842 edition of Montaigne’s Complete Works. Secondly, Montaigne forms 
part of a broad spectrum of French authors whom D’Israeli had come to appreciate, 
not in the least during his travels to France in about 1788–89.22 In these early years 
of his literary career, in fact, D’Israeli’s ‘partiality for French writers’ (including 
Racine, Voltaire, Montesquieu, and Rousseau) was at odds with the preference 
for English and classical literature that many of his fellow countrymen espoused, 
especially during the Anglo-French wars of 1793–1802. So in 1791 (but possibly a 
few years later), the Exeter physician Hugh Downman, D’Israeli’s friend and the 
future dedicatee of his Miscellanies (1796), berated the bookman in a satirical Epistle 
for being ‘more prodigal in [his] panegyric on the most eloquent French authors, 
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than his [i.e., Downman’s] taste, and more particularly his patriotism, approved’:

    With polish’d manners you would join in vain 
The smut of Rabelais, coarseness of Montaigne. 
    To sage Boileau what genuine strains belong? 
From Horace, and Tassoni, f low’d his song. 
Pope from their open fountain likewise drew: 
What mighty thanks are to the Frenchman due! 
[...] 
In vain your much-loved Nation you advance; 
She ever was, and ever will be, France. 
Like Greece or Britain never can she shine; 
Ours are the great Originals divine.23

2. D’Israeli and ‘old Montaigne’

Well aware of the criticisms levelled against Montaigne by the likes of Downman 
or indeed by preceding generations, D’Israeli will revisit Montaigne and ‘the sim­
plicity of this old and admirable favourite of Europe’ throughout the half-century 
span of his literary career, from the first edition of Curiosities of Literature to his 
last substantive work, the Amenities of Literature, consisting of sketches and characters 
of English literature of 1841.24 Montaigne is thus portrayed as ‘humorous’, ‘plain 
and unadorned’,25 and (with Dryden’s term) ‘honest’.26 D’Israeli concedes in 1841 
(perhaps with an eye to Downman’s satirical epistle) that ‘in France Rabelais and 
Montaigne had contracted the rust and the rudeness of antiquity, as it seemed to 
the refinement of the following generation’.27 D’Israeli is certainly not always in 
agreement with Montaigne.28 He even accuses the sage of being inconsistent, when 
he refers to the manner of his death (as described by Estienne Pasquier) in the 1807 
edition of Curiosities: ‘Montaigne and la Fontaine, who wrote very philosophically on 
death, did not die like philosophers. The first raised himself, when expiring, with 
fervent devotion to the host! And the other, after his death, had on a hair shirt!’29 In 
effect, in 1823 D’Israeli starts his own ref lections on death by evoking Montaigne’s 
interest in the subject, though not without repeating his gentle rebuke: ‘for 
[Montaigne] did not die as he had promised himself, — expiring in the adoration 
of the mass; or, as his preceptor Buchanan would have called it, in “the act of rank 
idolatry” ’.30 For the most part, however, we shall see that D’Israeli’s references to 
the essayist reveal a positive, or at the very least an indulgent, attitude towards ‘old 
Montaigne’.

To begin with, it seems that D’Israeli seeks out the more curious and light-
hearted passages. In ‘The Amusements of Men of Letters’ (first published in 1793, 
and later retitled as ‘Amusements of the Learned’), for instance, D’Israeli remarks 
that ‘Montaigne found a very agreeable play-mate in his cat’, although he curtails 
the deeper philosophical dimension of the original statement in the ‘Apologie de 
Raimond Sebond’ (II.12), where Montaigne wonders: ‘Who knows if she [the cat] 
passes her time more with me than I do with her?’31 Two years later, in D’Israeli’s 
Essay on the Manners and Genius of the Literary Character (1795), the notion of an 
ailurophile Montaigne supports the affirmation that ‘men of genius’ just as easily 
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find a soothing distraction in ordinary pursuits, as they are capable of virtuosic 
reasoning:

When a man of letters seeks the consolations of society, he would rest a mind 
enfeebled with one continued pursuit; or exercise it by suffering it to take those 
infinite directions which the diversities of conversation offer. If it is wearied, 
the simplest actions please; it is a child that would sport with f lowers and 
pebbles; if it issues in all it’s force [sic], it is an athlete that leaps in the arena, and 
calls for an adversary. It is Montaigne sporting with his cat, or Johnson maintaining 
a thesis amidst his marvelling friends.32

By 1807, however, the Curiosities essay ‘Amusements of the Learned’ restores some 
of Montaigne’s seriousness, by referring back — albeit rather gauchely — to the 
Frenchman’s love of writing: ‘Montaigne boasts of having found a very agreeable 
playmate in his cat, but his pen itself seems not less to have amused him than his cat’.33

It is not that D’Israeli is unable to fathom the complexities that may lie behind 
even passing remarks in Montaigne’s Essais; more that to enter into any detail either 
does not suit his purpose or runs counter to the prevailing literary taste of his time. 
The defensive phrasing at the opening of ‘Imaginations and Antipathies’, with its 
thinly veiled reference to Montaigne’s chapter I.21, ‘De la force de l’imagination’ 
[Of the Power of the Imagination], is telling of D’Israeli’s concern with pleasing 
his readership: ‘I have collected several uncommon instances of the force of the 
imagination, which are taken from good authorities; at the same time the reader 
will recollect, that I am only a reporter in the present article.’34 Indeed, later in 
the same essay this initial statement is followed by a deliberate yet tantalizing 
praeteritio:

Montaigne has a copious essay on ‘The Force of Imagination.’ He adduces a 
variety of singular instances; but it will not be commendable to detail them 
here; for most of them are of a nature which are best recommended by his own 
agreeable and free manner. A modern writer is not permitted to
—— “Pour himself as plain, 
“As downright Shippen or as old Montaigne.” 
Pope.35

In this extract as elsewhere, moreover, D’Israeli readily applies the Montaignian 
technique of using citations to advance his own point of view, in clear defiance (as 
D’Israeli argues in 1823) of the received opinion that ‘where there is no quotation, 
there will be found most originality’.36 After harking back to the Ancients, ‘who in 
these matters [the various uses of quotation] were not perhaps such blockheads as 
some may conceive’, and who ‘considered poetical quotation as one of the requisite 
ornaments of oratory’, D’Israeli notes: ‘Old Montaigne is so stuffed with [quotations], 
that he owns, if they were taken out of him little of himself would remain; and 
yet this never injured that original turn which the old Gascon has given to his 
thoughts.’37 It is true that D’Israeli mistakenly attributes a criticism of Montaigne 
that the anonymous ‘Vindication of Montaigne’s Essays’ (prefixing editions of 
Cotton’s translation from 1700 onwards) had cited and rebuffed, to Montaigne 
himself; but even an error such as this can be put on a par with the French essayist’s 
avowed nonchalance and forgetfulness towards his sources.38 Indeed, as D’Israeli 
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had already explained in his 1796 essay ‘On Novelty in Literature’, what fascinated 
him in Montaigne was precisely the interplay of borrowed materials — be they 
acknowledged or teasingly left to the reader to identify — and the author’s own, 
newly created context:

Montaigne, with honest naiveté, compares his writings to a thread that binds 
the f lowers of others; and that by incessantly pouring the waters of a few good 
old authors into his sieve, some drops fall upon his paper. The good old man 
elsewhere acquaints us with a certain stratagem of his own invention, consisting 
of his inserting whole sentences from the ancients, without acknowledgement, 
that the critics might blunder, by giving Nazardes to Seneca and Plutarch, 
while they imagined they tweaked his nose.39

Furthermore, just as in Montaigne’s own essays, D’Israeli’s allusions and quotations 
are spyholes that invite us to look at the original and take in the broader implications 
of the intertext, albeit with vastly differing results. Take for example the ostensibly 
summary allusion to another passage from the ‘Apologie de Raimond Sebond’, 
which occurs in the ‘Account of a Singular Atrabilarian or Hypochondriac’, first 
published in 1794 in the ‘Miscellanea’ section of the Curiosities:

Do we not every where see what excesses men are led into by their inconstancy, 
their fantastic hope, their perishable ambition, in a word, their madness? Are 
the learned exempt from this disorder? Montaigne has said, that between wisdom 
and folly there is only the turn of a screw.40

At first glance, D’Israeli has only retained Montaigne’s metaphor ‘il n’y a qu’un 
demy tour de cheville à passer de l’un à l’autre’, treating it as an aphorism. But the 
reasoning that precedes the modified quotation is clearly inspired by the original 
context both in terms of content and style:

Dequoy se faict la plus subtile folie, que de la plus subtile sagesse? Comme 
des grandes amitiez naissent des grandes inimitiez; des santez vigoreuses, les 
mortelles maladies: ainsi des rares et vifves agitations de nos ames, les plus 
excellentes manies et plus detraquées; il n’y a qu’un demy tour de cheville à passer 
de l’un à l’autre. Aux actions des hommes insansez, nous voyons combien 
proprement s’avient la folie avecq les plus vigoureuses operations de nostre 
ame. Qui ne sçait combien est imperceptible le voisinage d’entre la folie avecq 
les gaillardes elevations d’un esprit libre et les effects d’une vertu supreme et 
extraordinaire?41

Nonetheless, it is especially D’Israeli’s early, perfunctory reference to Montaigne’s 
(and François de La Mothe Le Vayer’s) opinion of Julian the Apostate that seems 
to carry a world of meaning in the non-dit.42 Surely, the allusion to Montaigne’s 
lengthy discussion in II.19, ‘De la liberté de conscience’ [Of Freedom of Conscience] 
of Julian’s accomplishments and virtues as a ruler in the face of an overwhelmingly 
negative reception based on his religious views must be read in light of D’Israeli’s 
own Judaism (from which he later distanced himself )?43 Yet, once more we 
are not on stable ground, for by D’Israeli’s own admission the article entitled 
‘Religious Enmity’ was ‘drawn from Naudé’. It does indeed heavily depend on 
the Naudaeana, according to which Gabriel Naudé himself had urged the reader: 
‘Voyez ce que Montaigne dit à sa loüange dans ses Essais, et M. la Mothe-le-Vayer 
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en son Traitté de la Vertu des Payens.’44 Whether the brief essay was too derivative 
(not to say plagiaristic) or dealt with too sensitive a subject, ‘Religious Enmity’ 
(or, alternatively, ‘Religious Enmities’) would disappear from later, nineteenth-
century editions of Curiosities of Literature. There is certainly no evidence here that 
D’Israeli felt an affinity with Montaigne over shared Jewish roots: French scholars 
only began to explore the vexed question of Montaigne’s marrano or new-Christian 
ancestry, through his mother Antoinette de Louppes, in the final quarter of the 
nineteenth century.45

On occasion, D’Israeli’s desire for an arresting statement or even a bon mot 
prevails over faithfulness to Montaigne’s source text. Thus, in the essay ‘Historical 
Characters are False Representations of Nature’ of 1796, D’Israeli blithely omits 
Montaigne’s own explicit reference to Plutarch in ‘De l’inequalité qui est entre 
nous’ [Of the Inequality that is Between Us], when he asserts: ‘It has been boldly 
said, by old Montaigne, that man differs more from man, than man from beast. 
But speculations on human nature must not be formed on such rare instances.’46 
Similarly, in a chapter on ‘The Matrimonial State’ that first appeared in the enlarged 
edition of The Literary Character (1818), D’Israeli refers to Montaigne as an authority 
in his own take on the old chestnut of whether a man of letters should marry:

Assuredly it would not be a question whether these literary characters should 
have married, had not Montaigne, when a widower, declared that ‘he would 
not marry a second time, though it were wisdom itself ’ — but the airy Gascon 
has not disclosed how far Madame was concerned in this anathema.47

D’Israeli draws here, quite inaccurately, on Montaigne’s declaration ‘De mon 
dessein, j’eusse fui d’épouser la sagesse meme, si elle m’eût voulu’ in III.5, ‘Sur des 
vers de Virgile’ [On Some Lines from Virgil]. In this text, there is, furthermore, no 
mention of a second marriage: just of marriage (V, p. 852). The misrepresentation 
of the original may or may not be due to quotation from memory, but it is 
unquestionably profitable, as it allows for the addition of a good-natured quip about 
Montaigne’s spouse, Françoise de La Chassaigne.

3. Modes of transmission: a French or English Montaigne?

It will already be clear that D’Israeli is far from systematic in his choice of editions 
to refer to Montaigne. Certainly, he respects Cotton as ‘a translator who has not 
ill expressed the peculiarities of his author’.48 But D’Israeli does not shy away from 
offering his own rendition, as he does in his musings on ‘Gaming’, where he quotes 
in English from III.10, ‘De mesnager sa volonté’ [On Husbanding your Will],49 or 
on the ‘Inf luence of Names’, where — predictably — he takes inspiration from I.46, 
‘Des noms’ [Of Names].50 He even quotes Montaigne in French, for a variety of 
reasons. For instance, when referring to the Preface to the Essais (which was omitted 
from Cotton’s translation), D’Israeli insists that ‘[a]n engaging tenderness prevails in 
these naive expressions, which shall not be injured by a version’.51 Similarly, when 
in 1841 D’Israeli cites, in an extensive footnote to ‘The Page, the Baron and the 
Minstrel’, Montaigne’s preposterous anecdote of the woman who, whilst drowning, 
still insulted her husband as ‘louse-ridden’ (pouilleux) by making delousing hand 
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gestures above her head (II.32, ‘Defense de Seneque et de Plutarque’), he asserts that 
‘his language must not be disguised by a modern version’.52

In his article on ‘Singularities observed by various nations in their repasts’ 
published in the first edition of Curiosities, on the other hand, D’Israeli’s cites an 
extract from I.23, ‘De la coustume et de ne changer aisement une loy receue’ [Of 
Custom, and Not Easily Changing an Accepted Law] about savages wiping their 
fingers on their thighs, groin, or the soles of their feet. He does so in French, because 
‘it is impossible to translate this passage without offending feminine delicacy’.53 It is 
unlikely, though, that D’Israeli’s quotation here is first-hand, since by the author’s 
own admission the greater part of the chapter is extracted from Jean-Nicolas 
Demeunier’s L’Esprit des usages et des coutumes des différens peuples, which incorporates 
this exact passage from Montaigne.54 In a touched-up version of the essay, from 
1833 onwards, Demeunier himself (still unnamed) is referred to as ‘a philosophical 
compiler’; interestingly, the remark about feminine sensitivity has now disappeared, 
so that the quote from Montaigne leads straight onto D’Israeli’s witty comment: ‘We 
cannot forbear exulting in the polished convenience of napkins!’55 D’Israeli’s article 
on ‘Modes of Salutation, and amicable ceremonies observed in various nations’ is 
of a similar ilk, but seems to combine direct knowledge of Montaigne’s II.17, ‘De 
la praesumption’ [Of Presumption] with an anecdote that is in turn borrowed from 
the chapter on greetings in Demeunier’s L’Esprit des usages.56

4. Montaigne as a model for D’Israeli’s essay-craft

In the light of D’Israeli’s varying treatment of Montaigne, the question remains 
as to how much the Frenchman’s style of writing inf luenced D’Israeli’s own 
concept of the essay. Firstly, it is clear that D’Israeli easily moves from terms such 
as ‘sketches’, ‘articles’, ‘characters’, and ‘compilations’ to ‘essays’ featuring ‘instances’ 
and ‘anecdotes’. His early Dissertation on Anecdotes of 1793 admittedly makes no 
mention of Montaigne, but in referring to his enterprise as an ‘essay’, D’Israeli 
reveals his concept of it as a literary form. An essay, it transpires, should ‘not [be] 
destitute of connection’, even if that appears to be the case at first glance. And more 
than consisting of ‘a mere mass of loose anecdotes’, the work should also include 
some elucidation and ref lection.57 Always closely linked to reading, the essay, for 
D’Israeli, can be as much about the writer himself as it is about other authors; yet its 
purpose is one of edification, in the first place that of the essayist himself:

If we regard anecdotes as they are connected with the republic of letters, I do 
not hesitate to declare, that they offer most exquisite gratification. In literary 
biography, a man of genius always finds something which relates to himself. In 
the history of his fellow students, a writer traces the effects of similar studies; 
he is warned by their failures, or animated by their progress.58

Unsurprisingly then, D’Israeli considered Montaigne to be ‘the venerable father 
of modern Miscellanies’.59 The phrase occurs precisely in D’Israeli’s own essay 
‘Of Miscellanies’, a programmatic and eponymous piece heading his Miscellanies; 
or, Literary Creations of 1796. Of all of D’Israeli’s chapters and articles, its 23 pages 
contain the most references to Montaigne, some of which we have already had 
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occasion to discuss. Here D’Israeli defends the French essayist — and no doubt by 
extension himself — against the savant who labelled Montaigne ‘a bold ignorant 
fellow’, that is, the Huguenot scholar Joseph Scaliger who had allegedly called 
Montaigne ‘un hardy ignorant’.60 It does not prevent D’Israeli from advocating 
a more restrained approach to quotations and references than the number of loci 
Montaigne himself includes in his Essais:

To thinking readers, this critical summary [Scaliger’s comment] will appear 
mysterious; for Montaigne had imbibed the spirit of all the moral writers of 
antiquity; and although he has made a capricious complaint of a defective 
memory, we cannot but wish the complaint had been more real; for we discover 
in his works nearly as much compilement, as ref lection, and he is one of those authors who 
should quote rarely, but who deserves to be often quoted. Montaigne was censured by 
Scaliger, as Addison was censured by Warburton; because both, like Socrates, 
perceived and reprobated that mere erudition, which consists of knowing the 
thoughts of others and having no thoughts of our own.61

Montaigne, D’Israeli admits, ‘has also been censured for an apparent vanity, in 
making himself the idol of his lucubrations’.62 Yet, unlike Montaigne’s critic Pierre-
Daniel Huet to whom this comment seems to allude,63 D’Israeli shows himself 
touched precisely by this writing of the self 64 — an aspect he also appreciates in 
Abraham Cowley’s essays65 — as well as by Montaigne’s friend-like appeal to his 
readers;66even though he admits elsewhere that the essayist’s candid revelations 
might well be a pose, ‘a theatrical gesture, as much as the sensibility of Sterne’.67 
And just as Byron reputedly saw some truth in Huet’s qualification of the Essais as 
‘le bréviaire des honnêtes paresseux, et des ignorans studieux, qui veulent s’enfariner 
de quelque connoissance du monde, et de quelque teinture des Lettres’ but retorted 
‘that Montaigne was the greatest plagiarist that ever existed, and certainly had 
turned his reading to the most account’,68 so D’Israeli too casts the miscellaneous 
nature of the Essais not as a f law but as a virtue:

Montaigne’s works have been called by a Cardinal ‘the Breviary of Idlers’. It is 
therefore the book of Man; for all Men are Idlers; we have hours which we pass 
with lamentation, and which we know are always returning. At those moments 
Miscellanists are conformable to all our humours, and often are so congruous to 
our mental tone, that they illuminate in many a critical moment.69

5. A refracted Montaigne

The impression, then, which D’Israeli gives of Montaigne is fragmented, shattered, 
piecemeal, and as diverse as the shards of the Essais that D’Israeli quotes or alludes 
to. Direct readings from Montaigne mingle with half- or misremembered quotes 
and indirect modes of reception. For, often, D’Israeli’s Montaigne appears filtered: 
not just through Cotton’s translation but also through the ana, particularly the 
Naudaeana and Huetiana (which incidentally construed Montaigne’s own Essais as 
Montaniana); through the French editorial remarks to the first edition of the Journal 
du voyage en Italie; or through Demeunier’s philosophical compilation L’Esprit des 
usages et des coutumes des différens peuples. One might equally refer to the lenses of 
Carlo Goldoni’s comments on the pantomimical actor Sacchi (‘in his impromptus 
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they often discovered the thoughts of Seneca, Cicero, or Montaigne’),70 Jean-
Jacques Rousseau’s perusal of ‘Plutarch, Montaigne and Locke’,71 or — much more 
opaquely — Louis-Silvestre de Sacy’s ‘Essay[s] on Friendship’ and ‘on Glory’.72 In 
addition to these Continental refractions and percolations of the French thinker, 
D’Israeli readily notes ‘Montaigne-like’ traits in Pope or Dryden, but also in 
Hobbes,73 Antony Wood,74 as well as arguably in the ‘self-painter’ Cowley.75

What D’Israeli himself found in Montaigne was, firstly, a treasure house of stories, 
musings, and a digest of ancient authors (such as Cicero, Plutarch and Seneca), 
which D’Israeli, with his rather poor Latin and Greek, would not necessarily have 
consulted in any depth himself. In this respect, D’Israeli’s reading and evaluation of 
Montaigne was not so different from Byron’s who (according to Lady Blessington) 
had said that ‘independently of the quaintness with which [Montaigne] made his 
observations, a perusal of his works was like a repetition at school, they rubbed 
up the reader’s classical knowledge’.76 Secondly, D’Israeli manifestly did consider 
Montaigne’s miscellaneous style as a model of essay writing (albeit one among 
others) — a model that he was not afraid to adapt to the taste of his own age and 
to his own purpose of writing, as a passionate man of letters addressing a common 
readership. Above all, D’Israeli’s Montaigne was anything but an unread author 
adorning a bibliomaniac’s bookshelf. Engaging much more intensely than his friend 
Douce with the essence of Montaigne, D’Israeli may not always have concurred with 
the French essayist, nor was his appreciation of him static or consistent throughout 
his own, ever-changing pieces of writing. But that does not take away D’Israeli’s 
broad and long-lasting affection for Montaigne or indeed a certain emulation on 
his part: such, after all, is the fertile relationship between ‘a writer of imagination’ 
and ‘a reader of judgment’.
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