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IS more to the French than can be said in a short
essay," wrote 17th-century French writer Francois
Furet in a famous book written in response to his
critics. The essay of course refers to Montaigne's
writings, which undoubtedly fall into the category of
lengthy cultural criticism. Yet, while some have
written about Montaigne critically, the famed thinker
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himself has been fairly poorly used in the English-
speaking world. Montaigne's writing has been
criticized for being inaccessible, or even for its
decadence, but little of his influence has yet been
analyzed. There are commonalities with Furet's
work, for instance, but few who would be interested
in Montaigne's work are familiar with Furet's. It's
time to correct that. Where to begin? There are
iIndeed so many aspects to the writings of
Montaigne that it's difficult to know where to begin.
The range is certainly broad, but a few central
themes stand out. The first is that Montaigne is a
classic writer of scepticism, influenced by both
Greek and Roman traditions. The second is that
Montaigne's writing is full of rich cultural and literary
references. He was a historian, a playwright, a poet,
a philosopher, an essayist, and a commentator. He
named his essays after cultural and intellectual
figures, including: Caesar, Ptolemy, Plato, Solon,
Thales, Heraclitus, Cato, Seneca, and Plutarch.
These are not names most
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