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      Foreword

      

      Famously, he warned : ‘there are more books on books than on any other subject’. Just as
famously, Montaigne wrote and rewrote his one book of musing and digression as an author much aware
of the contradictions and multiplicity in our fragmentable self. He was also a powerfully
concentrated reader, the owner of what in his time was a very considerable library of over one
thousand volumes. Today they are mostly lost. Among those that survive, some are marked, a few are
annotated. Fewer still are late finds. His annotated Caesar for instance, was found in the
nineteenth century and purchased by the Duc d’Aumale. It is now displayed as a national treasure in
a much visited glass case at the Château de Chantilly. This century brought other discoveries,
culminating in the recent Lucretius. We now know that Montaigne read Lucretius when he was
thirty-one, although for centuries the Roman poet’s impact had been guessed at, down to the correct
assumption that it was the Lambin edition of 1563 which he must have owned.

      It is not only the physicality of the find, however, which has called for access, study,
interpretation and the publication of the present volume. At the turn of this century the blind yet
greatest among commentators of Montaigne, Paul Villey, perceived that Lucretius was at the heart of
the Epicurean thinking which permeates a good part of the Essais.
 He noted that out of
the fifty-seven inscriptions painted on the library’s beams three were from Lucretius (curiously,
Villey transposed when translating it, a reference to pectora caeca
, ‘blind hearts’, to
a previous phrase’s ‘blind mind’). More importantly, he noted the crescendo of quotations, which
rose from forty-eight in the 1580 edition of the Essais
 to ninety-seven additions in
the 1588. In the early essay, To philosophize is to learn how to die
, quotations and
references to Lucretius are found in the closing theme of fortitude in death. Yet it is in
l'Apologie de Raimond Sebond
, the central essay in so many senses, that Lucretius
contributes most importantly. There, the intertwining of views on the nature of things, de
rerum natura
, leads to an interim conclusion, which has all too often been portrayed as
definitive and is engraved on a medal, of the scales which were his emblem : the renowned Que
sçay-je
, ‘what do I know  ?’ Beyond this statement, both in the Sebond essay and elsewhere,
it is an Epicurean search for a life in accord with nature and an acceptance of Christian faith
which blend richly in Montaigne. It was a dangerous time to discuss such issues, in a France divided
as it was politically by religious wars, so that obliqueness was more than a stylistic choice
although it suited his subtlety. His delightfully humorous
 critique of knowledge and his debunking of presumption stopped well short,
all the same, of being absolute. It was offset by the Lucretian, fearless gaze at the workings of
the natural world. Stoic, Sceptic, Cynic, Epicurean authors were brought together by Montaigne not
to bury Christian faith but to contrast with it and then defer to it, in its proper domain.

      When my mother first tried, during my early teens, to initiate me into Montaigne, I preferred
football. She did however succeed in imprinting a sensitivity to many phrases and a receptivity to
the melodious name. Rising out of the dense text on bible paper of her Pléiade edition, we and
therefore he and I, drawn in by the charm of his writing into the design of friendship with the
reader, were seen to be merveilleusement vain, divers et ondoyant
, ‘indeed an object
miraculously vain, various and wavering’. Here was an unpompous model for admiration who, perhaps to
shield our need for candour or our frailty, or both, encouraged keeping an arriereboutique
toute nostre, toute franche
, a back room where we could be entirely free to be ourselves. A
most unstuffy great, therefore, who would draw me in deeply, as he has countless unwavering admirers
since 1580.

      When the acquaintance with him became closer, it was on three levels : the text, the life, the
posthumous reception in both philosophy and literature. It is an exciting posterity, sempiternal in
its inspiration to thinkers and writers but also replete with incidents of treasure-trove dramatics,
such as the 1770 find of the Travel Journal in an old coffer at the Château and his own annotated
1588 edition, the Bordeaux Copy, dusted out only in 1802.

      It is perhaps inevitable that the serious work now undertaken on the study of this Lucretius, one
of the most heavily annotated and significant of volumes, will open itself to Montaigne’s no less
renowned and wry observation that it would be ‘more of a business to interpret the interpretations
than to interpret the texts’. In 1914, commenting on the one hundred and sixty-three annotations by
Montaigne in his copy of Nicole Giles’ Annales
, the enthusiastic editor Armaingaud had
speculated ‘ … it is very possible that if we had his Lucretius … we would note a similar way of
studying and analysing his favourite authors …’. In 1967, in an issue of Yale French Studies, W. G.
Moore put a question which must more than occasionally have been asked over some three hundred
years : ‘What actually happened when Montaigne read his Lucretius ?’ Thirty years later, the find
and the findings in the present volume can give an answer which draws on the scholarship, the
thought, the discoveries, the talent, of many who have meditated on all the issues which link a
great Roman poet of science to this greatest of Frenchmen, whose writings are on the cusp of western
modernity.

      It has been fortunate to find, in the Reverend Professor Michael Screech, of Wolfson College,
Oxford, someone who almost miraculously embodies the complex qualities which were needed properly to
address this reading of a deep reading. Michael Screech is not only the greatest living translator
of Montaigne into English, a glorious tradition which began with Florio in 1603 and through Cotton,
Hazlitt and many others culminated until recently in his late friend Donald Frame. He is also an
eminent writer on Montaigne generally, as well as a foremost authority on Rabelais and much else in
the sixteenth century. He loves the Latin of the Humanists although his own Latin was acquired later
in life than Montaigne’s legendary inculcation with breast feeding among the peasantry surrounding
his parental château. Importantly, in the context of the
 intellectual divides of our century, no less than the sixteenth’s,
Michael Screech is at once a man of religion and of broad sympathies. Indeed only such a person
could to my mind have paid full respects to a Montaigne who, notoriously interpretable to suit a
great diversity of beliefs, was as the best thinking now understands both him and humanity,
functioning on many registers simultaneously.

      
        Gilbert de Botton

      

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      To the Reader

      

      My main aim in this book is to be useful to students and lovers of Montaigne. Useful also to
lovers of Lucretius and to any who are interested in how a long-lost controversial poet was
interpreted – a millennium and a half after he wrote – by one of the most sharply minded of all his
readers.

      The discovery of the copy of the De Rerum Natura
 of Lucretius which belonged to
Montaigne is a major event. It has long been known that Montaigne must have possessed not simply a
copy of one or other of the editions of that poem procured by Lambinus but specifically the
editio princeps.
 His quotations from Lucretius in the Essais
 have been
recognised as such for centuries : Pierre Villey conclusively proved that Montaigne followed – at
least at times – the text of the Lambinus edition which saw the light in 1563 (if we go, as we
probably should not, by its title page) or else early in 1564.

      Such certainty is possible because there are some readings of the text of the poem which are
unique to the Lambinus editio princeps.
 (There are considerable textual differences
between the Lambinus edition of 1563/4 and those of 1565, 1570, 1576 and so on, and between them and
other Renaissance editions.) Some of Montaigne’s quotations from De Rerum Natura
 follow
the text to be found in the editio princeps
 and no other. We can be sure that he
possessed it and used that edition. He may also at times have used other texts, but when the copy
came to light which Montaigne studied and covered with his comments, it was no surprise to find that
it was indeed one which bore on its title page the date of 1563.

      Montaigne’s manuscript notes on his copy are of six kinds. To take the first two first. Those on
the flyleaves are divided by subject matter : they are all in Latin. The first group is densely
written. It deals with technical problems of grammar, vocabulary or scansion. The second, longer,
group is set out more spaciously. It deals with ideas and, at times, apparently serves as an index.
In both cases the references on the flyleaves are to page numbers in the copy. It is useful to bear
in mind, though, that the poem of Lucretius is traditionally divided into sections (or paragraphs).
Those sections are fairly short but they frequently spread over more than one page. Montaigne is in
fact often alluding to an entire section when he may seem to be alluding simply to a particular
page.

      To make this book useful and sweet to those who know little or no Latin, all the comments and
notes in the second, much longer, group of items are not only
 transcribed but translated. The more technical comments in the first group
are not translated : without a reasonable knowledge of Latin they would make little sense even when
turned into English, but they are briefly studied in order to bring out at least some of their
importance.

      The comments and notes and markings in the margins of the copy are of four kinds.

      First, there are a small number of very interesting comments in Latin. They probably date from
about the time of the earliest reading of the text, from, that is, the time of the notes on the
flyleaves, which they might have preceded. They have been translated here as well as
transcribed.

      Then there are copious notes in French. They are all in the margins of the copy and nowhere else.
(The overwhelming majority are in the outer margins.) Those have been transcribed but not, of
course, translated. Abbreviations have been resolved ; no attempt is made to reproduce Montaigne’s
idiosyncratic way of breaking up, or joining up, words in notes destined for himself alone – for
these are manifestly personal notes, written with no thought of posterity and for no eyes but his
own.

      Thirdly, there are pen-strokes against many of the lines of verse. They are very revealing. It
was impossible to ignore them. They have all been duly reported, though it took much time and effort
to do so.

      Finally, there are comments which consist totally, or principally, of page numbers ; by them
Montaigne notes for his own satisfaction repetitions of words, phrases or themes elsewhere in the
copy. Some can be most informative, showing, for example, his sustained interest in the repeated
attacks on religion which form a feature of the poem. A simple number 9 in the margin means far more
than one might think, once one realises that reference is being made back to the long list of page
numbers assembled by Montaigne on page nine of the copy : the pages listed all treat variations of
the theme, Contre la religion.


      All the groups of notes and pen-marks are of limited use to scholars if they cannot place the
transcription of them against an appropriate edition of De Rerum Natura.
 Many readers
will not have access to a copy of the 1563/4 Lambinus. Nowadays that can often be remedied, however,
by varying forms of reproduction. The ideal way to study Montaigne’s notes would be to work with a
good reproduction to hand of the Lambinus editio princeps.
 It can then be marked up,
even mocked up, with Montaigne’s notes, comments and pen-strokes.

      But even that will be of limited use to those lovers of Montaigne who have little or no Latin. It
is for that reason above all that a Concordance
 has been provided. It gives the book
and line numbers for each page of the poem in the Lambinus editio princeps
 ; it lists
the corresponding line numbers in some accessible editions : first, the Classical edition of Creech,
the Fellow of All Souls whose irascible scholarship long dominated studies of Lucretius ; its text
is close to those of Lambinus ; it is still not all that rare or difficult to consult : and its
scholarship is heavily indebted to Lambinus. Second are given the corresponding references in the
very useful, scholarly and readable texts listed here as Bailey/Loeb. For Bailey I have used the
handy little edition : Cyrillus Bailey, Lucreti De Rerum Natura libri sex
, Oxford
Classical Texts, Clarendon Press (1900) 1990. For Loeb, which is both in print and widely available,
the details are : Lucretius : De Rerum Natura, with an English Translation by W.H.D. Rouse,
revised with new Text, Introduction, Notes and Index by Martin Ferguson Smith
, Harvard
University
 Press, 1992. On the text itself
Bailey and Loeb largely agree. Reference is also made to the Guillaume Bude
 edition of
Lucretius, edited by Alfred Ernout, Paris (1966), 1978. With some guidance (which is given here)
lines of Lucretius can be traced and, in the Loeb, read in English translation, or, in Guillaume
Budé, in French. The same numbering obtains, give or take a little, in the bilingual editions of
several other languages.

      In my own copies of Bailey and of Loeb I have drawn firm lines across the text showing where each
page of the Lambinus edition begins and ends. Happily the sections (or paragraphs) still largely
correspond. That enables a quick identification to be made of the lines being commented upon. There
are of course differences between modern readings and those of Lambinus, but that should not prove
too troublesome.

      Although it was not then recognised, the textual tradition of Lucretius at the time of Lambinus
was in the last resort dominated by one sole surviving copy made of the unique manuscript discovered
by Poggio in a monastery – he does not say which – in 1417. All available texts derived from it.
Modern scholars enjoy access to the texts of the Codex Oblongus
 (‘O’) and the
Codex Quadratus
 (‘Q’). Both date from the ninth century. This has led to some
displacement of lines of verse and to differing readings or conjectures. There is in any case a
great deal of repetition of phrase and line within the poem : there has always been room for
arguments justifying displacements and rearrangements. For that reason the Concordance
,
which relies on line numbers, cannot guarantee that every line of the Lambinus text can be put
exactly against it modern equivalents. But most can. To help the reader further, a word or two from
the beginning or end of the lines cited are regularly given. That should make the identifying of the
overwhelming majority of the relevant lines sure, quick and easy.

      Lambinus was wedded to an archaic form of Latin. Montaigne was not : it will immediately be
noticed that Montaigne rarely makes any attempt to reproduce the spelling of his copy either in his
notes or in the Essais.
 That fact is taken for granted in this study : there is no
point in drawing attention to it over and over and over again. Montaigne was learned : he was not a
pedant. He was, it seems, never tempted to lambiner.


      M.A.S.

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      
        chapter one

      

      Introduction

      
        
          The discovery of the copy

        

        I had done with Montaigne ! I had said in print and seminar most of what I had to say. I would
read him, of course to my dying day, but not write on him. A translation into English of the
Essais
 for Allen Lane, the Penguin Press, has found a lasting welcome at home and
abroad. So has Montaigne and Melancholy
, first published by Colin Haycraft of
Duckworth, taken up by Paul Keegan of Penguin, and now translated into French and Japanese. Those
books had brought me pleasure. Other matters were being weighed ; other books on other subjects were
being written out in long-hand in a more or less orderly book-room. And then a telephone call
changed all that. I was eventually plunged into unplanned activity centred on Montaigne. But that
did not happen all at once.

        It was in December 1989. Hesketh and Ward, the Antiquarian Booksellers of London, had just
published their catalogue Number Six. I had not seen it. In it, under item 81, appeared an entry
which had attracted the attention of Paul Quarrie. Though he now works for Sotheby’s in London, he
was then the librarian at Eton College. He bought it. The catalogue entry reads as follows :

        
          81 LUCRETIUS CARUS, Titus. De Rerum Natura libri sex. A Dionysio Lambino. commentariis
illustrati, Paris, In Gulielmi Rouillij, et Philippi G.

          
            
              	Rouillij nep. aedibus, 1563
              	£250
            

          

          4to. 292ff. Title within an historiated woodcut border, woodcut initials, with the final leaf of
errata, in contemporary limp vellum, later red morocco label on spine.

          A handsome edition of Lucretius edited by Denis Lambin (1516-1572), one of the first French
philologists of the sixteenth century and, without doubt, one of that century’s greatest editors of
classical texts, equalled only by Casaubon and Scaliger. His editions of Cicero, Horace, Lucretius
Plautus and Cornelius Nepos are far superior to preceding ones and can be regarded as a basis for
subsequent critical study of those authors. ‘The edition here cited was the chef d’œuvre of Denis
Lambin, the great French classical scholar. Scholarly yet passionate, his editorial work expresses a
deep sympathy for his subject and the prefaces and notes are a monument of erudition and fine
vigorous Latinity’, Printing and the Mind of Man.
 The end papers are covered with notes
and there are many marginalia in the text 
but unfortunately the owner’s name at the foot of the title page has been overwritten by a
subsequent one. He has, however, added his ‘perlegi’ and date, 16 October 1564, at the
end.

        

        Paul Quarrie was attracted by the idea of a copy with contemporary comments, so he ordered it
from the catalogue. As soon as he had it in his hands his interest was keenly aroused. He knew
Montaigne’s signature well. He had followed up his interest by looking at originals as well as at
facsimiles of that famous name in monographs and catalogues. He knew – as anyone must who has
studied it – that it has definite characteristics : the initial m
 is normally of the
same size as the other letters and is not distinguished by a capital ; the on
 is
written with a flourish as o
 + overbar ; the dot of the i
 is firmly
written not as a point but as a sloping line some distance beyond the letter. And so on. It really
is quite distinctive. (See Gilbert de Botton and Francis Pottiée-Sperry : ‘À la recherche de la
« librairie » de Montaigne’, in Bulletin du Bibliophile
, Paris, 1997, No. 2, pp
254-298, and especially pages 258 and 279.) Paul Quarrie believed that sure traces of that famous
signature could be made out under another, grosser, signature, written in much blacker ink and
deliberately designed, it would seem, to obliterate the original one. So he rang me up at All Souls
College in Oxford, where I was then a Senior Research Fellow. I at once invited him to dine in hall
and he came that very day, bringing the book with him. Before he arrived, conspicuous above the
looking-glass in the bathroom of my set, I pinned the words Hitler’s Diaries
 !
Caution ! Even sound scholars can be misled by enthusiasm or pressures of all kinds.

        Nevertheless after a preliminary but intense, detailed, sceptical and concentrated look, the
signature did seem authentic. Once alerted, one really could make out the word
mōtaigne
, written as one expected it to be written. It was of course not all visible,
but vital parts of it are if you know what you are looking for. Out came the magnifying glass, and
both the signatures were scrutinised.

        But of course further scrutiny of the newly discovered copy was essential. Additional proof would
be needed ; yet a question arose : what possible interest could anyone ever have had to forge
Montaigne’s signature so finely, and then coarsely to cover up the forgery for centuries, with
another, thickly written name ? For that obscuring of the name of Montaigne had proved most
successful. Nobody it seems had noticed the half hidden mōtaigne
 before Paul
Quarrie.

        And so nobody had ever attempted to make money out of any connexion of this copy with Montaigne.
The copy and its evidence would need, and get, closer scrutiny. But that was a strong argument, an
argument of lasting force. Decades spent working on A New Rabelais Bibliography
 had
confirmed that money-making and forgery are constant hazards to be run amongst antiquarian books.
But the booksellers who sold this book were transparently honest, honourable and straightforward.
Hesketh and Ward had given a full and accurate description of the copy. (They not unnaturally lacked
the expert knowledge which alone would enable one very special authority on the early printed book
who knew Montaigne’s signature well to suspect that the signature of Montaigne lay beneath the long
successful attempt to smother it.)

        For this to be a forgery it would need to be a kind of bibliographical Piltdown Man. Unlikely
indeed, but prudence was still to the fore. A first step towards inclining to accept the probability that this was Montaigne’s
own copy of Lucretius
 had nevertheless been taken. It was a firm but wary step  :
Hitler's Diaries
 still cast their shadow.

        In a sense that had been an easy step (as long as due caution was exercised). It has been known
for decades that Montaigne had possessed a copy of this editio princeps.
 It was printed
and published in Paris by Gulielmus Rovillius and Philippus Rovillius, his nephew ; so it says on
the title page, but actually the book is the masterpiece of the nephew alone. It is dated 1563. Some
copies are reported to be dated 1564, though I have not seen one. It was available from both Paris
and Lyons. As the title page states :

        
          PARISIIS, 
Et Lugduni habentur.



          Like everyone else we owed the certainty that Montaigne used that edition of Lucretius to the
scholarship of Pierre Villey in his Sources et Evolution des
 Essais de
Montaigne
. Villey’s proofs remain as valid now as when he first wrote :

          
            Certainement c’est l’édition donnée par Lambin, en 1563, que Montaigne avait dans sa
bibliothèque.

            En effet, je trouve dans Montaigne plusieurs citations où se reconnaissent des corrections de
Lambin : par exemple, dans l'Apologie de Raimond Sebond
, Montaigne écrit :

            
              … consueta domi catulorum blanda propago

              Degere, sæpe levem ex oculis volucremque soporem

              Discutere, et corpus de terra corripere instant

            

            Le second de ces vers est intercalé là par Lambin et ne se retrouve pas dans les autres éditions
du XVIe
 siècle. Une note de l’édition de Gifanius (Anvers, 1566) déclare
formellement que c’est là une nouveauté de Lambin. C’est donc bien dans une édition de Lambin que
Montaigne lit Lucrèce. Je dis de plus que c’est dans la première, celle de 1563 : dès la seconde, en
effet, dès celle de 1565, Lambin renonce à certaines de ses corrections et en introduit de
nouvelles. Aucune trace de cette recension ne se retrouve chez Montaigne.

          

          That judgement was already in our minds. More exciting was to open the book again and to look
through it. I opened it very gingerly in order not to strain the binding, looking first not at the
flyleaves or the Prelims, but at De Rerum Natura
 itself. In the margin of page 1 was
found simply a Venus
 in a sixteenth-century French hand. It was quite easy to read.
There were also some pen-marks running down the verse. (Only much later did I realise that it was
exceptional for such pen-marks to have the shape they had and to be placed against the lines in the
narrow, inside, margin : the vast majority are placed in the wider, outside, margins.)

          The first section, or paragraph, of De Rerum Natura
 occupies the whole of page 1,
but no more. Copious annotations by Lambinus fill pages 2, 3 and 4, spilling over on to page 5. They are followed, still on page 5, by
the first twenty-one lines of the second section. There one finds two further marginal notes in the
same French hand. The first reads (on two lines) Amours de mars & Venus.
 The
second, Imitè par Vergile.
 Could that really be the beginnings of an association of
Lucretius and Virgil which would one day lead to the writing of Sur des vers de
Virgile
 ?

          I had not seen at that time – and was not to see until very much later – the entry in the
booksellers’ catalogue quoted above. We had no description to hand to go by. We worked our way
slowly through some of the marginal comments : gingerly still, so as not to damage the volume. Most
of the marginal notes were in French. That French hand strongly recalled what I remembered of the
hand found in the Bordeaux copy – which many have poured over, in facsimile at least, for
Montaigne’s copious ajouts.
 Some of the spellings bore out the probability that the
hand that wrote those words was Montaigne’s : the ones first noticed were fu
 for
feu
, and util
 for outil.



          It was slow going, thorough – and exciting. We had dinner in hall and dessert in common room ;
then we again looked at the copy in my set, high up between the Hawksmoor towers. Then – or was it
some time later, for memory may play you false – I unexpectedly found, clearly written after the
Finis
 on page 559 :

          16 • octob 
/perlegi 1564/31

          That did make the heart give a lurch. Montaigne was thirty-one in 1564. Or was he ? Suddenly I
was no longer sure. The nearest source to confirm Montaigne’s date of birth was a venerable
Petit Larousse
, long since in tatters. Yes. Better still : further confirm it from the
Essais
 themselves. There it was, in I, xx : Que Philosopher c’est apprendre à
mourir :



          
            Je nasquis entre unze heures et midi, le dernier jour de Febvrier mil cinq cens trente
trois, commençant l’an en Janvier.

          

          Could greater precision be hoped for ? But what about the New-style dating, adopted so much
earlier in France than across the Channel. But there it was : V.-L. Saulnier’s note added (in case
one’s memory was again unsure) that France abandoned Easter dating from the year 1564. By any
reckoning whatsoever Montaigne was thirty-one years old by the sixteenth of October, 1564. The entry
at the end can therefore mean, ‘I finished reading through this book on the sixteenth of October
1564, when I was thirty-one years of age’. That Montaigne sometimes wrote his age after a year-date
is fairly common knowledge.

          The copy of the 1539 Virgil
 which belonged to Montaigne is in the collection Payen
in the Réserve des Imprimés
 of the Bibliothèque Nationale. Montaigne’s youthful
inscription is reproduced in a delightful little booklet, Les Livres qu’ils aimaient : un
choix par André Jammes de livres ayant appartenus à d’illustres amateurs
, published by the
Départment des Imprimés : Réserve des livres rares et précieux
,

          
          
            
              [image: figure]
            

            Montaigne’ perlegi



          

          
          MCMLXXXIX [1989], entry number 16. It will be noted that, already, Montaigne added his age after
the date, in this case quite explicitly : he was sixteen years old. In the case of the copy of his
Cronique de Flandres
 also in the Bibliothèque Nationale, it bears the inscription,
‘Acheué de lire le 6 mars 1586/52 a mōtaigne’.



          Now I worked on the supposition that the copy was Montaigne’s and that at least the notes in the
French hand were his. We had had little time to look at the Latin notes on the flyleaves. The rarer
Latin notes in the margins had not, I think, been chanced upon at all. They had certainly not been
scrutinised. Yet it was already reasonably sure that the signature was Montaigne’s, as was that
Latin perlegi
 and, very probably, the French notes in the margins – and the Latin notes
on the flyleaves, no doubt, but they demanded far more scrutiny.

          Paul Quarrie needed no persuasion to go into the matter further. Those notes simply had to be
transcribed and studied. I had no inkling then that it would fall on me to undertake that task.

          To make the matter more widely known I added to the Introduction to my translation of the
Essais
 – with permission and in brackets – a duly cautious sentence, the subject having
turned to Epicureanism and Lucretius  : ‘What seems to be Montaigne’s own copy, annotated in his
hand, was recently recognised as such by Paul Quarrie … . There, as far as I was concerned, for
quite a while, the matter rested.

          Of course I began to follow things up, but in a quite desultory fashion : the copy was not mine ;
after that one evening in All Souls I had no privileged access to it. It was in the most competent
of hands. I assumed that a transcription would be prepared which would enlighten us all. Despite the
tentative words in the Introduction to The Complete Essays
, after examining the copy I
was in fact already fully convinced that it was what Paul Quarrie had so perspicaciously suggested
it to be on the strength of that half-hidden signature : Montaigne’s own.

          When I first saw the copy there was one piece of evidence I did miss completely. That was because
I misread the signature that sprawled thickly over Montaigne’s own as Despagret
 (with
an r
). It is in fact Despagnet
 (with an n
). A minor error one
might have thought, but it did not prove to be so. For a while it obscured the obvious. For me
Despagnet (with an n
) belonged to an intellectual world entirely alien to that of
Montaigne. For me he meant the learned cult of mystical chymistry and, above all, a close
association with Pierre de Lancre. And Pierre de Lancre meant something quite precise : the
enthusiastic smoking-out of witchcraft. Nothing seemed farther from the entourage of Montaigne than
Despagnet
 (with an n
). It was some time before it dawned on me that the
copy had indeed, with other books, somehow passed from the hands of Michel de Montaigne into the
hands of a member of the famous and formidable Despagnets of Bordeaux.
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            Title page of the copy with Montaigne’s signature overwritten

          

        

      

      
        
          Further study of the copy

        

        The copy having been safely taken away, I expected to have no more to do with it. But water was
flowing rapidly under bridges. Unknown to me at the time, Paul Quarrie had decided not to transcribe
and edit the comments and notes, since he had changed his way of life and was now with
Sotheby’s.

        Thanks to Gilbert de Botton – then but a name, now a friend – the copy was eventually vested in a
newly created Trust, the Fondation Études Montaigne.
 I was asked to transcribe and edit
the notes. I was delighted. Of course time was at a premium ; it always is : there were other books
being written, with contracts signed and deadlines to be met. But I was enjoying a Leverhulme
Emeritus Fellowship to study ‘some problems of belief in the Sixteenth Century’. Here, unexpectedly,
was a major ‘problem’ to add to the others. The editing would have to proceed fairly slowly, anyway,
so as not to overstrain the copy : it has been more thoroughly opened and shut and scrutinised
during the last four years than during the last four centuries – since, that is, it left the hands
of Montaigne and was slipped, disguised, on to the shelves of Despagnet.

        With a generosity unique in my experience this precious volume was entrusted to me. As a result I
have been privileged to live, as nobody has ever lived before, with the Lambinus
Lucretius
, as seen through the eyes of Montaigne from...
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