excerpts from THAT TO STUDY PHILOSOPHY IS TO LEARN TO DIE
Michel de Montaigne
1575

“CICERO says "that to study philosophy is nothing but to prepare one's self to die." The reason of which is, because study
and contemplation do in some sort withdraw from us our soul, and employ it separately from the body, which is a kind of
apprenticeship and a resemblance of death; or else, because all the wisdom and reasoning in the world do in the end
conclude in this point, to teach us not to fear to die. And to say the truth, either our reason mocks us, or it ought to have
no other aim but our contentment only, nor to endeavor anything but, in sum, to make us live well, and, as the Holy
Scripture says, at our ease. All the opinions of the world agree in this, that pleasure is our end, though we make use of
divers means to attain it: they would, otherwise, be rejected at the first motion; for who would give ear to him that should
propose affliction and misery for his end? The controversies and disputes of the philosophical sects upon this point are
merely verbal- "Transcurramus solertissimas nugas"- there is more in them of opposition and obstinacy than is consistent
with so sacred a profession; but whatsoever personage a man takes upon himself to perform, he ever mixes his own part
with it.”

“The Romans, by reason that this poor syllable death sounded so harshly to their ears, and seemed so ominous, found out
a way to soften and spin it out by a periphrasis, and instead of pronouncing such a one is dead, said, "Such a one has
lived," or "Such a one has ceased to live;" for, provided there was any mention of life in the case, though past, it carried yet
some sound of consolation. And from them it is that we have borrowed our expression, "The late monsieur such and such
a one." Peradventure, as the saying is, the term we have lived is worth our money. | was born between eleven and twelve
o'clock in the forenoon the last day of February, 1533, according to our computation, beginning the year the 1st of
January, and it is now just fifteen days since | was complete nine-and-thirty years old; | make account to live, at least, as
many more. In the meantime, to trouble a man's self with the thought of a thing so far off, were folly. But what? Young
and old die upon the same terms; no one departs out of life otherwise than if he had but just before entered into it;
neither is any man so old and decrepit, who, having heard of Methuselah, does not think he has yet twenty years good to
come. Fool that thou art, who has assured unto thee the term of life? Thou dependest upon physicians' tales: rather
consult effects and experience. According to the common course of things, 'tis long since that thou hast lived by
extraordinary favor: thou hast already outlived the ordinary term of life. And that is so, reckon up thy acquaintance, how
many more have died before they arrived at thy age than have attained unto it; and of those who have ennobled their lives
by their renown, take but an account, and | dare lay a wager thou wilt find more who have died before than after five-and-
thirty years of age. It is full both of reason and piety too, to take example by the humanity of Jesus Christ Himself; now, He
ended His life at three-and-thirty years. The greatest man, that was no more than a man, Alexander, died also at the same
age. How many several ways has death to surprise us?”

“These so frequent and common examples passing every day before our eyes, how is it possible a man should disengage
himself from the thought of death, or avoid fancying that it has us, every moment, by the throat? What matter is it, you
will say, which way it comes to pass, provided a man does not terrify himself with the expectation? For my part, | am of
this mind, and if a man could by any means avoid it, though by creeping under a calf's skin, | am one that should not be
ashamed of the shift; all | aim at is, to pass my time at my ease, and the recreations that will most contribute to it, | take
hold of, as little glorious and exemplary as you will.”

“Peradventure, some one may object, that the pain and terror of dying so infinitely exceed all manner of imagination, that
the best fencer will be quite out of his play when it comes to the push. Let them say what they will: to premeditate is
doubtless a very great advantage; and besides, is it nothing to go so far, at least, without disturbance or alteration?
Moreover, nature herself assists and encourages us: if the death be sudden and violent, we have not leisure to fear; if
otherwise, | perceive that as | engage further in my disease, | naturally enter into a certain loathing and disdain of life. |
find | have much more ado to digest this resolution of dying, when | am well in health, than when languishing of a fever;
and by how much | have less to do with the commodities of life, by reason that | begin to lose the use and pleasure of



them, by so much I look upon death with less terror. Which makes me hope, that the farther | remove from the first, and
the nearer | approach to the latter, | shall the more easily exchange the one for the other. And, as | have experienced in
other occurrences, that, as Caesar says, things often appear greater to us at a distance than near at hand, | have found,
that being well, | have had maladies in much greater horror than when really afflicted with them. The vigor wherein | now
am, the cheerfulness and delight wherein | now live, make the contrary estate appear in so great a disproportion to my
present condition, that, by imagination, | magnify those inconveniences by one-half, and apprehend them to be much
more troublesome, than | find them really to be, when they lie the most heavy upon me; | hope to find death the same.

Let us but observe in the ordinary changes and declinations we daily suffer, how nature deprives us of the light and sense
of our bodily decay. What remains to an old man of the vigor of his youth and better days?”

"Wherever your life ends, it is all there. The utility of living consists not in the length of days, but in the use of time; a man
may have lived long, and yet lived but a little. Make use of time while it is present with you. It depends upon your will, and
not upon the number of days, to have a sufficient length of life. Is it possible you can imagine never to arrive at the place
toward which you are continually going? and yet there is no journey but hath its end. And, if company will make it more
pleasant or more easy to you, does not all the world go the self-same way?

To what end should you endeavor to draw back, if there be no possibility to evade it? you have seen examples enough of
those who have been well pleased to die, as thereby delivered from heavy miseries; but have you ever found any who
have been dissatisfied with dying? It must, therefore, needs be very foolish to condemn a thing you have neither
experimented in your own person, nor by that of any other. Why dost thou complain of me and of destiny? Do we do thee
any wrong? Is it for thee to govern us, or for us to govern thee? Though, peradventure thy age may not be accomplished,
yet thy life is: a man of low stature is as much a man as a giant: neither men nor their lives are measured by the ell. Chiron
refused to be immortal, when he was acquainted with the conditions under which he was to enjoy it, by the god of time
itself and its duration, his father Saturn. Do but seriously consider how much more insupportable and painful an immortal
life would be to man than what | have already given him. If you had not death, you would externally curse me for having
deprived you of it; | have mixed a little bitterness with it, to the end, that seeing of what convenience it is, you might not
too greedily and indiscreetly seek and embrace it: and that you might be so established in this moderation, as neither to
nauseate life, nor have an antipathy for dying, which | have decreed you shall once do, | have tempered the one and the
other between pleasure and pain. It was | that taught Thales, the most eminent of your sages, that to live and to die were
indifferent; which made him, very wisely, answer him, 'Why then he did not die?' 'Because,’ said he, 'it is indifferent."
Water, earth, air, and fire, and the other parts of this creation of mine, are no more instruments of thy life than they are of
thy death. Why dost thou fear thy last day? it contributes no more to thy dissolution, than every one of the rest: the last
step is not the cause of lassitude; it does but confess it. Every day travels toward death: the last only arrives at it." These
are the good lessons our mother Nature teaches.

| have often considered with myself whence it should proceed, that in war the image of death, whether we look upon it in
ourselves or in others, should, without comparison, appear less dreadful than at home in our own houses (for if it were not
so, it would be an army of doctors and whining milksops), and that being still in all places the same, there should be,
notwithstanding, much more assurance in peasants and the meaner sort of people, than in others of better quality. |
believe, in truth, that it is those terrible ceremonies and preparations wherewith we set it out, that more terrify us than
the thing itself; a new, quite contrary way of living; the cries of mothers, wives, and children: the visits of astounded and
afflicted friends; the attendance of pale and blubbering servants; a dark room, set round with burning tapers; our beds
environed with physicians and divines; in sum, nothing but ghostliness and horror round about us: we seem dead and
buried already. Children are afraid even of those they are best acquainted with, when disguised in a visor; and so 'tis with
us; the visor must be removed as well from things as from persons; that being taken away, we shall find nothing
underneath but the very same death that a mean servant, or a poor chambermaid, died a day or two ago, without any
manner of apprehension. Happy is the death that leaves us no leisure to prepare things for all this foppery.”



