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On How to live

Having already read some of Montaigne’s essays, including “On Cannibals”, in high school, I was very happy to hear that the summer reading book would be about Montaigne.  Unfortunately, after reading a few chapters I found myself not liking this book as I had Montaigne’s own works.  I read on, wondering why I did not like, or even support, the positions Bakewell took when explaining Montaigne’s life and stories.  Though the book was factually accurate, its attempt to answer the question of how to live lacked the originality and the understanding I was looking for.  But when I put the book down for the final time, as this was not a book to be read in one sitting, I realized something strange.  Though I liked how Bakewell compiled and interpreted the life of Montaigne, none of the answers she came up with were the answer I was looking for on how to live.  What’s strange about this is that I felt the book had still answered that question for me. Not from the chapters, but from the collective life of Montaigne.  All of Bakewell’s solutions were the result of some occurrence in Montaigne’s life. Montaigne found all the answers himself just by living. This is where I found the answer to how to live: live. Life’s unexpectedness and meaningfulness present everyone with the opportunity to know what they want out of life. Montaigne found what life meant to him, and this is where I did not like Bakewell’s book. There is no one answer to how to live because it is unique to all people. Montaigne found his as I hope to find mine through what I have lived and learned.


While Bakewell’s book answered my question of how to live, I do not think that it was a successful summer reading book.  People who will read the book searching for an answer will find one that may not pertain to their life. Others who think they have found their answer already will find this book lackluster and not worth their time. Of the people I talked to, they share very distinct responses. Some, like myself, liked how Montaigne’s life was incorporated into the book, and others did not like the book at all. No one has expressed his or her appreciation for the writing of Bakewell.  Now had it been solely a biography of Montaigne’s life, the book would have been successful. But by including so many of her own opinions and interpretations of Montaigne’s writings, she puts the biographical aspect of the book aside.  This is the case in the title of the book: How to Live: or a Life of Montaigne.  This was my first impression of the book, that the author could not decide what the subject of the book was about.  That “or” in the title caused me to think when I was reading and I realized that there could be two separate books within this one.  Sure the life of Montaigne is used to support the question, but it does not answer the question. Back well attempts to answer the question based on her opinions of Montaigne’s life. 


I have been reading Montaigne’s essays for a few years and was happy to hear that my first college assignment was something I had already read, “On Cannibals”.  Compared to the summer reading book, Montaigne’s own writing is far more efficient in passing on its meaning. Unlike Bakewell, Montaigne does not say what the question and answer of his writing are. It is not, how to live: be born, question everything, don’t think about death, etc… Montaigne presents his ideas from an unbiased, factual standpoint and allows the reader to determine his own opinion about the topic.  “On Cannibals”, for example, is a description of a society, nothing more. Yet it is intrinsically a comparison between the societies of the Europeans and the cannibals, which allows the reader to find an opinion himself after learning the facts. There is a distinct difference between the two writing styles of Bakewell and Montaigne, and this is the main reason for my disdain of Bakewell’s book. Partly it is because I had expected more of Montaigne’s approach to writing, but mostly because it leaves no room for the personal opinions of the reader to decide for him or herself how to live. 


I am not opposed to summer reading assignments, however How to live failed to be successful.  I would not recommend this book to anyone searching for meaning in his or her life.  But I can see why some might think this, and thus think it is a good choice to give to incoming freshmen.  Rather I would just skip the middleman and have people read the works of Montaigne himself and from his writing, create their own opinions on life.  Unfortunately, not everyone shares my beliefs and I understand that. Some people may have truly enjoyed this book and founds its message and guidelines on how to live inspiring. Though I am not on of these people, I am glad that the book was selected as the summer reading book because the few people who did find meaningful a book they otherwise would not have read.
