Marshall Lougee

How to Live

When discussing the summer reading, “How To Live”, one controversial issue has been whether or not the book was a successful choice as a summer reading assignment.  Some would argue that “How To Live” was not a successful choice, and the first year student body received very little from reading the 328-page biography.  Others would say that Bakewell’s book was compelling, meaningful, and served as a good segue into the academic year.  These two arguments bring forth some questions like:  Was “How to Live” successful as a summer reading book?  Did it leave us wanting more from Montaigne? And will it help us become better students at Holy Cross?

I would say that “How To Live” was a successful choice as a summer reading book. Even from reading the first few chapters of the book I was intrigued to learn more about Montaigne. His writings, and Bakewell’s interpretations of them, seemed to make perfect sense in the way they described life. I understand that some students may not have taken a liking to Montaigne, especially because some of the concepts were a bit complicated, but I find his writing style and approach to simple questions very interesting.

One particular Montaigne essay that moved me was, “Keep A Private Room Behind The Shop.”  As Montaigne himself puts it, “We must reserve a back shop all our own, entirely free, in which to establish our real liberty and our principal and solitude.” (Bakewell, p.162) Montaigne goes on to say that, when we experience great loss, this private room will serve as a refuge, and it will help us carry on. (Bakewell, p.162) In a way, this is setting up an insurance policy for oneself. If ever one should lose all that he has, which in Montaigne’s case was a harsh reality, then there will be something to fall back on.  I find this lesson to be very interesting and valuable.  Keeping a private room behind the shop provides an outlet, that is, any place where a person can go and be alone.  It does not have to be an actual room; it can be anything where you are left to your own thoughts.  Some people find outlets in sports.  Some find outlets in exercise, or simply reading a good book.  Maintaining a private room behind the shop is a lesson that I will forever remember throughout these four years at Holy Cross, and throughout the rest of my life.

Keeping a private room has already influenced my decisions thus far at Holy Cross.  Music holds a special place for me, and it is my personal outlet.  During the first few days of classes, I dropped the English composition course I had been in to take a class on theory of music. I know, that when all else fails and everything seems to be crashing down around me, I will always have music to fall back on. With the buzz of the strings and the gentle tug of the strap, all of my worries seem to melt away.  Whether I am simply learning a new song, or playing through a jazz standard, music is an escape form the real world.  Music provides me with a space for introspection, and at the same time a safety net for when things go wrong. In her book, Sarah Bakewell writes, “Montaigne sought detachment and retreat so that he could not be too badly hurt, but in doing so he also discovered that having such a retreat helped him establish his “real liberty,” the space he needed to think and look inward.”(Bakewell, p.162)  Music establishes my “real liberty,” and at the same time allows me to look inside of myself and find peace.

Montaigne’s essays have already influenced me a great deal, and this influence spanned into the first few weeks of school.  After reading “On Cannibals,” I realized that there is a lot more to Montaigne than is included in Sarah Bakewell’s book. Perhaps there are more Montaigne essays that will have as profound an impact on me as “Keep A Private Room Behind The Shop.” “On Cannibals” showed me that, through a similar type of introspection, we might see the faults in ourselves. “How To Live” said this was like looking down on oneself from the stars. (Bakewell, p.182) As the Europeans moved into the Americas, and experienced a different culture, they were very quick to form an opinion. The Europeans considered the customs and ceremonies, which were so familiar to the culture of South America, as “barbaric”. Montaigne was upset by this, and he writes, “It does not sadden me that we should note the horrible barbarity in a practice such as theirs: what does sadden me is that, while judging correctly of their wrong-doings we should be so blind to our own.” (Montaigne (On Cannibals), p.235) Montaigne was disappointed that his society could not see the barbarity in their own practices.  From this, I learned to always look at oneself as you would in a mirror.  Being aware of one’s own faults is a lesson that I took from Montaigne’s “On Cannibals.”

Montaigne’s essays are interesting, relevant, and compelling.  Furthermore, the book “How to Live” by Sarah Bakewell, was a good choice for summer reading. Some would argue that Montaigne’s essays were not a good choice. After all, how are one man’s works the basis for knowing how to live? However, the book serves as a good guideline to Holy Cross’s mission of being “one for others.” Everything that Montaigne writes about is meaningful in some way, and therefore Bakewell’s book is a good fit for Holy Cross students.
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