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“THE ESSAYS” BY MONTAIGNE:  

POSTMODERNIST INTERPRETATION 
 

ȺEVWUDFW 
 

7KH�DUWLFOH� LV�GHYRWHG� WR� WKH�DQDO\VLV�RI�0RQWDLJQHތV�ERRN�³7KH�(VVD\V´� IURP�WKH�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ�RI�
postmodernist criticism. The work is conceived as an experimental eclectic and mosaic formation, full of 
paradoxes, which creates the multiplicity of its interpretations in terms of different practices, including 
SRVWPRGHUQLVW�SUDFWLFHV��7KH�IHDWXUHV�RI�WKH�DXWKRU¶V�VHOI-identification are analysed through the postmod-
ernist paradigm. The originality of the essayistic method of understanding reality through the philoso-
SKHUތV� RZQ� EHOLHIV� LV� LQYHVWLJDWHG�� 7KH� LQWHUWH[WXDO� QDWXUH� RI� KLV� HVVD\V�� EDVHG� RQ� LQGLYLGXDO� DXWKRULDO�
commentary on citation material, reinterpretation, and reevaluation of the past experiences, through which 
the author creates his image, are analysed. 7KH�LURQLF�QDWXUH�RI�0RQWDLJQHތV�ZRUNV��KLV�PHWKRGV�RI�SOD\LQJ�
ZLWK�WKH�UHDGHU�DUH�DQDO\]HG�VHSDUDWHO\��,W�LV�JHQHUDOL]HG�WKDW�WKH�DXWKRUތV�LURQLF�SRVLWLRQ�LQ�WKH�ERRN�³7KH�
(VVD\V´�LV�DQ�LQGLFDWRU�RI�WKH�IUHHGRP�RI�KLV�SHUVRQDO�WKLQNLQJ�DQG�D�FDWDO\VW�IRU�readers to develop their 
own attitude to everything he contemplates. 

7KH�FRPSUHKHQVLRQ�RI�WKH�FRPSRVLWLRQDO�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�RI�WKH�ERRN�³7KH�(VVD\V´�IURP�WKH�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ�
of rhizomatism is suggested. It is concluded that by combining tradition and experiment, Montaigne 
demonstrates the limitations of both classical tradition and postmodern aesthetics. 

 
Keywords: Montaigne, essay, essay compilation, postmodernism, intertextuality, irony, rhizome, game, 

experiment. 
 
 

Introduction 
 

0RQWDLJQH¶V� ERRN� ³7KH� (VVD\V´, first pub-
lished in 1580, has not ceased to be the subject of 
interpretations of philosophers, literary scholars, 
historians, culturologists till this today. The in-
terest in this publication with the unusual format, 
the essayistic delivery of information, the genre, 
which was formulated based on the method pro-
posed by Montaigne, has been decreasing and 
increasing during different cultural periods. The 
complexity and, at the same time, the simplicity 
of the method of self-presentation chosen by M. 
Montaigne �³,� DP� P\VHOI� WKH� PDWWHU� RI� P\�
ERRN´�� VWLOO� DWWUDFWV� WKH� DWWHQWLRQ� RI� UHVHDUFKHUV�
who seek to reveal the mechanisms of essayist 

practices and find factors in the composition of 
³7KH�(VVD\V´� DV� D� VSHFLDO� IRUP� RI� LQWHJULW\�� DV�
implied by the author. For example, according to 
1��0DYOHYLFK��³WKH�XQGLPLQLVKHG� LQWHUHVW� LQ�0��
0RQWDLJQH�LV�H[SODLQHG�E\�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�³7KH�(s-
VD\V´� LV� DPRQJ� WKRVH� XQLYHUVDO�� LQH[KDXVWLEOH�
works of world classics, which are certainly ad-
dressed by each era, and each one of them inter-
prets those work in its way, just as each new 
generation redefines the circle of eternal ques-
WLRQV�RI�H[LVWHQFH´��0DYOHYLFK��������S������� 

7KH� XQLTXHQHVV� RI� 0RQWDLJQHތV� ERRN� ³7KH�
(VVD\V´�KDV�EHHQ� WKH�REMHFW�RI� LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�
understanding for many centuriHV��0RQWDLJQHތV�
philosophical views were the subject of study by 
O. Alexandrov, I. Bychko, V. Buslinovskiy, 



189 WISDOM 4(20), 2021

“The Essays” by Montaigne: Postmodernist Interpretation
 

189 

J. Giton, L. Gruenberg, V. Decombe, V. Diniov, 
M. Dreano, F. Duviar, Z. Zalyuk, M. Zinka, 
E. Callo, L. Kessel, M. Konsh, S. Krymsky, 
P. Kurtz, P. Magnardt, O. Montzhen, I. Ogorod-
nik, P. Riley, T. Liutiy, O. Panich, B. Russell, 
D. Reale, J. F. Revel, V. Tabachkovskiy, C. Tay-
lor, R. Flatman, R. Fridental, A. Yaruchik, and 
PDQ\�RWKHUV��0RQWDLJQHތV�OLWHUDU\�WDOHQW�EHFDPH�
the subject of comprehension by S. Alekseev, 
S. Artamonov, F. Kogan-Bernstein, S. Mokul-
skiy, M. Lazard, N. Paskharian, and many oth-
ers. The philosophical and journalistic discourse 
RI�FRPSUHKHQVLRQ�RI�WKH�ERRN�³7KH�(VVD\V´�Fo-
vers the works of S. Balaklitskiy, S. Kvit, V. Ma-
karenko and others. A separate group of studies 
consists of works devoted to the translation of 
essays and their cultural contexts: G. Yermolen-
ko, S. Stavitsky, I. Shargai, M. Slepneva, V. Ko-
marova, and many others. 

Joining the work in various fields, we offer a 
QHZ� ORRN� DW�0RQWDLJQH¶V� ERRN� IURP� WKH� YLHw-
point of postmodern criticism. Given the opinion 
RI�8��(FR� ������� WKDW� ³SRVWPRGHUQLVP� LV�QRW� D�
chronologically fixed phenomenon, but a kind of 
spiritual state, if you will, Kunstwollen, an ap-
proach to work. In this sense, it is legitimate to 
VD\� WKDW� DQ\� HUD� KDV� LWV� RZQ� SRVWPRGHUQLVP´�
(p. 635). We believe that the study of classics, 
taking into account the latest historical and liter-
ary experience, is quite probable and opens new 
possibilities for their interpretation, allowing 
finding mechanisms of creativity, which had not 
previously been disclosed or were difficult to fit 
into existing traditions. Postmodern critique 
VHHNV� WR� ³HTXDOL]H� GLIIHUHQFHV�� RSSRVLWLRQV� DQG�
SOXUDOLVP´� �.R]O\N��������S�� ����� ,W� RSHQV�QHZ�
perspectives for understanding not only creativi-
ty, which is directly related to the literature of the 
postmodern era (the mid-1980s – early XXI cen-
tury) but also allows us to understand the origins 
of its artistic techniques, the specifics of their 
origin and development, to analyze the specifics 
of their manifestation in works that were created 
in other periods of development of literature and 
philosophy. Thus, T. Hundorova (2013) writes: 

³3RVWPRGHUQLVP�FDQ�EH�FDOOHG�WKH�ILUVW�XQLYHUVDl-
ly accepted literary code and can be interpreted 
in terms that are understood in all cultures, re-
gardless of whether they have passed through the 
SUHYLRXV�VWDJH�RI�PRGHUQLVP´��S�������7KHUHIRUH��
we believe that the postmodern experience of 
literary analysis will provide an opportunity to 
analyze the works of the past from new positions 
and thus find answers to certain questions of the 
poetics of works that have remained unresolved 
for many centuries. 

,Q�WKLV�VHQVH��WKH�ERRN�³7KH�(VVD\V´�E\�0Rn-
taigne, which was written for many years and 
was rewritten, changed, and supplemented by the 
author himself, is a fruitful material for analysis 
in terms of postmodern practices because the 
publication is a large-scale layering of different 
interpretations, comments, citations, reflections 
based on the opinions of famous intellectuals of 
the past, collected and personally compilated by 
the author in 3 volumes. Much of what was writ-
ten did not change, it was only supplemented, so 
the researcher can trace the evolution of the 
thinking of the French philosopher because of-
ten, a new interpretation of what he said did not 
mean crossing out the previous one. Thus, the 
purpose of this article is to analyze postmodern 
SUDFWLFHV� LQ�0RQWDLJQHތV� ERRN� ³7KH�(VVD\V´� WR�
comprehend their role and intentions in the book 
created in the late sixteenth century. This will 
enable researchers, in particular, to clarify certain 
PHFKDQLVPV�RI�WKH�)UHQFK�WKLQNHUތV�ZRUN��ZKLFK�
previously did not fit well into the existing philo-
sophical and literary interpretations. The primary 
objective of the present article is to analyse 
postmodernist practices of game, intertextuality, 
DQG� LURQ\�� 7KH� VWUXFWXUH� RI� WKH� ERRN� ³7KH� (s-
VD\V´�DQG�WKH�HVVD\LVWLF�PHWKRG�RI�VHOI-presenta-
tion of the individual are also analysed as a sub-
ject through the lens of postmodernist poetics. 

 
Research Methods 

 
In order to fulfil the tasks set before us, the 

main methods were: historically-literary, which 
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allowed us to combine the methodological priori-
ties of scientific thought about essays from an-
tiquity to the present in different research coordi-
nates, in particular, from the standpoint of post-
modernist criticism; receptive method, focused 
on the study of communicative features of a fic-
tional essay as a work of art; hermeneutic, aimed 
at the interpretation of essays in the context of 
ensemble associations and other works of the 
writer. We also partially applied the principles of 
the biographical method and structuralism. 

 
Discussion 

 
7KXV�� WKH� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� RI� 0RQWDLJQHތV�

works in postmodernist discourse is not new. 
Theorists of postmodernism, in particular 
J. F. Lyotard (1994) saw certain signs of post-
PRGHUQLVP�LQ�0RQWDLJQHތV�HVVD\V��³$�SRVWPRd-
ern artist or writer is in the position of a philoso-
pher: the text he writes, the creation he creates, in 
principle, are not governed by any prescriptive 
UXOHV«� ,W� VHHPV� WR� PH� WKDW� WKH� HVVD\� �0Rn-
WDLJQH��EHORQJV�WR�SRVWPRGHUQLVP´��S������3��$n-
derson (2011) also speaks about the influence of 
Montaigne on the formation of pre-modern cul-
ture, which in its own way prepared postmodern-
ism. I. Fizer (1998) doubts whether Montaigne 
was the first postmodernist but he does not con-
sider the very idea of this as paradoxical and arti-
ficial. Art critic O. Sydir-Hibelynda (2005) 
called Montaigne a forerunner of postmodernism 
³ZLWK�D�KXPDQ�IDFH´��,Q�VKRUW��GUDZLQJ�SDUDOOHOV�
EHWZHHQ� 0RQWDLJQHތV� ³7KH� (VVD\V´� DQG� SRVt-
modern aesthetics does not seem absurd to us. 

7KXV��0RQWDLJQHތV�ERRN�³7KH�(VVD\V´� LV� Ln-
teresting both for the unconventional method of 
presenting reality at those times and for the or-
ganization of the book itself, which consists of 
individual works devoted, at first glance, to sim-
ple things, such as idleness, sorrow, fear, lies, 
dreams, smells, prayers. MoQWDLJQHތV� RZQ�ZD\�
of presenting these concepts is experimental: the 
French thinker, based on what he has read from 
famous philosophers and thinkers of the past, 

offers his own view of the phenomena he com-
prehends, interesting for its non-standard and 
often paradoxical nature. In other words, the au-
thor appears as an experimenter: he flirts with the 
UHDGHU� DQG�ZLWK� KLV� RZQ� ³,´� DW� WKH� VDPH� WLPH��
plays with the word, presents the flow of tho-
XJKWV�³LQ�UHDO�WLPH´��EHLQJ�LQ�ORYH�ZLWK�WKH�YHU\�
process of thinking, embodied in the word. In 
some cases, it may seem that the author is not so 
interested in the result of his reasoning, as the 
process of text generation, the course of colour-
ing the thought into a verbal shell, the very act of 
creativity without embellishments and editorial 
work. Thus, V. Yaruchik (2015), speaking about 
WKH�PHWKRG�RI�0RQWDLJQH��QRWHV�WKDW�³WKH�DXWKRU�
[Montaigne] analyzes himself and in parallel 
quotes the statements of many thinkers and phi-
losophers, thus getting to know better the human 
nature. In particular, Montaigne admits this crea-
tive work has become the main thing in his life: 
the book created him to the same extent as he 
FUHDWHG�LW´��S� 189). 

7KH�DXWKRUތV�FKRVHQ�PHWKRG�RI�VHOI-presenta-
tion and the genre form of the essay, which can-
not be attributed to any of the current genres ei-
ther in the Renaissance or today, are in complete 
agreement with such postmodern practices as 
hybridization, mutant change of genres, generat-
ing new forms, and abandonment of traditional 
³,´�� HPSKDVL]LQJ� LWV� PXOWLSOLFLW\�� 8QGRXEWHGO\��
the narrator, on the one hand, is too focused on 
himself, on his own position, on his exclusive 
vision of the world, which is consciously empha-
sized in the text. However, on the other hand, he 
does not shy away from changing his own views. 
He can enter into a discussion with himself, 
abandon what had been said before, deny what 
was said at the beginning, which reveals the am-
biguity of the DXWKRUތV�³,´��IUDQN��EXW�QRW�DOZD\V�
FRQVLVWHQW��)RU�H[DPSOH��LQ�WKH�HVVD\�³Of pedant-
U\´�his initial view of the importance of true sci-
ence, which is a lever for continuous self-deve-
lopment and human improvement, correlates 
little with the view of science as a burden, as a 
GHSHQGHQFH�RQ�RQHތV�RZQ�FDSDELOLWLHV��H[SUHVVHG�
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at the end of this essay. If at the beginning of the 
work, the author writes that “knowledge is an 
excellent drug, but no drug has virtue enough to 
preserve itself from corruption and decay, if the 
vessel is tainted and impure wherein it is put to 
keep” (Montaigne, 2006, p. 178), then, in the 
end, he contradicts himself, claiming that “the 
study of sciences more softens and untempers 
the courage of men than it in any way fortifies 
and excites them” (Montaigne, 2006, p. 180). 
7KH�WKLQNHU�VHHPV�WR�OHDYH�WR�WKH�UHDGHUތV�GLVFUe-
tion the position that seems closer to him, repeat-
edly emphasizing that he has the right to both his 
own view of things and the right to change them, 
even within a single work, because this is the 
nature of his proposed method of understanding 
reality-essayistic self-presentation through self-
reflection: “I do not take upon me to direct what 
other men should do in the government of their 
families, there are plenty that meddles enough 
with that, but only give an account of my method 
in my own” (Montaigne, 2006, p. 217). 

Among other postmodernist writing tech-
niques, which, paradoxically, to some extent can 
be found in the book “The Essays”, it is worth 
noting the following: openness, the ambiguity of 
the sign code, variety, giving a feeling of “flick-
ering” meanings; “scattering” of original texts by 
deconstruction, recoding of borrowed elements, 
newly combined with each other, fundamental 
non-consistency, incompleteness, the openness 
of construction, demonstration of the pleasant 
attitude to the text, game element, the process of 
creation of a model of being, the embodiment of 
semantic multiplicity achieved by previous oper-
ations with signifiers belonging to sign systems 
with connotative system and can be considered 
as connotations in connotations, orientation on 
the multiplicity of interpretations of the text, re-
vealing of pluralistic type of thinking liberated in 
nature, orienting on acceptance of real-life 
wealth and diversity (Afanaseva, 2008). Based 
on the components of the postmodernist para-
digm presented by I. Skoropanova (2001), it 
should also be noted that some of them, of 

course, can also be found LQ�0RQWDLJQHތV�ERRN�
“The Essays”. In addition to the above, it is im-
portant to note the ironic reassessment of values, 
intertextuality, reliance on the then-current histo-
ry of human culture and its rethinking, pluralism 
of cultural languages, models, styles used as 
equals, a combination of entertainment and ex-
cessive intellectuality, the principle of reader‟s 
participation, the emergence of a new type of 
reader, the variety of meanings and points of 
view, fundamental non-consistence, incomplete-
ness, the openness of construction (Skoropanova, 
2001). In our opinion, the primary practices used 
by Montaigne in the sixteenth century, which are 
still influential in the postmodernist discourse of 
the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, 
paradoxically, are intertextuality, the fundamen-
tal systemic nature of unity, irony, the principle 
RI� UHDGHUތV� SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�� ZKLFK� JLYHV� ULVH� WR� D�
new type of reader a priori. Of course, we are tal-
king about the active usage of these practices by 
Montaigne, and not the basis for the poetics of 
his work as a whole, as is the case in specific 
postmodern discourse, but this does not diminish 
their importance and the possibility of fresh as-
sessment in view of postmodern criticism. We 
shall look at these features in more detail. 

Of course, quotations and intentional intertex-
tuality are the artistic practices that lie on the sur-
IDFH� RI�0RQWDLJQHތV� ³7KH� (VVD\V´� EHFDXVH� WKH�
work of the French thinker arose as a commen-
tary on the works of prominent figures of the 
past. They were the ones who encouraged the 
thinker to base on what he read. We are talking 
about different variations of such penetration of 
the text into the text: in the form of quotations, 
cento, reminiscences, allusions, stylization, etc. 
The paramount place here is given to quotations 
with or without authorship: in the latter case, 
Montaigne did not consider it necessary because 
of relying on a well-rounded reader who can im-
mediately recognize the author and source. 
Quotes in “The Essays” appear as an “emblemat-
ic form of intertextuality” (Piege-Gro, 2008, 
p. 34), rather than a fundamental basis of poetics, 
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allowing the reader to enjoy the process of flow-
ing other people‟s thoughts in the meditations of 
Montaigne or to observe how the ideas of prom-
inent figures of the past become part of Mon-
WDLJQHތV� GLVFRXUVH� OLWHUDOO\� LQ� UHDO� WLPH�� EHFRm-
ing, according to P. Rudnev (1999), ³WKH�NH\�WR�
self-JURZWK�RI�WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�WKH�WH[W´��S��������
,Q� VRPH� FDVHV�� WKH� DXWKRU� XVHV� VRPHRQH� HOVHތV�
text as a continuation of his own thought, “For 
the impression of passions does not remain su-
perficially in him, but penetrates farther, even to 
the very seat of reason, infecting and corrupting 
it, so that he judges according to his fear, and 
conforms his behaviour to it. In this verse, you 
may see the true state of the wise Stoic learnedly 
and plainly expressed: 

“Mens immota manet; lachrymae 
volvuntur inanes´� 
�³7KRXJK� WHDUV� IORZ�� WKH� PLQG� Ue-
PDLQV�XQPRYHG´�� 

The Peripatetic sage does not exempt himself 
totally from perturbations of mind, but he mod-
HUDWHV�WKHP´ (Montaigne, 2006, p. 112). 

Other fragments of the texts of the figures 
from the past encourage him to think: the quote 
forms the course of thought and constructs the 
HVVD\¶s structure based on the associative princi-
ple. For example, this is precisely how the essay 
“That our affections carry themselves beyond 
XV´�EHJLQV��ZKLFK�LPPHGLDWHO\�RSHns with three 
quotations from Seneca, Cicero and Epicurus. 
The whole essay is devoted to understanding the 
mechanisms of self-knowledge given the views 
of ancient figures. The third version of quoting is 
WR� H[SDQG� DQG� VXSSOHPHQW� 0RQWDLJQHތV� RZQ�
statement with the help of external thoughts, 
VXFK�DV��³,� IDQFLHG� ,�FRXld not more oblige my 
mind than to suffer it at full leisure to entertain 
and divert itself, which I now hoped it might 
henceforth do, as being by time become more 
settled and mature; but I find – ³/HLVXUH� HYHU�
FUHDWHV�YDULHG�WKRXJKW´�WKDW��TXLWH�FRQWUDU\� it is 
like a horse that has broken from his rider, who 
voluntarily runs into a much more violent career 
than any horseman would put him to´� �0RQ-

taigne, 2006, p. 94). 
Another trick is to comment on the quote in 

the quote: Montaigne comments on how one or 
another figure of the past interprets other peo-
SOH¶V� LGHDV�� VR� WKHUH� LV� D� GRXEOH� H[SODQDWLRQ� RI�
what is said, and, consequently, a new under-
VWDQGLQJ� RI� LW� HPHUJHV�� ³Socrates, in Plato, 
laughs at Laches, who had defined fortitude to be 
a standing firm in the ranks against the enemy. 
³:KDW�´� VD\V� KH�� ³ZRXOG� LW�� WKHQ�� EH� D� UHSXWHG�
FRZDUGLFH�WR�RYHUFRPH�WKHP�E\�JLYLQJ�JURXQG"´�
urging, at the same time, the authority of Homer, 
who commends in Aeneas, the science of flight. 
Moreover, whereas Laches, considering better of 
it, admits the practice as to the Scythians, and, in 
general, all cavalry whatever, he again attacks 
him with the example of the Lacedaemonian 
foot – a nation of all other the most obstinate in 
maintaining their ground – who, in the battle of 
Plataea, not being able to break into the Persian 
phalanx, bethought themselves to disperse and 
retire, that by the enemy supposing they fled, 
they might break and disunite that vast body of 
men in the pursuit, and by that stratagem ob-
WDLQHG�WKH�YLFWRU\´��0RQtaigne, 2006, p. 111). 

By actively interweaving implicit intertexts 
and intermediates in the thinking process, Mon-
taigne creates the effect of the incompleteness of 
the work and an almost limitless number of op-
tions for its reception, which is very characteris-
tic of postmodernist discourse. His favourite 
thinkers of the past are ancient poets and philos-
ophers, who are so organically intertwined with 
0RQWDLJQHތV�UHIOHFWLRQs that, in some places, it is 
GLIILFXOW� WR� VHSDUDWH� WKHP� IURP� WKH� DXWKRUތV�
thoughts. Personal attachment to Sophocles, Ar-
istophanes, Euripides, Demosthenes, Cicero, 
Virgil, Horace, Lucian, according to biographers 
RI�0RQWDLJQH��EHJDQ�LQ�WKH�GD\V�RI�WKH�WKLQNHUތV�
studies at the university and grew into a stable 
body of knowledge that can be supplemented 
and commented by the scholar-philosopher with 
the course of time and taking into account the 
systematic thinking of those who dare to do it. 

In this regard, it should be noted that the role 
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of notes and comments in “The Essays” is no 
less important than the main text. According to 
C. Blum (1981), they did not play an illustrative 
role in order to confirm a certain philosophical 
idea, as was the case with moralist predecessors, 
whose works pursued a didactic purpose, but in 
order to show that the authority of the past is rel-
ative, they should be perceived regardless of the 
truth/falsity of what they said. N. Mavlevich 
(1998), having collected and systematized differ-
HQW�SRVLWLRQV�RQ�WKH�SRHWLFV�RI�0RQWDLJQHތV�³7KH�
Essays” in the article “Ideological and artistic 
unity of Montaigne” on the peculiarities of cita-
WLRQ��QRWHV�WKDW��³ɈQH�FDQQRW�EXW�Dgree that one 
of the functions of quotations in Montaigne‟s 
work, is to create polyphony (in opposition to 
traditions), which gives the right to an ambigu-
ous interpretation of any issue” (Mavlevich, 
1998, p. 256). Thus, the saturation of Montaigne 
essays with numerous quotations and allusions 
performs a cognitive-suggestive function, actual-
izing the literary and cultural-historical memory 
of the author-thinker and reader at the same time, 
giving impetus to independent comprehension of 
information, drawing parallels and logical con-
QHFWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�0RQWDLJQH¶V�RSLQLRQV�RI�RWKHUV�
and the very thoughts of prominent thinkers and 
writers of the past. Thus, the recipient acts as the 
third participant in the process of contemplation 
by joining the thoughts of Montaigne and those 
whom he interprets in his own way, forming his 
own attitude to what is said. It should be noted 
that we consider the nature of utterance in the 
essay, first clearly presented as a separate prac-
WLFH� LQ� WKH�ERRN�³7KH�(VVD\V´�E\�0RQWDLJQH� LQ�
1580, interactive, i.e. one that determines the ap-
proach to utterance not as a ready interpretation, 
EXW� DV� DQ� HYHQW� RI� FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�� ZKLFK� ³Dl-
lows you to capture meanings depending on the 
situation of reception, experience, cognitive atti-
tude and emotional-reflexive nature of the recipi-
HQWތV� SHUFHSWLRQ�� 7KH� UHIOH[LYH�� PHGLWDWLYH� DQG�
intellectual-dialogical nature of an essay can be 
ILOOHG� ZLWK� SHUIRUPDWLYH� DHVWKHWLFV´� �6KHYFKHn-
ko, 2017, p. 70). Such an understanding of Mon-

WDLJQHތV�DSSURDFK�WR�WKH�GLDORJXH�RI the author of 
³7KH� (VVD\V´� ZLWK� WKH� UHDGHU� EHFDPH� SRVVLEOH�
based on the theoretical understanding of per-
formative practices as part of postmodernist aes-
thetics. 

7KXV�� TXRWLQJ� LQ�0RQWDLJQH¶V� WH[W� LV� D� SUo-
ductive method of organizing primarily his own 
opinion. However, in contrast to the actual post-
PRGHUQLVW� WH[WV�� LQ� 0RQWDLJQHތV� ³7KH� (VVD\V´, 
citation practices are directly related to the men-
tative as a way of expressing opinions, rather 
than to the systematic construction of an essay 
WH[W�DV�DQ�DXWKRUތV�PRdelling of reality and atti-
tude to it. First of all, quotations help the author 
as an intelligent and educated thinker and writer 
to present himself in the best way, through the 
thoughts of other famous artists with the help of 
possibilities provided in essay writing. 

7KH�REYLRXV�IHDWXUH�RI�0RQWDLJQHތV�³7KH�(s-
VD\V´� LV� DQ� LURQLF� SUHVHQWDWLRQ� RI� ERWK� KLPVHOI�
and everything he talks about. The fact that the 
author constantly doubts what is said avoids cat-
egoric statements, flirts with the reader confirms 
this. If in the text of traditional postmodernist 
work, irony becomes the main technique and 
way of uniting the past and the present, depicting 
FKDUDFWHUV�� H[SUHVVLQJ� WKH� DXWKRUތV� SRVLWLRQ�� LQ�
0RQWDLJQH¶V�ERRN, the irony is a method of co-
FUHDWLQJ�WKH�DXWKRUތV�“I” – narrative instance – in 
essay discourse. According to O. Maltseva 
(2010), “in the philosophical essays of Michel 
Montaigne, irony became a way of understand-
ing the experience of the Renaissance as a fail-
ure, and at the same time as a means to see the 
greatness of man in his loneliness, contradic-
WLRQV��PRUWDOLW\´� �0DOWVHYD�� ������ S�� ������ 6KH�
also believes that the thinker is ironic for being 
³DORQH�ZKLOH� EHLQJ� VXUURXQGHG�ZLWK� HYHU\RQH´��
that is, no matter how the French thinker ex-
presses his own thoughts, they will always be 
inadequate to his own intuition. The researcher 
EHOLHYHV� WKDW�0RQWDLJQHތV� LURQ\� LV�D�NLQG�RI� Ue-
vival of the half-forgotten ancient tradition of 
conscious non-negotiation and openness of phi-
losophy for subsequent interpretative acts. That 
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is why the author of “The Essays” does not often 
use quotation marks in order to show a special – 
ironic – attitude to what is said. Usually, quotes 
that specify the multi-layered depth of reading 
the text refer the reader to the cultural and sym-
bolic secondary meaning. The absence of quota-
tion marks blurs the boundaries of ironic utter-
ances, becoming an unarticulated part of the au-
thor's mentality, so sometimes realizing where 
the author is serious and where he is ironic about 
what he has read or understood does not always 
seem possible: “When I lately retired to my own 
house, with a resolution, as much as possibly I 
could, to avoid all manner of concern in affairs, 
and to spend in privacy and repose the little re-
mainder of the time I have to live, I fancied I 
could not more oblige my mind than to suffer it 
at full leisure to entertain and divert itself, 
which I now hoped it might henceforth do, as 
being by time become more settled and mature; 
but I find – 

“Variam semper dant otia mentem”, 
(“Leisure ever creates varied 
thought”)  

that, quite contrary, it is like a horse that has bro-
ken from his rider, who voluntarily runs into a 
much more violent career than any horseman 
would put him to, and creates me so many chi-
maeras and fantastic monsters, one upon another, 
without order or design, that, the better at leisure 
to contemplate their strangeness and absurdity, I 
have begun to commit to writing, hoping in time 
to make it ashamed of itself” (Montaigne, 2006, 
p. 95). 

The ironic discourse of “The Essays” reveals 
the alternation of high and low themes as the ob-
MHFW�RI�WKH�DXWKRUތV�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ��,W�LV�LOOXVWUDWHG�
in the headlines (“Of the Roman grandeur” 
/“7RPRUURZތV� D�QHZ�GD\!”, “Of liberty of con-
science” /“Against idleness”). Also striking is the 
DXWKRUތV�instant ability to speak absolutely mun-
danely, pathos-free, sometimes even casually 
about elevated topics (“The ceremony of the in-
terview of princes”, “Of the Roman grandeur”, 
“Of judging of the death of another”), and his 

quite sublime manner of thinking about everyday 
things (“Of smells”, “Of drunkenness”, “Of crip-
SOHV´��� In some places, the irony is a method of 
absurdizing some objects and phenomena and 
emphasizing different thoughts of the past. Mon-
WDLJQHތV�LURQLF�SRVLWLRQ�DSSHDUV�DV�D�NLQG�RI�LQGi-
cator of the freedom of his own thinking and a 
catalyst for readers to develop their own attitude 
WR�HYHU\WKLQJ��DERXW�ZKLFK�KH�VD\V��³,�VKRXOG�QRW�
speak so boldly if it were my due to be believed; 
and so I told a great man, who complained of the 
tartness and contentiousness of my exhortations” 
�0RQWDLJQH�� ������ S�� ������ ³,� ILQG� WKDW� DOPRVW�
throughout we should say, “there is no such 
thing” and should myself often make use of this 
answer, but I dare not: for they cry that it is an 
evasion produced from ignorance and weakness 
of understanding; and I am fain, for the most 
part, to juggle for company, and prate of frivo-
lous subjects and tales that I believe not a word 
RI´��0RQWDLJQH��������S������� 

Thus, on a verbal-reflexive level, the artist 
evaluates the thoughts of prominent philosophers 
and artists of the past, intersperses episodes from 
his own life, draws parallels between his own 
actions, the actions of acquaintances, people 
close to him and the position of prominent fig-
ures of the past, actively using the comic tech-
QLTXHV��VXFK�DV�WKH�6RFUDWLF�IRUPXOD�³,�NQRZ�WKDW�
,� NQRZ� QRWKLQJ´�� 7KH� XVH� RI� SXQV�� XQH[SHFWHG�
comparisons, drawing parallels between high 
and low allows the author to quickly find contact 
with the reader to whom the author constantly 
appeals. Irony in Montaigne‟s text, as in the 
postmodern text, appears as an intellectual game 
with the recipient, provokes sympathy. In some 
places, this is manifested in the comparison of 
the logical and the illogical, the normal and the 
absurd, the high and the mundane, but it is not 
radical and exclusively sceptical, except that it is 
endowed with provocative properties: to force 
the reader to try out what he says. 

However, in our opinion, the most important 
TXHVWLRQ�WKDW�DOORZV�XV�WR�WDON�DERXW�0RQWDLJQHތV�
“The Essays” in a postmodernist way is the ques-
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tion of the compositional organization of this 
book. With the appearance of the text, which has 
been repeatedly rewritten by the author himself, 
as he himself has repeatedly stated, discussions 
about the common factors on which the book is 
built have not stopped. Most researchers consider 
“The Essays” to be complete, though each time 
with some clarifications. For example, F. Rigolot 
(1982) tried to isolate the composition of the 
work based on quotations in it, as the relation-
ship between a particular literary series and the 
archetype stored in the memory of humankind. 
A. Tournon (1983) also tries to find “order in 
disorder”. He looks for compositional factors in 
the logic of commenting, which is a reflection on 
the above and is not a step forward. According to 
L. Kritzman (1980), the principle of denying 
everything that the author writes on the basis of 
the opinions of others generates scepticism, 
which becomes the principle of compositional 
unity. N. Mavlevich (1998) writes about this: “It 
is denial that becomes the desired basis of ideo-
logical and artistic unity” (p. 257). Many re-
searchers consider asystemic and fragmentary 
formative factors of the composition (A. Yaru-
chik (2015), L. Kajda (2008), O. Zubecz (2019), 
S. Savicki (2019)) as the ones invented by the 
author himself or formed by him in the very pro-
cess of composition and rewriting of the text. 
This is precisely what S. Artamonov (1997) 
means, who rejects the very need to look for fac-
tors of unity, emphasizing that “it is impossible 
to speak of any pre-thought-out and accepted 
composition of one or another part, and even 
more so of all work as a whole. Those who are 
trying to do so now are making a mistake. It is a 
free pairing of the mind, it is not even just a 
thought, it is a stream of thinking” (p. 90). And 
M. Alekseev calls the only unity of this work 
“unity of worldview” (Alekseev, Zhirmunskij, & 
Mokulskij, 1978, p. 6). 

Meanwhile, some researchers are trying to 
find the factors of unity not at the ideological and 
compositional levels but on the basis of the ap-
plication of exclusively artistic practices and 

techniques, including those in postmodern dis-
course. For example, A. Perepadya (2012), the 
translator of Montaigne into Ukrainian and 
someone who, in a special way, feels the au-
WKRUތV�VW\OH��YLHZV�VFDIIROGLQJ�DV�WKH�PDLQ�IDFWRU�
of unity in “The Essays”. “We must refuse to 
read the whole book by Montaigne “at once”, 
that is, we must realize that this is a text which is 
built based on scaffolding. However, remaking 
the plan of “The Essays” would be a hopeless 
task” (Perepadya, 2012, p. 382). V. Skurativskiy 
(2012) also draws attention to “The Essays”, 
which form a unity under the sign of freedom, to 
their “anarchic composition”, “compositional 
chaos” – definition based on oxymoron. 

Meanwhile, the postmodern principle of the 
rhizome, which we see in the basis of the com-
position of “The Essays” by Montaigne, and in-
deed largely removes the question of the factors 
combining unity and chaos in this multi-layered 
text. The concept introduced by G. Deleuze and 
F. Guattari (2005) became part of postmodern 
consciousness and postmodern discourse as 
such. As it is known, the main features of the 
rhizome are adhesion and heterogeneity (any 
point of the rhizome can and should be associat-
ed with another one, unlike tree or root, which 
fix the point and the order as a whole), decentral-
ization and anti-hierarchy (all points, which are 
SDUW� RI� LW�� GHSULYHG� RI� HDFK� RWKHUތV� DGYDQWDJHV�
and priorities); plurality, the insignificance of the 
gap and its insignificance (rhizome after inter-
ruption does not cease to exist, but increases its 
own growth potential); cartography and decal-
comania (fundamental disobedience to any struc-
ture-generating model, etc. (Deleuze & Guattari, 
2005; Shevchenko, 2017). Thus, a rhizome is a 
system without beginning and end, without cen-
tre and periphery, it is the convergence of a sin-
gle, and the plural is unity in the plural and plu-
rality in unity” (Shevchenko, 2019, p. 113). Rhi-
zomaticity, paradoxically, is the basis of Mon-
WDLJQHތV�FROOHFWLRQ�³7KH�(VVD\V´��+HUH��LQGLYLGu-
al essays lose their uniqueness and acquire new 
features by appearing under one cover together. 
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This is not about the development of motives, the 
sequence of described plots, the cause-and-effect 
relationships of the thoughts expressed in the 
mental narrative, often repeated in different parts 
of the book. It is a question of rhizomatism as a 
nonlinear way of organising the integrity en-
dowed with the intention of mobility and change 
of self-configuration. This way of seeing the text 
(as one of the possible ways) raises the question 
RI� RWKHU� ZD\V� RI� SUHVHQWLQJ� 0RQWDLJQHތV� RZQ�
work in an essayistic way. This removes the 
question of the very necessity of the system in 
the unity composed by Montaigne, because it 
simply does not exist there and cannot be, ac-
cording to the author‟s own definition: “I hate to 
examine myself, and never review, but very un-
willingly, what has once escaped my pen. I here 
set down nothing new. These are common 
thoughts, and having, peradventure, conceived 
them a hundred times, I am afraid I have set 
them down somewhere else already” (Mon-
taigne, 2006, p. 819). 

The author writes a book about himself, so all 
the time, WKH� DXWKRUތV� ³,´� PDQLIHVWV� LWVHOI� ZLWK�
varying degrees of openness, irony, interactivity, 
interrupted in some moments and restored in 
others. From these fragments of the manifesta-
WLRQ�RI�RQHތV�RZQ, “I” emerges a portrait of an 
exogynarrator (narrator and thinker) in “The Es-
says”: a scholar, an expert in classics, an ency-
clopedist, a philosopher, a critic, a writer, a scep-
tic, an ironizer and at the same time an ordinary 
person, to whom the earthly things are not alien: 
delicious food, good wine, human goods. It is 
impossible to single out the primary and the sec-
ondary in this. The author “plays” with the very 
attempt of the reader to get closer to the essence 
RI� WKH� DXWKRUތV� ³,´�� 4XRWHV�� UHIOHFWLRQV�� UHYHOa-
tions, stories about his life events – all this has no 
system and integrity. The unifying substance of 
all this is the narrator-thinker, presenting himself 
as a person in a mosaic key. This personality is 
constantly changing, stays in doubt, avoids defi-
nite statements, does not give direct answers, 
preferring only shades and nuances of meanings 

and comments. This can explain such a wide 
range of topics for discussion – from the nuances 
of food consumption to the peculiarities of hos-
tilities in antiquity, and this can explain such fre-
quent revelations by the author about the essence 
of his own writing and arbitrary nature of 
thought: “My book is always the same, saving 
that upon every new edition (that the buyer may 
not go away quite empty) I take the liberty to add 
(as 'tis but an ill jointed marqueterie) some su-
pernumerary emblem; it is but overweight, that 
does not disfigure the primitive form of the es-
says, but, by a little artful subtlety, gives a kind 
of particular value to every one of those that fol-
low. Thence, however, will easily happen some 
transposition of chronology, my stories taking 
place according to their opportuneness, not al-
ways according to their age)” (Montaigne, 2006, 
p. 820). Montaigne, as a true postmodernist, 
seeks to show the multiplicity of truth, the multi-
plicity of its meanings, which cannot be reduced 
to a single denominator, so many things the phi-
losopher understands from the standpoint of the 
late Renaissance and from the standpoint of an-
tiquity, which is clearly preferred in work. 

It is known that the rhizome consists of mul-
tiplicities that coexist with other multiplicities. G. 
Deleuze and F. Guattari (2005) call them plat-
eaus, these peculiar clumps of thought that are 
scattered throughout the text. They can be found 
anywhere, and the work can be read from any-
where. Because of this, it ceases to be a static 
and linear structure. At the same time, the per-
mutation does not interfere with the meaning of 
what is being understood. This is because each 
element of the rhizome, when getting mixed, is 
combined with the others, and they, in turn, are 
closely intertwined but are not fixed in a clear 
sequence. This was confirmed by J. Brody 
(1982), who drew attention to the semantic cores 
of “The Essays”, calling them the organizing be-
ginning of the book as a combination of various 
thematic works. He declared impermanence, na-
ture, and death to be the main cores of the work 
as a whole, considering them to be the basis of 
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0RQWDLJQHތV�PHQWDOLty. Commenting on the ap-
proach of J. Brody, N. Mavlevich (1998) consid-
ers it rational because in this way, it is possible to 
H[SODLQ� KRZ� ³H[WHUQDOO\� XQUHODWHG� IUDJPHQWV� RI�
the text get a new meaning and form an associa-
WLYH� IUDPHZRUN�RI� WKH�FKDSWHU´� �S�����). At the 
same time, however, the question of associativity 
DV�D�QDWXUDO�SURSHUW\�RI�0RQWDLJQHތV�WKLQNLQJ�RU�
associativity as a sign of his artistic writing a pri-
ori remains open. Presumably, both of these po-
sitions have the right to exist and do not contra-
dict each other, but this may be the subject of 
further research. 

 
Conclusion 

 
7KXV��WKH�ERRN�³7KH�(VVD\V´�E\�0RQWDLJQH�– 

a work representing the literature of the late Re-
naissance, is not devoid of postmodern practices, 
which, of course, are not paramount in the poetic 
characteristics of the French author, i.e. do not 
FRQVWLWXWH� XOWLPD� UDWLR�� 0RQWDLJQHތV� DUWLVWLF�
thinking focuses on experimental cognition and 
SUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�RQHތV�RZQ�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�WKURXJK�
a non-traditional rethinking of the experience 
consumed as individual-authorial commentary, 
reinterpretation and pre-definition. The philoso-
pher opposes any absolute and questions the inal-
ienable truths, endowing his reader, to whom he 
constantly appeals, with a great degree of free-
dom. Thus, we can speak of the French philoso-
SKHUތV�XVH�RI�several postmodern practices and in 
no way call him a postmodernist. The leading 
practices are: game strategies, intertextuality, 
focus on multiple interpretations, including his 
own, easy change of position, focus on the reas-
sessment of values, creation of a new type of 
reader as a co-creator of philosophizing, ironic 
understanding of reality, mosaicism and eclecti-
cism in creating a picture of the world. Mon-
taigne completed his works arbitrarily, non-
linearly and systematically; the author often re-
peats himself, which reveals the rhizome nature 
RI� WKH� FRPSRVLWLRQ� RI� KLV� ERRN� ³7KH� (VVD\V´��
The paradox is that, by combining tradition and 

experiment, Montaigne demonstrates the limita-
tions of both classical tradition and postmodern 
aesthetics, leaving considerable space for the ac-
ademic understanding of his extraordinary work, 
full of mysteries and hidden meanings. 
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