31 Of cannibals

*When King Pyrrhus passed over into Italy, after he had reconnoi-
tered the formation of the army that the Romans were sending to meet
him, he said: “T do not know what barbarians these are” (for so the
Greeks called all foreign nations), “but the formation of this army that
I see is not at all barbarous.” The Greeks said as much of the army that
Flamininus brought into their country, ¢and so did Philip, seeing trom
a knoll the order and distribution of the Roman camp, in his kingdom,
under Publius Sulpicius Galba. 4Thus we should beware of clinging
to vulgar opinions, and judge things by reason’s way, not by popular
say.

I had with me for a long time a man who had lived for ten or twelve
vears in that other world which has been discovered in our century, in
the place where Villegaignon landed, and which he called Antarctic
France This discovery of a boundless country seems worthy of con-
sideration. I don’t know if I can guarantee that some other such dis-
covery will not be made in the future, so many personages greater than
ourselves having been mistaken about this one. I am afraid we have
eyes bigger than our stomachs, and more curiosity than capacity. We
embrace everything, but we clasp only wind.

Plato brings in Solon, telling how he had learned from the priests
of the city of Sais in Egypt that in days of old, before the Flood, there
was a great island named Atlantis, right at the mouth of the Strait of
Gibraltar, which contained more land than Africa and Asia put together,
and that the kings of that country, who not only possessed that island
but had stretched out so far on the mainland that they held the breadth
of Africa as far as Egypt, and the length of Europe as far as Tuscany,
undertook to step over into Asia and subjugate all the nations that border
on the Mediterranean, as far as the Black Sea; and for this purpose
crossed the Spains, Gaul, Italy, as far as Greece, where the Athenians
checked them; but that some time after, both the Athenians and them-
selves and their island were swallowed up by the Flood.

It is quite likely that that extreme devastation of waters made amaz-
ing changes in the habitations of the earth, as people maintain that the
sea cut off Sicily from Italy—

B'Tis said an earthquake once asunder tore
These lands with dreadful havoc, which before
Formed but one land, one coast

VIRGIL

—ACyprus from Syria, the island of Euboea from the mainland of Boco-
tia; and elsewhere joined lands that were divided, filling the channels

between them with sand and mud:

1 In Brazil, in 1557,
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A sterile marsh, long fit for rowing, now
Feeds neighbor towns, and feels the heavv plow.

HORACE

But there is no great likelihood that that island was the new world which
we have just discovered; for it almost touched Spain, and it would be
an incredible result of a flood to have forced it away as far as it is, more
than twelve hundred leagues; besides, the travels of the moderns hiave
already almost revealed that it is not an island, but a mainland con-
nected with the East Indies on one side, and elsewhere with the lands
under the two poles; or, if it is separated from them, it is bv so narrow
a strait and interval that it does not deserve to be called an island on
that account.

BIt seems that there are movements, Ssome natural, others Bfeverish,
in these great bodies, just as in our own. When I consider the inroads
that my river, the Dordogne, is making in my lifetime into the richt
bank in its descent, and that in twenty vears it has gained so much
ground and stolen away the foundations of several buildings, I clearly
see that this is an extraordinary disturbance; for if it had alwavs gon’e
at this rate, or was to do so in the future, the face of the world would
be turned topsy-turvy. But rivers are subject to changes: now thev
overflow in one direction, now in another, now they keep to their course.
I am not speaking of the sudden inundations whose causes are manifest.
In Médoc, along the seashore, my brother, the sieur d’Arsac, can see an
estate of his buried under the sands that the sea spews forth; the tops of
some buildings are still visible; his farms and domains have changed
into very thin pasturage. The inhabitants say that for some time the
sea has been pushing toward them so hard that they have lost four
leagues of land. These sands are its harbingers; cand we see great dunes
of moving sand that march half a league ahead of it and keep conquer-
ing land.

#The other testimony of antiquity with which some would connect
this discovery is in Aristotle, at least if that little book Of Unheard-of
Wonders is by him. He there relates that certain Carthaginians, after
setting out upon the Atlantic Ocean from the Strait of Gibraltar and sail-
ing a long time, at last discovered a great fertile island, all clothed in
woods and watered by great deep rivers, far remote from any mainland:
and that they, and others since, attracted by the goodness and fertih't\;
of the soil, went there with their wives and children, and began to settle
there. The lords of Carthage, seeing that their countrv was gradually
becoming depopulated, expressly forbade anvone to go there any more,
on pain of death, and drove out these new inhabitants, fearing, it is
said, that in course of time they might come to multiplv so greatly as
to supplant their former masters and rnin their state. This storv of
Aristotle does not fit our new lands anv better than the other. '

This man I had was a simple, crude fellow?—a character it to bear

= The traveler Montaigne spoke of o the beginning of the chapter.
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true witness; for clever people observe more things and more curiously,
but they interpret them; and to lend weight and conviction to their in-
terpretation, they cannot help altering history a little. They never show
vou things as they are, but bend and disguise them according to the way
they have seen them; and to give credence to their judgment and attract
you to it, they are prone to add something to their matter, to stretch it
out and amplify it. We need a man either very honest, or so simple
that he has not the stuff to build up false inventions and give them
plausibility; and wedded to no theory. Such was my man; and besides
this, he at various times brought sailors and merchants, whom he had
known on that trip, to see me. So I content myself with his information,
without inquiring what the cosmographers say about it.

We ought to have topographers who would give us an exact account
of the places where they have been. But because they have over us
the advantage of having seen Palestine, they want to enjoy the privilege
of telling us news about all the rest of the world. I would like everyone
to write what he knows, and as much as he knows, not only in this, but
in all other subjects; for a man may have some special knowledge and
experience of the nature of a river or a fountain, who in other matters
knows only what everybody knows. However, to circulate this little
scrap of knowledge, he will undertake to write the whole of physics.
From this vice spring many great abuses.

Now, to return to my subject, I think there is nothing barbarous and
savage in that nation, from what I have been told, except that each man
calls barbarism whatever is not his own practice; for indeed it seems we
have no other test of truth and reason than the example and pattern of
the opinions and customs of the country we live in. There is always the
perfect religion, the perfect government, the perfect and accomplished
manners in all things. Those people are wild, just as we call wild the
fruits that Nature has produced by herself and in her normal course:
whereas really it is those that we have changed artificially and led astray
from the common order, that we should rather call wild. The former
retain alive and vigorous their genuine, their most useful and natural,
virtues and properties, which we have debased in the latter in adapting
them to gratify our corrupted taste. CAnd yet for all that, the savor and
delicacy of some uncultivated fruits of those countries is quite as ex-
cellent, even to our taste, as that of our own. Alt is not reasonable that
art should win the place of honor over our great and powerful mother
Nature. We have so overloaded the beauty and richness of her works
by our inventions that we have quite smothered her. Yet wherever her
purity shines forth, she wonderfully puts to shame our vain and frivolous
attempts:

Blvy comes readier without our care;
In lonely caves the arbutus grows more fair;
No art with artless bird song can compare.

PROPERTIUS

AAll our efforts cannot even succeed in reproducing the nest of the tiniest
little bird, its contexture, its beauty and convenience; or even the web
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of the puny spider. CAll things, says Plato, are produced by nature, by
fortune, or by art; the greatest and most beautiful bv one or the other
of the first two, the least and most imperfect by the last.

AThese nations, then, seem to me barbarous in this sense, that they
have been fashioned very little by the human mind, and are still very
close to their original naturalness. The laws of nature still rule them,
very little corrupted by ours; and they are in such a state of purity
that I am sometimes vexed that they were unknown earlier, in the davs
when there were men able to judge them better than we. I am sorry
that Lycurgus and Plato did not know of them; for it seems to me that
what we actually see in these nations surpasses not only all the pictures
in which poets have idealized the golden age and all their inventions
in imagining a happy state of man, but also the conceptions and the very
desire of philosophy. They could not imagine a naturalness so pure and
simple as we see by experience; nor could they believe that our society
could be maintained with so little artifice and human solder. This is a
nation, I should say to Plato, in which there is no sort of traffic, no knowl-
edge of letters, no science of numbers, no name for a magistrate or for
political superiority, no custom of servitude, no riches or poverty, no
contracts, no successions, no partitions, no occupations but leisure ones,
no care for any but common kinship, no clothes, no agriculture, no metal,
no use of wine or wheat. The very words that signify lying, treachery,
dissimulation, avarice, envy, belittling, pardon—unheard of. How far
from this perfection would he find the republic that he imagined:
“Men fresh sprung from the gods [Seneca].

BThese manners nature first ordained.
VIRGIL

AFor the rest, they live in a country with a very pleasant and tem-
perate climate, so that according to my witnesses it is rare to see a sick
man there; and they have assured me that they never saw one palsied,
bleary-eyed, toothless, or bent with age. They are settled along the sea
and shut in on the land side by great high mountains, with a stretch
about a hundred leagues wide in between. They have a great abundance
of fish and flesh which bear no resemblance to ours, and they eat them
with no other artifice than cooking. The first man who rode a horse
there, though he had had dealings with them on several other trips, so
horrified them in this posture that they shot him dead with arrows be-
fore they could recognize him.

Their buildings are very long, with a capacity of two or three hun-
dred souls; they are covered with the bark of great trees, the strips
reaching to the ground at one end and supporting and leaning on one
another at the top, in the manner of some of our barns, whose covering
hangs down to the ground and acts as a side. They have wood so hard
that they cut with it and make of it their swords and arills to cook their
food. Their beds are of a cotton weave, hung from the roof like those
in our ships, each man having his own; for the wives sleep apart from
their husbands.

They get up with the sun, and eat immediately upon rising, to last
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them through the day; for they take no other meal than that one. Like
some other Eastern peoples, of whom Suidas tells us, who drank apart
from meals, they do not drink then; but they drink several times a day,
and to capacity. Their drink is made of some root, and is of the color
of our claret wines. They drink it only lJukewarm. This beverage keeps
only two or three days; it has a slightly sharp taste, is not at all heady,
is good for the stomach, and has a laxative effect upon those who are not
used to it; it is a very pleasant drink for anyone who is accustomed to it.
In place of bread they use a certain white substance like preserved
coriander. I have tried it; it tastes sweet and a little flat.

The whole day is spent in dancing. The younger men go to hunt
animals with bows. Some of the women busy themselves meanwhile
with warming their drink, which is their chief duty. Some one of the
old men, in the morning before they begin to eat, preaches to the whole
barnful in common, walking from one end to the other, and repeating
one single sentence several times until he has completed the circuit (for
the buildings are fully a hundred paces long). He recommends to them
only two things: valor against the enemy and love for their wives. And
they never fail to point out this obligation, as their refrain, that it is
their wives who keep their drink warm and seasoned.

There may be seen in several places, including my own house, speci-
mens of their beds, of their ropes, of their wooden swords and the
bracelets with which they cover their wrists in combats, and of the big
canes, open at one end, by whose sound they keep time in their dances.
They are close shaven all over, and shave themselves much more cleanly
than we, with nothing but a wooden or stone razor. They believe that
souls are immortal, and that those who have deserved well of the gods
are lodged in that part of heaven where the sun rises, and the damned
in the west.

They have some sort of priests and prophets, but they rarely appear
before the people, having their home in the mountains. On their ar-
rival there is a great feast and solemn assembly of several villages—
each barn, as I have described it, makes up a village, and they are about
one French league from each other. The prophet speaks to them in
public, exhorting them to virtue and their duty; but their whole ethical
science contains only these two articles: resoluteness in war and af-
fection for their wives. He prophesies to them things to come and the
results they are to expect from their undertakings, and urges them to
war or holds them back from it; but this is on the condition that when
he fails to prophesy correctly, and if things turn out otherwise than he
has predicted, he is cut into a thousand pieces if they catch him, and
condemned as a false prophet. For this reason, the prophet who has
once been mistaken is never seen again.

CDivination is a gift of God; that is why its abuse should be punished
as imposture. Among the Scythians, when the soothsayers failed to hit
the mark, they were laid, chained hand and foot, on carts full of heather
and drawn by oxen, on which they were burned. Those who handle
matters subject to the control of human capacity are excusable if they do
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the best they can. But these others, who come and trick us with assur-
ances of an extraordinary faculty that is beyond our ken, should they
not be punished for not making good their promise, and for the temerity
of their imposture?

AThey have their wars with the nations beyond the mountains,
turther inland, to which they go quite naked, with no other arms than
bows or wooden swords ending in a sharp point, in the manner of the
tongues of our boar spears. It is astonishing what firmness they show
in their combats, which never end but in slaughter and bloodshed; for
as to routs and terror, they know nothing of either.

Each man brings back as his trophy the head of the enemy he has
killed, and sets it up at the entrance to his dwelling. After they have
treated their prisoners well for a long time with all the hospitality they
can think of, each man who has a prisoner calls a great assembly of his
acquaintances. He ties a rope to one of the prisoner’s arms, by the end
of which he holds him, a few steps away, for fear of being hurt, Aand
gives his dearest friend the other arm to hold in the same way; and
these two, in the presence of the whole assembly, kill him with their
swords. This done, they roast him and eat him in common and send
some pieces to their absent friends. This is not, as people think, for
nourishment, as of old the Scythians used to do; it is to betoken an ex-
treme revenge. And the proof of this came when they saw the Portu-
guese, who had joined forces with their adversaries, inflict a different
kind of death on them when they took them prisoner, which was to bury
them up to the waist, shoot the rest of their body full of arrows, and
afterward hang them. They thought that these people from the other
world, being men who had sown the knowledge of many vices among
their neighbors and were much greater masters than themselves in
every sort of wickedness, did not adopt this sort of vengeance without
some reason, and that it must be more painful than their own; so they
began to give up their old method and to follow this one.

I am not sorry that we notice the barbarous horror of such acts, but
I am heartily sorry that, judging their faults rightly, we should be so
blind to our own. I think there is more barbarity in eating a man alive
than in eating him dead; and in tearing by tortures and the rack a body
still full of fecling, in roasting a man bit by bit, in having him bitten
and mangled by dogs and swine {as we have not only read but seen
within fresh memory, not among ancient enemies, but among neighbors
and fellow citizens, and what is worse, on the pretext of piety and re-
ligion), than in roasting and eating him after he is dead.

Indeed, Chrysippus and Zeno, heads of the Stoic sect, thought there
was nothing wrong in using our carcasses for any purpose in case of
need, and getting nourishment from them; just as our ancestors, when
besieged by Caesar in the city of Alésia, resolved to relieve their famine
by eating old men, women, and other people useless for fighting.

BThe Gascons once, ’tis said, their life renewed
By eating of such food.
JUVENAL



156 ESSAYS

#And physicians do not fear to use human flesh in all sorts of ways for
our health, applying it either inwardly or cutwardly. But there never
was any opinion so disordered as to excuse treachery, disloyalty, tyr-
anny, and cruelty, which are our ordinary vices.

So we may well call these people barbarians, in respect to the rules
of reason, but not in respect to ourselves, who surpass them in every
kind of barbarity.

Their warfare is wholly noble and generous, and as excusable and
beautiful as this human disease can be; its only basis among them is
their rivalry in valor. They are not fighting for the conquest of new
lands, for they still enjoy that natural abundance that provides them
without toil and trouble with all necessary things in such profusion that
they have no wish to enlarge their boundaries. They are still in that
happy state of desiring only as much as their natural needs demand; any-
thing beyond that is superfluous to them.

They generally call those of the same age, brothers; those who are
younger, children; and the old men are fathers to all the others. These
leave to their heirs in common the full possession of their property, with-
out division or any other title at ali than just the one that Nature gives
to her creatures in bringing them into the world,

If their neighbors cross the mountains to attack them and win a
victory, the gain of the victor is glory, and the advantage of having
proved the master in valor and virtue; for apart from this they have no
use for the goods of the vanquished, and they return to their own
country, where they lack neither anything necessary nor that great
thing, the knowledge of how to enjoy their condition happily and be
content with it. These men of ours do the same in their turn. They
demand of their prisoners no other ransom than that they confess and
acknowledge their defeat. But there is not one in a whole century who
does not choose to die rather than to relax a single bit, by word or look,
from the grandeur of an invincible courage; not one who would not
rather be killed and eaten than so much as ask not to be. They treat
‘them very freely, so that life may be all the dearer to them, and usually
entertain them with threats of their coming death, of the torments they
will have to suffer, the preparations that are being made for that pur-
pose, the cutting up of their limbs, and the feast that will be made at
their expense. All this is done for the sole purpose of extorting from their
lips some weak or base word, or making them want to flee, so as to
gain the advantage of having terrified them and broken down their
firmness. For indeed, if you take it the right way, it is in this point alone
that true victory lies:

€It is no victory
Unless the varquished foe admits your mastery.

CLAUDIAN

The Hungarians, very bellicose fighters, did not in olden times
pursue their advantage beyond putting the enemy at their mercy. For
having wrung a confession from him to this effect, they let him go
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unharmed and unransomed, except, at most, for exacting his promise
never again to take up arms against them.,

4We win enough advantages over our enemies that are borrowed
advantages, not really our own. It is the quality of a porter, not of valor,
to have sturdier arms and legs; agility is a dead and corporeal quality;
it is a stroke of luck to make our enemy stumble, or dazzle his eyes
by the sunlight; it is a trick of art and technique, which may be found
in a worthless coward, to be an able fencer. The worth and value of
a man is in his heart and his will; there lies his real honor. Valor is the
strength, not of legs and arms, but of heart and soul; it consists not in
the worth of our horse or our weapons, but in our own. He who falls
obstinate in his courage, Cif he has fallen, he fights on his knees [Senecal.
“He who relaxes none of his assurance, no matter how great the danger
of imminent death; who, giving up his soul, still looks firmly and scorn-
fully at his enemy—he is beaten not by us, but by fortune; he is killed,
not conquered.

BThe most valiant are sometimes the most unfortunate. ¢Thus there
are triumphant defeats that rival victories. Nor did those four sister
victories, the fairest that the sun ever set eyes on—Salamis, Plataea,
Mycale, and Sicily—ever dare match all their combined glory against
the glory of the annihilation of King Leonidas and his men at the pass
of Thermopylae.

Who ever hastened with more glorious and ambitious desire to win
a battle than Captain Ischolas to lose one? Who ever secured his safety
more ingeniously and painstakingly than he did his destruction? He
was charged to defend a certain pass in the Peloponnesus against the
Arcadians. Finding himself wholly incapable of doing this, in view
of the nature of the place and the inequality of the forces, he made up
his mind that all who confronted the enemy would necessarily have
to remain on the field. On the other hand, deeming it unworthy both
of his own virtue and magnanimity and of the Lacedaemonian name
to fail in his charge, he took a middle course between these two ex-
tremes, in this way. The youngest and fittest of his band he preserved
for the defense and service of their country, and sent them home; and
with those whose loss was less important, he determined to hold this
pass, and by their death to make the enemy buy their entry as dearly
as he could. And so it turned out. For he was presently surrounded
on all sides by the Arcadians, and after slaughtering a large number
of them, he and his men were all put to the sword. Is there a trophy
dedicated to victors that would not be more due to these vanquished?
The role of true victory is in fighting, not in coming off safelv; and the
honor of valor consists in combating, not in beating. -

“To return to our story. These prisoners are so far from giving in,
in spite of all that is done to them, that on the contrary, during the two
or three months that they are kept, they wear a gay expression; they
urge their captors to hurry and put them to the test; they defy them,
insult them, reproach them with their cowardice and the number of
battles they have lost to the prisoners’ own people.
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I have a song composed by a prisoner which contains this challenge,
that they should all come boldly and gather to dine off him, for they
will be eating at the same time their own fathers and grandfathers, who
have served to feed and nourish his body. “These muscles,” he says,
“this flesh and these veins are your own, poor fools that you are. You
do not recognize that the substance of vour ancestors’” limbs is still con-
tained in them. Savor them well; you will find in them the taste of your
own flesh.” An idea that certainly does not smack of barbarity. Those
that paint these people dying, and who show the execution, portray
the prisoner spitting in the face of his slayers and scowling at them.
Indeed, to the last gasp they never stop braving and defying their
enemies by word and look. Truly here are real savages by our standards;
for either they must be thoroughly so, or we must be; there is an amazing
distance between their character and ours.

The men there have several wives, and the higher their reputation
for valor the more wives they have. It is a remarkably beautiful thing
about their marriages that the same jealousy our wives have to keep us
from the affection and kindness of other women, theirs have to win this
for them. Being more concerned for their husbands’ honor than for
anything else, they strive and scheme to have as many companions as
they can, since that is a sign of their husbands’ valor.

“Our wives will cry “Miracle!” but it is no miracle. It is a properly
matrimonial virtue, but one of the highest order. In the Bible, Leah,
Rachel, Sarah, and Jacob’s wives gave their beautiful handmaids to
their husbands; and Livia seconded the appetites of Augustus, to her
own disadvantage; and Stratonice, the wife of King Deiotarus, not only
lent her husband for his use a very beautiful young chambermaid in
her service, but carefully brought up her children, and backed them up
to succeed to their father’s estates.

AAnd lest it be thought that all this is done through a simple and
servile bondage to usage and through the pressure of the authority of
their ancient customs, without reasoning or judgment, and because their
minds are so stupid that they cannot take any other course, I must cite
some examples of their capacity. Besides the warlike song I have just
quoted, I have another, a love song, which begins in this vein: “Adder,
stay; stay, adder, that from the pattern of your coloring my sister may
draw the fashion and the workmanship of a rich girdle that I may give
to my love; so may your beauty and your pattern be forever preferred
to all other serpents.” This first couplet is the refrain of the song. Now
I am familiar enough with poetry to be a judge of this: not only is there
nothing barbarous in this fancy, but it is altogether Anacreontic. Their
language, moreover, is a soft language, with an agreeable sound, some-
what like Greek in its endings.

Three of these men, ignorant of the price they will pay some day,
in loss of repose and happiness, for gaining knowledge of the corrup-
tions of this side of the ocean; ignorant also of the fact that of this inter-
course will come their ruin (which I suppose is already well advanced:
poor wretches, to let themselves be tricked by the desire for new things,
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and to have left the serenity of their own sky to come and see ours! )—
three of these men were at Rouen, at the time the late King Charles IX?
was there. The king talked to them for a long time; they were shown
our ways, our splendor, the aspect of a fine city. After that, someone
asked their opinion, and wanted to know what they had found most
amazing. They mentioned three things, of which I have forgotten the
third, and I am very sorry for it; but I still remember two of them. They
said that in the first place they thought it very strange that so many
grown men, bearded, strong, and armed, who were around the king
(it is likely that they were talking about the Swiss of his guard) should
submit to obey a child, and that one of them was not chosen to command
instead. Second (they have a way in their language of speaking of men
as halves of one another), they had noticed that there were among us
men full and gorged with all sorts of good things, and that their other
halves were beggars at their doors, emaciated with hunger and poverty;
and they thought it strange that these needy halves could endure such
an injustice, and did not take the others by the throat, or set fire to
their houses.

I had a very long talk with one of them; but I had an interpreter
who followed my meaning so badly, and who was so hindered by his
stupidity in taking in my ideas, that I could get hardly any satisfaction
from the man. When I asked him what profit he gained from his
superior position among his people (for he was a captain, and our sailors
called him king ), he told me that it was to march foremost in war. How
many men followed him? He pointed to a piece of ground, to signify
as many as such a space could hold; it might have been four or five
thousand men. Did all his authority expire with the war? He said that
this much remained, that when he visited the villages dependent on
him, they made paths for him through the underbrush by which he
might pass quite comfortably.

All this is not too bad—but what’s the use? They don’t wear breeches.



