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MARCUS AURELIUS (AD 121–80) was born (as Marcus Annius Verus) into a distinguished Roman family; after his father died in his childhood, he was adopted first by his grandfather and then by his uncle, Aurelius Antoninus, who became emperor in 138. Marcus married Antoninus’ daughter, Faustina, in 145 and they had several children, including Commodus, his first and only surviving son, who succeeded Marcus as emperor. On the death of Antoninus in 161, Marcus became emperor, along with Lucius Verus, who had also been adopted by Antoninus. They ruled together until Lucius’ death from illness in 169. Marcus’ period as emperor was dominated by confronting serious external threats to the boundaries and stability of the empire, especially from the Parthians in the east and the Germans in the north. Much of the period 168–80 was spent by Marcus in the Danube region, campaigning against the Germans, mostly successfully. In 175 there was a short and unsuccessful rebellion against him by Avidius Cassius. He died from illness in 180.

Marcus had the normal Roman aristocratic education in oratory and literature; his teachers included Fronto, and an extensive correspondence between them survives. But he was attracted from an early age to philosophy; the Stoic teachings of Epictetus were a special influence. The Meditations, probably written in his later years, served as a philosophical notebook in which he set down short reflections, based on Stoic ethics, summarizing the principles on which he based his life.
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INTRODUCTION

THE Meditations of Marcus Aurelius is a work without parallel among writings surviving from Classical antiquity—and an exceptional work in any age and culture. It is the philosophical diary of a Roman emperor, probably written while he was campaigning in Germany near the end of his life. In short, intense, and often powerful reflections, Marcus tries to articulate his core beliefs and values. Drawing mainly on Stoic philosophy, but formulated in his own way, Marcus finds the resources to help him meet challenges that he is acutely conscious of but which are also universal: facing one’s own approaching death, making sense of one’s social role and projects, looking for moral significance in the natural world.

Marcus’ Life and Career

Marcus (AD 121–80) was born in Rome as Marcus Annius Verus into a family of Spanish origin which had already achieved political distinction. His father died while Marcus was a child, and he was brought up by his grandfather, a relative of the emperor Hadrian. Hadrian admired the young Marcus, calling him Verissimus (‘most truthful’). When Hadrian chose Antoninus Pius as his heir and successor, he made Antoninus adopt as his sons Marcus and another young man, Lucius Verus. Marcus was educated by a number of famous teachers, including the orator Fronto; much of their correspondence survives, and a selection is included in this volume. From the age of 12, Marcus showed a strong interest in philosophy; after an early introduction to Stoicism, Junius Rusticus guided him to Epictetus’ Discourses, which formed an important influence on the Meditations (1.7).1 Marcus married Antoninus’ daughter, Faustina, his first cousin, in 145, and seemed to have had a largely happy marriage, with several children. In Book 1 of the Meditations (the only book which has a single theme and overall structure), Marcus reviews the ethical and intellectual influence of his family and friends, giving special attention to his adoptive father and predecessor as emperor, Antoninus Pius (1.16).

Marcus’ period as emperor (161–80) was marked by good relations between emperor and senate and was generally seen as a period of good administration. He ruled as co-emperor with Lucius Verus until Lucius’ death from illness in 169, and this collaboration seemed to have worked well. However, this was also a period when the stability of the Roman empire was under threat from external enemies, and much of Marcus’ effort was devoted to organizing resistance to these threats. Between 162 and 165, the main focus was on responding to the Parthian invasion of the eastern part of the empire, with Lucius Verus as commander. In 166 and 168, plagues in Italy and the death of Lucius interrupted attempts to stabilize the Danube frontier of the empire. There was a serious invasion by German tribes in 170, leading Marcus to carry out a series of campaigns in north Italy and Germany until his death in 180. These campaigns were largely successful and the borders of the empire were secured. A further threat was a failed revolt against Marcus by Avidius Cassius, governor of Egypt and Syria in 175. There were also persecutions of the Christians in Roman Gaul (France) and Asia Minor (Turkey), remembered bitterly in Christian sources but not treated as of much importance in Roman historical records. Despite all these disturbances, Marcus’ period as emperor was regarded as a good one at the time and afterwards, especially by contrast with his son, Commodus (emperor 180–92), who ruled badly and was finally assassinated as a tyrant.2

Meditations: Form, Purpose, Style

In a sense the Meditations have virtually no literary form and belong to no recognized genre of ancient writing. The title, Meditations, was given to the work in the seventeenth century; an alternative title ‘To Himself’, though it goes back to the ninth century, is not thought to be Marcus’ own.3 Probably the work had no title and was not intended for publication but served as a purely private notebook for Marcus’ reflections. Ancient Greek and Roman texts are conventionally subdivided into ‘books’ and ‘chapters’; and this arrangement has been applied to this work. But only the first book (which records Marcus’ ethical debts to those who have influenced him) has any clear overall structure, and it was presumably composed in that way by Marcus. The other books show little or no sign of deliberate organization. It seems likely that Marcus simply wrote down one or two comments at moments of leisure, for instance, at the beginning or end of the day, and the resulting work is the sum of those comments. The Meditations are written in Greek, which was the standard language for ancient philosophy and which Marcus would have known well (though, of course, his normal language was Latin). There are some indications that the work was written towards the end of his life; two books (2 and 3) have headings which refer to his German campaigns. Frequent and increasing references to his age, dissatisfaction with his associates, and his approaching death may indicate that the order of the books corresponds to the order in which they were written.4

In spite of the non-standard character of Marcus’ book, it is not difficult to identify its overall aim. Marcus is writing to examine his inmost thoughts and advise himself how best to live. More precisely, he tries to encapsulate, in short, striking sentences, key ethical principles and insights to support the overall direction of his life. As he puts it himself: ‘So constantly grant yourself this retreat and so renew yourself; but keep within you concise and basic precepts that will be enough, at first encounter, to cleanse you from all distress and to send you back without discontent to the life to which you will return’ (4.3). The broader context for this aim is the spread of works of (what we might call) ‘practical ethics’ in the first and second centuries AD. These have their roots in the philosophical theories, particularly Stoicism and Epicureanism, that emerged in the Hellenistic era (third to first century BC); but this kind of writing is also influenced by the great fourth-century BC thinkers Plato and Aristotle, especially Plato. Especially important for Marcus were the Discourses of Epictetus (c. AD 55–135), recording his Stoic teachings on practical ethics. Seneca (c.4 BC–AD 65), another Roman politician strongly influenced by Stoic philosophy, wrote extensively on this topic through the medium of dialogues, essays, and literary letters. Two general types of such writing especially underlie the Meditations, both types widely used in Stoicism, which is the main theory relevant for Marcus. One type offers generalized guidance about how to direct your ethical life, referring especially to the good qualities or virtues you should aim to express, and stressing that these should inform the roles and projects you undertake in life. The treatise On Duties (or On Obligations), especially Book 1, by Cicero (106–43 BC), another Roman politician-philosopher, is a famous example of this kind of writing. The other type is philosophy used as a means of therapy, designed to identify psychological and ethical failings (or sicknesses) and to cure them. Cicero also wrote in this genre (Tusculan Disputations) as did Seneca (On Anger). Marcus’ Meditations reflect the aims and themes of both these two kinds of writing, and combine advice and therapy in a highly distinctive way.5

By Marcus’ time, Stoic thinkers had also worked out specific schemes or methods of practical ethics, designed to enable people to conduct their own self-improvement in a relatively systematic way. Seneca, for instance, advocates a threefold method: (1) assessing the ethical value of each object or activity, (2) adjusting your motivation to match the value of the object, and (3) working towards consistency between motivation and action.6 Epictetus offers a rather similar three-stage pattern. The first stage is matching our desires with the value of what we desire, and doing so in a way that shapes our emotional response. The second is forming motivation that is ethically appropriate, particularly in our dealings with other people. The third is aiming at complete consistency between our various beliefs and between our beliefs and our actions.7 In the Meditations, we sometimes find versions of these methods, though the stages are not always given in the same order as in the other thinkers (8.7, 9.6–7). One recurrent feature is what Marcus describes as a ‘stripping’ method, focused on giving things their proper ethical value and ensuring that this valuation is reflected in how we act and feel in each case.8 Pierre Hadot describes these practices as ‘spiritual exercises’, and compares them to medieval Christian methods of meditation and self-correction. The parallel is perhaps not exact; the ancient focus is on philosophically guided ethics rather than religion. But the comparison brings out the fact that ancient philosophy, like medieval Christianity, evolved special methods of reflective self-guidance and Marcus draws on these methods in his writing.9

How important for understanding Marcus’ aims is the fact that the Meditations are private and self-addressed? To some extent, this seems simply to reflect the specific circumstances of Marcus’ life. For an emperor, especially one who had to spend much of his time campaigning to defend the stability of the Roman empire, making reflective entries in a notebook may have been the most he could reasonably do by way of philosophical composition. Unlike Cicero or Seneca, Marcus did not have the time or opportunity to become an expert in philosophy and to communicate this expertise to an educated reading public. But there may also have been more positive reasons for Marcus to address himself specifically. Self-scrutiny and self-examination were standard features of philosophical practice at this time; and the methods of practical ethics evolved in this period were designed to encourage people to take forward their own self-improvement. Marcus sometimes emphasizes the fact that his comments form a kind of inner dialogue, addressing his ‘soul’, or his ‘imagination’, or constructing a kind of internal conversation.10

The self-addressed form of the Meditations is taken by some philosophers as one of a number of indications of an ‘inward turn’ or ‘turn towards the self’ in the first and second centuries AD, for instance by Michel Foucault.11 This view is at least partly justified. These methods of practical ethics are designed to enable people to shape their own motivation and beliefs in a way that depends on their own effort and reflection rather than on their social context. However, to turn ‘inwards’ or to turn ‘towards the self’ are ideas which have very different meanings at different times and in different social settings, for instance, in the imperial court in second-century AD Rome, in medieval Christian monasteries, or the Parisian ‘left bank’ (university quarter) in the 1980s, when Foucault wrote on this topic. Certainly, it would be wrong to suppose that in the early Roman empire this tendency led to the emergence of a radically subjective sense of ‘self’ or the valuation of unique individuality—ideas sometimes associated with inwardness and self-concern in modern times. In Marcus, as in his intellectual and social culture, self-concern is firmly linked with the idea that human beings are fundamentally members of a community, and that communal membership underpins the shared search for an objective basis for living a human life.12

The style of the Meditations reflects its overall objectives. At first sight, the effect is very abstract and generalized. Apart from Book 1, with its distinctive programme, there are few references to specific individuals or events. Like Seneca in his philosophical writings, Marcus does not discuss his political activities in concrete terms. This reflects Marcus’ aim of articulating core ethical principles for shaping his life as a whole, rather than the specific actions informed by those principles. However, when examined more closely, these abstract reflections have their own distinctive style and there are significant variations within this style. The typical overall effect is one of compression, intensity, and urgency. Many of the reflections, however short, are designed to formulate a profound, even ultimate, ethical truth or an insight that reflects this truth. Often, too, Marcus aims to bring out—again in a few phrases or sentences—connections between different ethical principles or between ethics and the study of nature.

This epigrammatic writing style has no obvious single model in earlier Stoic philosophical writing, though Epictetus’ reported dialogues represent the closest parallel. Marcus, while not discussing his writing strategy explicitly, seems deliberately to use echoes or quotations of earlier thinkers, not all of them Stoic, to construct this style. He cites brief phrases or longer extracts, especially from the Presocratic philosopher Heraclitus (late sixth and early fifth century BC) and Plato’s dialogues, as well as Epictetus’ Discourses. He also adopts various styles which reflect these and other philosophical movements with a view to bringing out (to himself) the force of the ideas he summarizes. Some of the reflections have the dark, oracular intensity we find in the surviving fragments of Heraclitus. Others seem designed to convey the cosmic or transcendental style sometimes used by Plato. Marcus takes up what is sometimes called ‘the view from above’ or stresses that we, human beings, are ‘only a part’ of a larger universe. At other times, he adopts a more mordant or sardonic tone, recalling contemporary Cynic writings, to express the transience of human life or to detach himself from (merely) bodily experiences or material wealth.13 These stylistic variations seem to be used as different ways of carrying forward the same underlying project of bringing home to himself fundamental ethical truths and detaching himself from more familiar, or superficial, ways of thinking about actions and relationships.

Marcus and Philosophy

What is Marcus’ relationship to the philosophy of his age? Despite some reservations and apparent counter-indications, Stoicism is certainly his most important intellectual influence. This conclusion is not perhaps an obvious one. Marcus never announces his allegiance to Stoicism, does not refer to Zeno (334–262 BC), the founder of Stoicism, and only twice mentions Chrysippus (c. 280–c. 206 BC), the most important Stoic theorist. At one point, he refers to ‘the Stoics’, as if he is not one (though he may mean ‘Stoic teachers’).14 He also makes it plain that his philosophical education did not give him a thorough grounding in all three of the main branches of Stoic philosophy, namely logic (or dialectic), physics (the study of nature), and ethics.15 In addition, as just noted, the style of the Meditations sometimes carries strong allusions to other philosophical theories and movements; and this inclusive approach affects the way that he formulates some key Stoic themes. He also shows a rather surprising readiness to accept the ideas of Epicureanism (usually seen as the chief opponents of Stoicism in this period), particularly on the question of whether nature embodies an inbuilt purpose or not.16 As an emperor, Marcus re-established in Athens formal teaching positions for the four main philosophical schools of his day, those of Plato, Aristotle, Epicureanism, and Stoicism (Cassius Dio 72.5). It might seem that, in the Meditations too, Marcus was an eclectic thinker, picking elements from different theories, rather than a committed Stoic.

However, there are a number of reasons for not drawing this conclusion. Eclecticism has sometimes been seen as characteristic of intellectual life in this period. But, although some thinkers were genuinely eclectic, including Galen (AD 129–c.216), a philosophically minded medical thinker and one of Marcus’ medical advisers, this was not a very widespread attitude. It is more common for thinkers in this period to have a single philosophical allegiance even if they have a rather inclusive view of what this allegiance involves.17 Some of the thinkers that Marcus alludes to, including Heraclitus and Plato (or Socrates), had played an important role in the formation of Stoicism or in its developing history.18 Cynicism, which Marcus also evokes, had also been an influence on Stoicism and was viewed favourably by some Stoics under the Roman empire. Epictetus’ Discourses, which were certainly highly influential on the Meditations, contain positive comments on the thinkers to whom Marcus refers. Seneca, who is more of a specialist Stoic philosopher than Marcus, is also ready to see common ground between Epicurean and Stoic ideas, though Marcus goes further in this direction than Seneca does.19

Core Ideas of Stoic Ethics

A more positive reason for seeing Stoicism as influential on Marcus is that the Meditations as a whole is strongly reminiscent of Stoic ideas, even if Marcus does not use technical Stoic vocabulary and sometimes recasts these ideas in his own distinctive ways. We can identify at least five features which were seen in this period as distinctive of Stoicism; and they match strongly marked themes in the Meditations. (1) One is the idea that the virtuous life is identical with the happy life (that virtue is all that is needed to ensure happiness). Other things widely regarded as good, such as health or material prosperity and even the well-being of one’s family and friends, are seen as being irrelevant for happiness; they are ‘matters of indifference’, even if they are naturally ‘preferable’. (2) A second theme is that emotions and desires depend directly on beliefs about what is valuable or desirable; they do not form a separate (non-rational) dimension of psychological life. The emotions and desires most people form are seen as shaped by mistaken ethical beliefs and in this sense as being psychological ‘sicknesses’. (3) A third theme is that human beings have an inbuilt natural inclination to benefit others. This inclination, if properly developed, is expressed both in full-hearted engagement with family and communal roles and in a readiness to accept all human beings, as such, as part of a ‘brotherhood’ or ‘cosmic city’ and as proper objects of ethical concern. These three ideas add up to a highly idealized view of human ethics and psychology, one that ancient critics thought was over-idealistic and unrealistic. None the less, the Stoics maintained that all human beings are fundamentally capable of progressing towards the ideal state of complete virtue and happiness, though they admitted that no one had perhaps achieved this completely. Hence, ethical life, for Stoicism, consisted in an ongoing process or journey towards this goal, a journey for which their methods of practical ethics were a means of support.20

The three themes, together with the related ideas about ethical development or progress, fall within the sphere of ‘ethics’, as understood in Stoicism. (4) Another distinctive theme falls within ‘physics’ (the study of nature) and the interface between ethics and physics. A topic of major debate at this time was whether the natural universe embodied inbuilt purpose or meaning or whether it was simply the random outcome of natural laws or processes. The Stoics, following Plato and Aristotle, adopted the first view, the Epicureans maintained the second, which was linked with their theory about the atomic nature of matter. The Stoic belief in inbuilt purpose was connected with their view that all events are determined, and that the whole sequence of events embodies divine purpose or providentiality. As this point illustrates, the Stoics saw the branches of philosophy (in this case, ethics and physics) as interconnected and mutually supporting. Thus, their belief in divine providence belonged to the study of theology (which for them formed part of physics). But this belief also helped to provide a meaningful framework for ethics; while ethics in turn made sense of ideas (such as ‘good’) which underpinned the notion of providentiality and thus supported the principles of theology. (5) As this point indicates, the Stoics saw philosophy as forming a highly unified and systematic body of knowledge. The ability to trace and understand connections between different ideas and between the branches of philosophy thus formed an important part of the study of Stoicism.21

An Illustrative Reading: Meditations 3.11

The relevance of these ideas to the Meditations can be brought out in two complementary ways. One is by examining in some depth a single chapter, which shows how Marcus draws on these ideas and also how he weaves them together into a connected sequence. The other is by discussing in more general terms certain recurrent—and sometimes striking and distinctive—ways in which he treats each of these themes. First, let us look closely at this chapter (3.11):

To the preceding pieces of advice, one more should be added: always make a sketch or plan of whatever presents itself to your mind, so as to see what sort of thing it is when stripped down to its essence, as a whole and in its separate parts; and tell yourself its proper name, and the names of the elements from which it has been put together and into which it will finally be resolved. For nothing is as effective in creating greatness of mind as being able to examine methodically and truthfully everything that presents itself in life, and always viewing things in such a way as to consider what kind of use each thing serves in what kind of a universe, and what value it has to human beings as citizens of that highest of cities of which all other cities are, as it were, mere households, and what this object is that presently makes an impression on me, and what it is composed of, and how long it will naturally persist, and what virtue is needed in the face of it, such as gentleness, courage, truthfulness, good faith, simplicity, self-sufficiency, and so forth. So, as each case presents itself, you should say: this has come from God, this from the co-ordination and interweaving of the threads of fate and similar kinds of coincidence and chance, this from one of my own kind, a relation and companion, who is however ignorant of what is natural for him. But I am not ignorant of that, and thus I will treat him kindly and justly, according to the natural law of companionship, though aiming at the same time at what he deserves with regard to things that are morally indifferent.

This chapter offers a clear illustration of one of Marcus’ most characteristic methods of practical ethics: that is, making a ‘sketch’ or ‘outline’ of things, and ‘stripping them naked’ to their essential reality or core. Although this may seem at first to be a purely scientific or analytic procedure, what Marcus has in mind is getting to the ethical core of the situation (although, as becomes clear, this is also linked with understanding the natural world better).22 The ‘stripping’ method assumes the first of the key Stoic themes noted earlier: that our happiness depends solely on responding virtuously to situations and not at all on acquiring material or social advantages. Hence, what the method brings out is what virtues we should aim to express in that context (‘what virtue is needed . . . such as gentleness, courage, truthfulness, good faith, simplicity, self-sufficiency’). The end of the chapter also alludes to the characteristic Stoic idea that things other than virtue, such as material wealth, are ‘morally indifferent’ and do not affect our happiness. Acting virtuously involves benefiting other human beings; and the passage also refers to the third theme, the idea that we should work towards regarding other human beings (in principle, all human beings) as ‘brothers’ and ‘fellow citizens’ in a worldwide ethical community.23 Also, running through the passage is the fourth theme, the linkage seen by Stoics between ethics and the natural universe. Marcus reminds himself that the universe is permeated by divine providence, which shapes the way events unfold: ‘as each case presents itself, you should say: this has come from God, this from the co-ordination and interweaving of the threads of fate’. In a more general way, the whole passage implies that the ‘stripping’ method illuminates the underlying connection between the ethical order (how we should behave) and the natural or cosmic order. Fifthly, this chapter, like many others in the Meditations, shows the importance of underlining the connections between different, but related, themes in Stoic thought, which was famous for its ‘joined-up’, systematic character. Bringing out the links between ethics and physics, as the passage does, represents one aspect of this larger process.24

Recurrent Themes in the Meditations

In this chapter and many others, Marcus exhibits these central Stoic themes in a quite standard way—though one which brings out the force of the themes for someone looking for resources to shape his life. Some of Marcus’ other characteristic idioms are more unexpected. These idioms have encouraged scholars to see Marcus as an unorthodox Stoic, or an eclectic; but, in most cases, we can still see plausible lines of connection with key Stoic ideas. For instance, he sometimes stresses that we are, essentially, our ‘ruling’ or ‘governing’ centre (or ‘mind’, hēgemonikon), sometimes contrasting this with other aspects of our self, including ‘flesh’, and, more surprisingly, psuchē (which he uses to mean ‘breath’ or ‘vitality’).25 On the face of it, this looks like a shift towards a Platonic-style dualism, distinguishing between the disembodied mind and the body in a way that is quite inconsistent with the Stoic view that our psychological functions are also bodily ones. But, examined more closely, it is clear that such passages are really making an ethical point, and one that reflects the first Stoic theme noted earlier. What Marcus is stressing (like Epictetus in similar phrases) is that the really important aspect of human nature is the capacity to use the mind, or ‘governing part’, to try to live virtuously, rather than attaching supreme value to ‘matters of indifference’ such as material goods or sensual pleasures.26 A similar line of thought probably also explains Marcus’ use of phrases that seem to suggest disgust at the body and the physical world in general. For instance, he characterizes luxurious food as ‘the corpse of a fish’, and love-making as ‘the friction of a piece of gut . . . the expulsion of some mucus’ (6.13). Similarly, he describes fine marbles as ‘calluses of the earth’, and the purple (used for imperial robes) as ‘blood from a shellfish’ (9.36). Taken in isolation, such language seems to indicate Platonic-style rejection of the body or a Cynic desire to shock by rejecting conventional norms.27 But these features, taken in the larger context of his writing, serve to express the low value he places on the material goods that would be described in more technical Stoic writings as merely ‘preferable indifferents’.28

On the other themes, Marcus’ dependence on Stoic theory is more obvious. For instance (again following Epictetus), he repeatedly advises himself not to react to circumstances by adding the judgement that something is good or bad when this is not appropriate. This reflects the standard Stoic view that emotions and desires reflect beliefs—typically, mistaken ones—about what is and is not good, and that changes in belief necessarily bring about changes in emotion.29 Hence, changing your beliefs about people, for instance, by seeing them as part of the brotherhood of humankind, can help to get rid of the reactive emotions such as anger that Stoics see as misguided.30 Some of Marcus’ most characteristic stances (for instance, adopting a standpoint ‘from above’ human life) seem designed to promote detachment from the kind of emotions, for instance, fear of death, that Stoics see as mistaken and as being psychological ‘sicknesses’.31 But, as in standard Stoic theory, Marcus recognizes some emotions as valid, namely those such as joy which are compatible with sound ethical judgements.32

Similarly, Marcus’ comments on social and political relationships reflect in their own style standard Stoic ideas on these topics. Stoic theory, as outlined earlier, holds that human beings are naturally inclined to benefit other people. Ethical development should lead us to express this desire both in committed family and communal relations and in coming to see all human beings as fellow members of a worldwide ethical community. Marcus makes comments that reflect both these aspirations. He reminds himself to act ‘as befits a Roman and a man’ (2.5) and as ‘a statesman, a Roman, and a ruler’ (3.5). He also urges himself not to become ‘turned into a Caesar’ or ‘stained with the purple’ (6.30; that is, to become a tyrant). In Book 1 he includes a long tribute to his adoptive father, Antoninus Pius (1.16); perhaps more surprisingly, he comments favourably on Roman politicians who took a principled stand against imperial rule (1.14). However, alongside these expressions of commitment to specifically Roman ideals, he often refers to more universal ideas such as citizenship of the universe, natural law, and the brotherhood of humankind (3.11, 4.3–4, 29). He unites these ideas, in what Seneca describes as a kind of ‘dual citizenship’, that is, belonging to a local and a universal community. As he puts it in one passage, ‘As Antoninus, my city and fatherland is Rome, as a human being, it is the universe’ (6.44). The implication seems to be that one way of expressing one’s role as a world citizen is simply to carry out effectively one’s local role—but to do so with a broad and humane ethical outlook.33

The last point especially may help us to respond to a question debated both in antiquity and modern times, whether Marcus’ practice as emperor matched his philosophical ideals. Modern scholars have pointed out that Stoic thinkers sometimes questioned conventional ancient class distinctions, such as between men and women or slaves and free men, and that they present all human beings as part of an ethical world community. Some scholars have tried to establish whether Marcus’ political practice reflected this open-minded attitude.34 However, the debate needs to take into account the precise form that Stoic thinking typically took on this topic. Raising questions about gender-relations or slavery did not result in proposals for large-scale social or political change. Stoic thinkers aimed, rather, to influence the way that individuals (including the thinkers themselves) conducted their own lives or reflected on those lives. Also, for Stoicism, true ‘freedom’ was a matter of liberation from error and passion rather than gaining specific political or legal rights.35 Stoic political and social thinking encouraged people to see engagement in their local family and communal roles as a proper expression of the natural human inclination to benefit others and as one way, at least, of expressing their membership of the brotherhood of humankind. This way of thinking is strongly reflected in the Meditations. As far as we can tell from the evidence of Marcus’ career as emperor, this also matched his political practice. Fulfilling his role as emperor, and trying to act virtuously in that role (as he thought Antoninus Pius had done, 1.16) was the primary way in which Marcus aimed to live out his life as a member of the world community. Given the massive challenges he faced in that role, especially confronting the threats to the boundaries and security of the empire, playing the role properly may well have seemed enough of a challenge to meet.

On the fourth Stoic theme noted earlier, it is rather more difficult to pin down where Marcus stands. This is the idea that ethics and physics (the study of nature) are mutually supporting; hence, for instance, the idea of divine or cosmic providence bridges ethics and physics and depends on the interaction between both these areas. On the one hand, Marcus refers frequently to the idea that a divine or cosmic order forms a significant framework for ethical life; in this respect, as in much else, he evokes Epictetus.36 On the other hand, he often raises the question, ‘providence or atoms?’ In using this phrase, he means to ask which world-view is true: the Stoic one that assumes inbuilt natural purpose or the Epicurean view that the universe is the random outcome of atomic movements. Although he raises the question, it is clear in some cases, at least, that he does so only with the aim of reasserting the Stoic, providential world-view.37 Significantly, in 4.3, he cites this question (‘either providence or atoms’) as one which serves as a trigger for restating the Stoic view and thus giving him the means to secure peace of mind. In a few cases, however, he does not reaffirm the Stoic position but seems to leave the matter open—though he still seems to think he can support in this way his peace of mind.38 It is rather puzzling why he raises the question at all, and even more surprising that he leaves the question open, even though only in a few cases; and scholars have debated this point at length.39

One might suggest that his comments acknowledge that both Stoicism and Epicureanism offered a world-view that claimed to provide the basis for peace of mind. This is true, but does not match his general approach in the Meditations, which is strongly Stoic and not close to Epicureanism in ethics or world-view. It may be relevant that, as noted earlier, Marcus acknowledges that he has not in fact completed the full-scale Stoic educational programme, involving logic, ethics, and physics. Hence, his readiness to raise the question (and, once it is raised, to leave it open in a few cases) may reflect the fact that he is not equipped to resolve this question. He is not competent to integrate ethics and physics (and logic) in the way that is normally taken as part of the full understanding of Stoic theory. None the less, on the whole he signals his confidence that the Stoic providential world-view is true and that this can support the ethical programme he follows in the Meditations. This is one point on which we—or Marcus himself—may become conscious of the limits of his theoretical rigour or consistency, even though he remains a committed Stoic at the ethical level.

Meditations: Survival and Influence

The Meditations survived, we suppose, because the original notebook was preserved by Marcus’ family or secretary. It is virtually unknown in later antiquity. The first explicit reference is by the orator Themistius in the fourth century AD (he notes what he calls the ‘Instructions’ of Marcus). However, scholars seem to have had access to the work in the Byzantine era. We know that Arethas (c. AD 850–935), an archbishop and a careful preserver of ancient Greek manuscripts, had it copied, though this copy does not survive. He refers to the Meditations as ‘ethical works written to himself’. The handbook known as the Suda (c. AD 950) refers to it as a twelve-book work and quotes extracts. There is a strong contrast with the works of Epictetus, Marcus’ great exemplar, which were well known in later antiquity, closely studied by Neoplatonists, especially Simplicius, and influential on Christian scholars in antiquity and the Middle Ages.

A copy of the work reached the west in the Renaissance, probably brought, like so much else, by refugees forced to leave Constantinople when it was captured by the Turks. In 1545 a Swiss scholar, Conrad Gesner (calling the work To Himself), had the first printed edition produced by his son in Zurich in 1558–9. This was translated into Latin with notes, by Xylander (of Augsburg), in 1559 and 1568. Although Gesner’s edition has not survived, the Latin translation, along with one other Greek manuscript of the Meditations, now in the Vatican museum in Rome, constitutes the main basis for modern texts of the work. In the next century, important editions were produced by the English scholars Casaubon (1635, with Latin translation in 1643) and Gataker (with Latin translation, in 1652). An important modern edition is Farquharson’s two-volume text with English translation and notes (1944), which provided the previous Oxford World’s Classics translation (1989). The first English translation was by Casaubon (1634), with the title Meditations Concerning Himself, reprinted by the Everyman Library in 1906; this was followed by translations into other European languages during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.40 Marcus’ work, now generally called Meditations, thus became well known and influential. Thinkers and writers influenced by Marcus include Matthew Arnold and Ernest Renan in the nineteenth century. Marcus has had a special appeal, perhaps naturally, to politicians, including Frederick the Great of Prussia and US President Bill Clinton. The modern revival of writing on practical ethics has given Marcus, like Epictetus, fresh relevance. Now that books on the search for happiness and self-fulfilment are found in every bookshop or book website, Marcus’ hard-won and intense reflections may speak powerfully to us too.


NOTE ON THE TEXT

THE present translation of the Meditations (composed in Greek) is a revised version of one originally prepared for a Wordsworth Classics edition (1997). The previous translation was largely based on the edition of A. S. L. Farquharson (Oxford, 1944). The present version is based on the more recent text of J. Dalfen (Leipzig, 2nd edn., 1987), though I have sometimes chosen other readings, including those of Farquharson. As indicated in the Introduction, modern editions of Marcus’ work derive from a rather insubstantial manuscript tradition and uncertainties remain in some cases about what Marcus originally wrote.

Marcus’ Greek is not noted for its elegance; it can be crabbed and awkward, and is sometimes obscure. This should not be exaggerated, however, since he could write clearly and simply, and many of the more eloquent passages in his notebooks are effective and memorable. While aiming to be as close and accurate as possible, the present translation does not attempt to reproduce all the more awkward features of Marcus’ style, but to convey the content and flavour of his work in English that is (I hope) consistently lucid and accessible.

For this edition, unlike the previous Wordsworth Classics edition, a selection of Fronto’s correspondence with Marcus has also been included. A few of the letters given here also appeared in the previous Oxford World’s Classics edition (prepared by R. B. Rutherford in 1989), but the letters have all been newly translated. The translations have been based on the Latin text of M. P. J. van den Hout (ed.), M. Cornelius Fronto: Epistulae (Teubner edn., Leipzig, 1988). For the letters selected here, this text does not differ greatly for the most part from that of C. R. Haines, The Correspondence of Marcus Cornelius Fronto (Loeb Classical Library, 2 vols., Cambridge, Mass., 1919–20).

R.H.
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A CHRONOLOGY OF MARCUS AURELIUS

(All dates are AD unless indicated.)





	106–43 BC

	Life of Cicero, orator, politician, and philosopher.




	c.4 BC–AD

	65 Life of Seneca, orator, politician, and philosopher.




	c.55–c.135

	Life of Epictetus, Stoic philosophical teacher.




	c.107–9

	Arrian studies at Epictetus’ school, and bases his reports (Discourses) on Epictetus’ teachings.




	95–c.167

	Life of Fronto, orator, politician, and tutor to Marcus and Lucius.




	121

	Marcus born (as M. Annius Verus) in Rome.




	c.124

	Death of Marcus’ natural father; adopted by his grandfather.




	138

	Adopted (along with Lucius Ceionius Commodus) by his uncle, Antoninus, who became emperor after Hadrian. Engaged to marry Antoninus’ daughter, his first cousin, Faustina.




	140, 145

	Marcus consul.




	145

	Married to Faustina.




	147

	Birth of first child; Marcus receives tribunician power and imperium (military authority) and hence becomes co-emperor.




	c.155–61

	Death of Marcus’ mother, Domitia Lucilla.




	161

	Death of Antoninus Pius. Marcus and Lucius become joint emperors. Marcus’ son Commodus born along with his twin brother.




	161

	Parthians invade eastern part of empire.




	162–6

	Lucius directs successful campaign against Parthians.




	166–7

	Plague in Rome and throughout the empire.




	168–80

	Marcus spends most of these years on campaign on the northern frontiers of the empire.




	168

	Danube frontier of empire invaded; emperors reinforce the border.




	169

	Death of Lucius from illness.




	170

	German tribes defeat Marcus and invade the north of the empire, advancing into northern Italy.




	172–4

	Marcus leads successful campaigns against German tribes, including the Marcomanni and Quadi (172–3) and Sarmatians (174). To mark his victories, he takes the titles Germanicus (172) and Sarmaticus (175).




	175

	Unsuccessful rebellion of Avidius Cassius, governor of Syria. Marcus tours the east of the empire with Faustina and Commodus. Death of Faustina in Cappodocia.




	176

	Commodus (aged 15), Marcus’ only surviving son, made joint emperor.




	178–80

	Marcus campaigns against the Germans, after renewed warfare.




	180

	Death of Marcus near Sirmium in Pannonia. Commodus becomes sole emperor.






MEDITATIONS


BOOK 1

1. From my grandfather* Verus, nobility of character and evenness of temper.

2. From the reputation of my father* and what I remember of him, modesty and manliness.

3. From my mother,* piety and generosity, and to abstain not only from doing wrong but even from contemplating such an act; and the simplicity, too, of her way of life, far removed from that of the rich.

4. From my great-grandfather,* that I never had to attend the public schools, but benefited from good teachers at home, and to have come to realize that this is a matter on which one should spare no expense.

5. From my tutor,* not to have sided with the Greens or the Blues [at the chariot-races] or the gladiators* with the long shields or short ones; to endure hardship, and have few needs; to do things for myself and not meddle in the affairs of others; and to turn a deaf ear to slander.

6. From Diognetus,* not to become obsessed with trivialities, and not to believe the claims of miracle-mongers and charlatans about incantations and the expulsion of demons and the like; not to engage in quail-fighting or become excited over other pursuits of that kind; to be willing to tolerate plain speaking; to have become familiar with philosophy, and to have attended the lectures first of Baccheius, and then of Tandasis and Marcianus; to have written compositions as a boy; to have wished for a plank bed covered only with a skin and for everything that formed part of the Greek discipline.

7. From Rusticus:* I gained the idea that my character was in need of correction and cultivation; and from him I learned not to be led astray into a passion for rhetoric, and not to write treatises on purely theoretical matters, or deliver little moralizing sermons, or play the ascetic or the benefactor in a manner calculated to impress; to abstain from oratory, and verse, and fine language, and not to walk around the house in ceremonial clothing, or indulge in other such vanities; to write letters in an unaffected style, as he did when he wrote to my mother from Sinuessa; with regard to those who have angered or wronged me, to be easily recalled to my usual frame of mind, and to be easily reconciled as soon as they are willing to make a move in my direction; to read with care and attention, and not be satisfied with a superficial impression; not to agree too quickly with those who talk with a fluent tongue; and finally, it was through him that I came to know the Discourses of Epictetus, as he lent me a copy from his own library.

8. From Apollonius:* inner freedom, and to be decisive without leaving anything to chance; to look to no other guide, even for an instant, than reason alone; to remain ever the same, in the face of severe pain, after losing a child, or during long illnesses; to see clearly from his living example that a person can be extremely energetic and yet relaxed; not to become irritable when expounding a text; and to see in him someone who clearly regarded the skill and fluency that he showed in communicating philosophical doctrines as the least of his gifts; and to learn how one should accept from friends what pass for apparent favours without lowering oneself as a result or showing an insensitive disregard.

9. From Sextus:* a kindly disposition and the example of a household governed by the father of the house; the idea of what it means to live in accordance with nature;* gravity without affectation, and a careful regard for the interests of one’s friends; patience towards the unlearned and those whose opinions are not founded on methodical reflection. The example of one who could accommodate himself to all kinds of people, so that his conversation was more charming than any flattery, while at the same time he aroused the deepest respect from those who associated with him. To show a sure grasp and methodical approach in searching out and ordering the principles necessary for life. And he never displayed even a sign of anger or of any other passion, but seemed at once to be completely free of passion and full of affection for his fellow human beings; and to be ready to praise, without being too demonstrative, and to possess extensive knowledge without making a show of it.

10. From Alexander the grammarian:* not to be over-critical; and not to interrupt and correct those who have employed a solecism or some outlandish or discordant expression, but rather to suggest adroitly the very expression which ought to have been used while professing to offer a reply or some further confirmation, or to join in a debate on the matter itself rather than the diction, or to use some other tactful procedure to suggest the right expression in an indirect fashion.

11. From Fronto:* to have some conception of the malice, caprice, and hypocrisy that accompany absolute rule; and that, on the whole, those whom we rank as patricians are somewhat lacking in natural affection.*

12. From Alexander the Platonist:* that we should not often or without due necessity either say to anyone or write in a letter, ‘I am too busy’, nor in this way should we constantly try to evade the obligations imposed on us by our social relationships by pleading the excuse of urgent business.

13. From Catulus:* not to disregard a rebuke from a friend, even if his criticism may be unreasonable, but to try to restore him to his usual frame of mind; to offer unstinting praise to one’s teachers, as is recorded of Athenodotus and Domitius;* and to show genuine love to one’s children.

14. From [my brother] Severus:* love for one’s family, for truth, for justice; that through him I came to know Thrasea, Helvidius, Cato, Dio, Brutus,* and to conceive the idea of a balanced constitution, and of government founded on equity* and freedom of speech, and of a monarchy which values above all things the freedom of the subject; and from him too a consistent and unfailing respect for philosophy; and a readiness to help others, and open-handed generosity; to be of good hope, and trust in the affection of one’s friends; and how he would be completely open with those who incurred his disapproval, and that his friends never had to resort to conjecture about what he wished or did not wish, for it was plain to see.

15. From Maximus:* to be master of oneself, and never waver in one’s resolve; to be cheerful when ill, or in any other predicament; the example of a character marked by a harmonious blend of gentleness and gravity; to set to work on the task at hand without complaint. And the confidence he inspired in everyone that what he was saying was just what he thought, and that whatever he did was done with no bad intent; never to be surprised or discontented; and never to act in haste, or hang back, or be at a loss, or be downcast, and never to fawn on others or, on the other hand, be irascible or suspicious. To be beneficent, and ready to forgive, and free from guile; to give the impression of being someone who never deviates from what is right rather than one who has to be kept on the right path; and how nobody would ever have imagined that Maximus looked down on him, or yet have presumed to suppose that he was better than Maximus; and to be of good humour.

16. From my [adoptive] father:* to be gentle, and to hold immovably to judgements arrived after careful consideration; to be free from vain conceit with regard to worldly honours; zest for work and perseverance; to lend a ready ear to those who have anything to propose for the common benefit; never to be deflected from rewarding each person according to his deserts; to know by experience when to exert oneself and when to relax; to put a check on pederastic love affairs;* regard for the feelings of others, and how he would not always insist that his friends should attend his table or accompany him on his travels, and how they would always find him ever the same if they had been kept away by other business. At sessions of the council,* to examine every question with scrupulous care, and to be patient, as it was not his way to cut short any enquiry because he was satisfied with first impressions; to hold to one’s friends, and never be fickle in one’s affections, or give way to infatuations; to be self-sufficient in every respect, and to show a cheerful face to the world; to look far ahead, and plan even the smallest matters in advance, without making a song and dance about it. How he put a curb on public acclamations and every kind of flattery during his reign; and the care that he constantly devoted to the needs of the empire, and his prudent stewardship of the public revenues, and his willingness to put up with the criticisms that such economies provoked. With regard to the gods, to be free from superstitious fears; and with regard to people, not to court public favour by seeking to please at any price or pandering to the mob; but sobriety in all things, and firmness, and never a trace of vulgarity or lust for novelty.

The things that contribute to the comfort of life, of which fortune had granted him copious supply, he used without ostentation, but also without apology, so as to enjoy them unaffectedly when they were at hand, but to feel no need of them when they were not. No one would have described him as a sophist, or obsequiously servile, or a pedant, but rather as a man of maturity and accomplishment who was inaccessible to flattery and well able to preside over his own affairs and those of others.

In addition to all this, he had a high respect for genuine philosophers,* but towards the other sort he was not unduly disparaging, but neither on the other hand was he readily taken in by them; and further, his approachability and good humour, though not taken to excess; and how he cared for his body with due moderation without valuing his life at too high a rate or being concerned about his outward appearance, but also without neglecting it, and in such a way that, because of his own attentions, he rarely had need of a doctor’s help, or medicines, or external treatment. And most admirable too was his readiness to give way without jealousy to those who possessed some special ability, such as eloquence or a knowledge of law and custom and the like, and how he did his best to ensure that each of them gained the recognition that he deserved because of his eminence in his particular field; and how he would always act according to established tradition, without making a show of the fact that he was following established tradition. Furthermore, he was not changeable or capricious, but remained faithful to the same places and the same practices; and after severe bouts of headache, he would return to his usual occupations at once and with renewed vigour; and his secrets were not many, but few and far between, and even those were only in connection with affairs of state; and he showed good sense and moderation in the provision of public spectacles, the construction of buildings, the distribution of largesse, and the like, looking only to what ought to be done, and not to the reputation that he would gain from having done it.

It was not his way to take baths at unreasonable hours, and he was not over-fond of building, and he attached little importance to his food, or to the fabric and colour of his garments, or to the attractiveness of his slaves. His clothing was sent up from his country house at Lorium, and most other things from Lanuvium. How he behaved to the tax-collector at Tusculum* who asked for his forgiveness, and his general conduct in such matters. He was never harsh, or implacable, or overbearing, nor, as the saying goes, was he the sort of man who ‘gets into a sweat’; but everything was planned out in every detail, as if at leisure, and calmly, methodically, vigorously, and consistently. What is reported of Socrates* applies just as well to him, that he was equally able to enjoy or to abstain from those things that many are too weak to abstain from and too self-indulgent in enjoying. To show strength and endurance, and show restraint in either case, is the mark of a man who possesses a well-balanced and invincible character, as was demonstrated by Maximus during [his final] illness.

17. From the gods:* to have had good grandparents, good parents, a good sister,* good teachers, good companions, relations, and friends, almost without exception; and that with regard to none of them did I ever lapse into any serious offence, although my disposition was such that I might well have behaved in such a manner if circumstances had favoured it; but through the grace of the gods, no conjunction of circumstances ever developed which would have put me to the test. That I was not brought up any longer than I was with my grandfather’s concubine,* and that I preserved my youthful innocence and did not play a man’s part before the proper season, but even deferred it until somewhat later. That I was placed under a ruler and a father who was able to rid me of all my vanity, and to lead me to understand that it is possible to live at court and yet have no need of bodyguards, or embroidered robes, or candelabra and statues and pompous trappings of that kind, but that it is possible for a prince to restrict himself to something very close to the style of a private citizen, without lowering his status as a result or neglecting any of the duties that a ruler must perform on behalf of the public.

To have had such a brother,* who by his character was able to stimulate me to cultivate my own nature, and yet at the same time heartened me by his respect and affection; that my children* were not untalented or physically deformed; that I was not more proficient at rhetoric,* poetry, and other pursuits in which I might well have become engrossed if I had felt that I was making good progress; that I was not slow to advance my tutors to the honours* which they seemed to desire, and that I did not put them off with the hope that, since they were still young, I would do so at a later date; to have come to know Apollonius, Rusticus, and Maximus;* to have clearly and regularly pictured to myself the proper meaning of a life according to nature,* so that, in so far as it depends on the gods and on communications, assistance, and inspiration from the divine, there is nothing to prevent me from living according to nature straight away, although I still fall somewhat short of this by my own fault and by failing to heed the reminders and, one might almost say, the instructions of the gods.

That my body has held out all this time in the midst of such a life as mine; that I never touched Benedicta or Theodotus,* but that even afterwards, when I did fall prey to the passions of love, I was cured of them; that although I was often angry with Rusticus, I never resorted to measures that I would have regretted; that although my mother was destined to die at an early age, she at least spent her last years with me; that whenever I wanted to help somebody who was short of money or needed assistance in some other respect, I never had to hear that I lacked the means to do so, and that I for my own part never fell into such need as to require assistance from another; that my wife* is such as she is, so obedient, so affectionate, so straightforward; that I have been provided with suitable tutors for my children; that remedies have been granted to me through dreams, especially against blood-spitting and vertigo, and that I received the response from the oracle at Caieta;* that when I conceived a passion for philosophy, I did not fall in with any sophist, nor did I sit down to pore over books or work out syllogisms or busy myself with speculations about matters in the heavens.*

For all these things require the help of the gods and of fortune.


BOOK 2

Written among the Quadi on the River Gran*

1. Say to yourself* at the start of the day, I shall meet with meddling, ungrateful, violent, treacherous, envious, and unsociable people. They are subject to all these defects because they have no knowledge of good and bad. But I, who have observed the nature of the good, and seen that it is the right; and of the bad, and seen that it is the wrong; and of the wrongdoer himself, and seen that his nature is akin to my own—not because he is of the same blood and seed, but because he shares as I do in mind and thus in a portion of the divine—I, then, can neither be harmed by these people, nor become angry with one who is akin to me, nor can I hate him, for we have come into being to work together, like feet, hands, eyelids, or the two rows of teeth in our upper and lower jaws. To work against one another is therefore contrary to nature; and to be angry with another person and turn away from him is surely to work against him.

2. Whatever it is that I am is flesh and a bit of breath and the ruling centre.* Put away your books, distract yourself with them no longer, that is not permissible; but rather, as though you were now on the verge of death, despise the flesh—just blood and bones and a mesh of interwoven nerves, veins, and arteries. Consider too what kind of a thing breath is: a stream of air, and not always the same, but at each moment expelled and drawn back in again. The third part of you, then, is the ruling centre. Look at the matter in this way: you are an old man,* no longer allow this part of you to act as a slave, no longer allow it to be tugged this way and that, like a puppet,* by each unsociable impulse, no longer allow it to be discontented with its present lot or flinch from what will fall to it in the future.

3. Providence* permeates the works of the gods; and the works of fortune are not dissociated from nature, but intertwined and interwoven by all that is ordered by providence. Everything flows from there; but necessity is implicated too, and the benefit of the whole universe of which you are a part. Now for every part of nature, the good is that which universal nature brings, and which serves to sustain that nature; and the universe is sustained not merely by the changes of the elements, but also by the changes of the bodies compounded from them. Let these doctrines, if that is what they are, be enough for you. As for your thirst for books, be done with it, so that you may not die with complaints on your lips, but with a truly cheerful mind and grateful to the gods with all your heart.

4. Remember how long you have been deferring these things, and how many times you have been granted further grace by the gods, and yet have failed to make use of it. But it is now high time that you realized what kind of a universe this is of which you form a part, and from what governor of that universe you exist as an emanation; and that your time here is strictly limited, and, unless you make use of it to clear the fog from your mind, the moment will be gone, as you are gone, and never be yours again.

5. At every hour devote yourself in a resolute spirit, as befits a Roman and a man,* to fulfilling the task in hand with a scrupulous and unaffected dignity, and with love for others, and independence, and justice; and grant yourself a respite from all other preoccupations. And this you will achieve if you perform every action as though it were your last, freed from all lack of purpose and wilful deviation from the rule of reason, and free from duplicity, self-love, and dissatisfaction with what is allotted to you. You see how few are the things that a person needs to master if he is to live a tranquil and god-fearing life; for the gods themselves will demand nothing more from one who observes these precepts.

6. You ill-treat yourself, ill-treat yourself, O my soul; and no occasion will be left for you to do yourself due honour. For the life of every one of us lasts but a moment, and yours is almost done, and yet you have no respect for yourself, and allow your happiness to depend on what passes in the souls of other people.

7. Are you distracted in any way by what happens to you from outside? Then give yourself some free time to learn something new and worthwhile, and stop wandering about aimlessly. But after that, you must also guard against going astray in a second way; for equally foolish are those who have become weary of life as a result of their activities and have no aim to which they can direct every impulse and, indeed, every impression.

8. Rarely is a person seen to be in a bad way because he has failed to attend to what is happening in someone else’s soul, but those who fail to pay careful attention to the motions of their own souls are bound to be in a wretched state.

9. Always keep the following points in mind: what the nature of the whole is, and what my own nature is; and how my nature is related to that of the whole, and what kind of a part it is of what kind of a whole; and that no one can prevent you, in all that you do and say, from always being in accord with that nature of which you are a part.

10. Theophrastus* speaks like a true philosopher when he says in his comparison of faults (for one may make such a comparison when speaking in a more or less popular sense) that faults committed through appetite are graver than those committed through anger. For when a person loses his temper, he seems to turn his back on reason with a kind of pain and unconscious wringing of the heart, but when he offends through appetite and is overpowered by pleasure, he somehow seems more licentious and more unmanly in his wrongdoing. Theophrastus was right, then, and was speaking as befits a philosopher, when he maintained that wrongdoing associated with pleasure calls for harsher condemnation than that associated with pain. Generally speaking, in the latter case the offender is more like a person who has first been injured by another and has been driven by pain to lose his temper, while in the former he has been impelled to do wrong as a result of his own inclination, being carried away by appetite to act as he does.

11. Let your every action, word, and thought be those of one who could depart from life at any moment. But taking your leave of the human race is nothing to be feared, if the gods exist; for they would not involve you in anything bad. If, on the other hand, they do not exist,* or if they do not concern themselves with human affairs, why should I care to go on living in a world devoid of gods or devoid of providence? But they do exist, and they do show concern for human affairs, and they have placed it wholly within the power of human beings never to fall into genuine evils; and besides, if anything were bad for us, they would have taken measures too to ensure that everyone would have it in his power not to fall victim to it. But if something does not make a person worse in himself, how could it make his life worse? It cannot be thought that universal nature— either out of ignorance, or because, while knowing of it, she lacked the power to guard against it or put it right—would have allowed such a state of affairs to persist; she would never, through lack of power or skill, have committed such a grave fault as to allow good and evil to happen to good people and bad alike without distinction. Now death and life, fame and obscurity, wealth and poverty, happen to good and bad in equal measure, being neither right nor wrong in themselves; and so it follows that they are neither good nor bad.

12. How swiftly all things vanish away, both the bodies themselves in the universe, and the memories of them in time; and of what a nature are all those things that we perceive, especially the things that entice us with the promise of pleasure, or frighten us with the thought of pain, or are proclaimed with an empty mind. How cheap it all is, how despicable, sordid, corruptible, dead—this must be left to our faculty of reason to determine; and consider too who these people are whose opinions and voices confer renown and ignominy, and what it means to die, and that if one considers death in isolation, stripping away by rational analysis all the false impressions that cluster around it, one will no longer consider it to be anything other than a process of nature, and if somebody is frightened of a process of nature, he is no more than a child; and death, indeed, is not only a process of nature but also beneficial to her. Consider too how a human being makes contact with God, and through what part of himself, and how that part of him must be disposed if he is to do so.

13. There is nothing more pitiable than the person who makes the circuit of everything and, as the poet says,* ‘searches into the depths of the earth’, and tries to read the secrets of his neighbour’s soul, yet fails to perceive that it is enough to hold fast to the guardian-spirit within him* and serve it single-mindedly; and this service is to keep it pure from passion and irresponsibility and dissatisfaction with anything that comes from gods or human beings. For what comes from the gods is worthy of reverence because of their goodness, and what comes from human beings should be dear to us because we share a common nature, although sometimes, in a sense, it deserves our pity too, because of their ignorance of good and evil—an infirmity no less grave than that which deprives us of the power to distinguish black from white.

14. Even if you were to live* for three thousand years or ten times as long, you should still remember this, that no one loses any life other than the one that he is living, nor does he live any life other than the one that he loses, so the shortest life and the longest amount to the same. For the present is equal for all, and what is passing must be equal also, so what can be lost is shown to be nothing more than a moment; and no one could lose either the past or the future, for how could he be deprived of what he does not possess? So always bear in mind these two points: firstly that all things are alike in nature from all eternity and recur in cycles,* and it therefore makes no difference whether one sees the same spectacle for a hundred years or two hundred or for time everlasting; and secondly that the longest-lived and the earliest to die suffer an equal loss; for it is solely of the present moment that each will be deprived, if it is really the case that this is all he has and a person cannot lose what he does not have.

15. ‘Everything is what you suppose it to be.’* For the words that were addressed to the Cynic Monimus are clear enough, and clear too the value of that saying, if one accepts its inner meaning, so far as it is true.

16. The human soul does violence to itself above all when it becomes, so far as it can, an abscess and a sort of morbid outgrowth on the universe. For to set your mind against anything that happens is to set yourself apart from nature, which subsumes the nature of all other things. Again, our soul does violence to itself when it turns away from any other person or moves against him with the intention of causing him harm, as is the case with those who lose their temper; and thirdly, when it is overcome by pleasure or pain; and fourthly, when it acts a part, and says or does anything under false pretences; and fifthly, when failing to direct any act or impulse of its own towards a definite good, it embarks on anything whatever in an aimless and ill-considered manner, whereas even the most insignificant action should be performed with reference to an end; and the end for all rational creatures is this, to conform to the reason and law of the most venerable of cities and constitutions.*

17. In human life, the time of our existence is a point, our substance a flux, our senses dull, the fabric of our entire body subject to corruption, our soul ever restless, our destiny beyond divining, and our fame precarious. In a word, all that belongs to the body is a stream in flow,* all that belongs to the soul, mere dream and delusion, and our life is a war, a brief stay in a foreign land, and our fame thereafter, oblivion. So what can serve as our escort and guide? One thing and one alone, philosophy; and that consists in keeping the guardian-spirit within us inviolate and free from harm, and ever superior to pleasure and pain, and ensuring that it does nothing at random and nothing with false intent or pretence, and that it is not dependent on another’s doing or not doing some particular thing, and furthermore that it welcomes whatever happens to it and is allotted to it, as issuing from the source from which it too took its origin, and above all, that it awaits death with a cheerful mind as being nothing other than the releasing of the elements from which every living creature is compounded. Now if for the elements themselves it is nothing terrible to be constantly changing from one to another, why should we fear the change and dissolution of them all? For this is in accordance with nature: and nothing can be bad that accords with nature.


BOOK 3

Written in Carnuntum*

1. We must take account not only of the fact that our life is being consumed each day and an ever smaller part of it is left, but also of this, that if one should live longer, it is by no means clear that one’s mind will remain unchanged and still be adequate for the understanding of affairs and for the theoretical reflection that strives after a knowledge of things divine and human. For if a person’s mind begins to fail him, his respiration, digestion, power to deal with sense impressions, desire and appetite, and other functions of this kind will not give out; but his ability to make proper use of himself to determine the components of his duty with accuracy, to analyse what is presented to his senses, to reach a clear judgement on when it is the right moment for him to depart from life,* and to attend to all such questions, in which well-exercised powers of reasoning are especially required—all of these are extinguished at an earlier stage. We must act with all urgency, then, not only because we are drawing closer to death at every moment, but also because our power to understand things and pay close attention to them gives out before the end.

2. Truths such as this should also be carefully noted, that even the by-products of natural processes* have a certain charm and attractiveness. Bread, for instance, in the course of its baking, tends to crack open here and there, and yet these very cracks, which are, in a sense, offences against the baker’s art, somehow appeal to us and, in a curious way, promote our appetite for the food. And again figs, when fully ripe, tend to split open; and in olives which are ready to drop, the very fact of their impending decay lends a peculiar beauty to the fruit. And ears of corn bending towards the earth, and the wrinkled brows of a lion, and the foam dripping from the jaws of a wild boar, and many other things are far from beautiful if one views them in isolation, but nevertheless, the fact that they follow from natural processes gives them an added beauty and makes them attractive to us. So if a person is endowed with sensibility and has a deep enough insight into the workings of the universe, he will find scarcely anything which fails to please him in some way by its presence, even among those that arise as secondary effects. Such a person will view the gaping jaws of wild beasts in their physical reality with no less pleasure than the portrayals of them displayed by painters and sculptors, and he will be able to see in an old woman or old man a special kind of mature beauty, and to look on the youthful charms of his slave boys with chaste eyes. And one could cite many similar examples, which will not seem persuasive to everyone, but will only strike home with those who are genuinely familiar with nature and all her works.

3. Hippocrates,* after curing many an illness, himself fell ill and died. The Chaldaean* astrologers predicted many a death, and then they too were overtaken by fate. Alexander, Pompey, and Julius Caesar* often razed whole cities to the ground and slaughtered tens of thousands of horsemen and foot-soldiers on the battlefield, and yet there came a day when they too departed from this life. Heraclitus,* after many a learned discourse on how the world would be destroyed by fire, became overfilled with water, and died besmeared with cow-dung. And Democritus was killed by lice, and Socrates by lice of quite another kind.* So what does it all amount to? You climbed aboard, you set sail, and now you have come to port. So step ashore! If to another life, there will be no want of gods even in that other world; but if to insensibility, you will no longer be exposed to pain and pleasure, or be the servant of an earthen vessel as inferior in value as that serving it is superior, the servant being mind and guardian-spirit and the master mud and gore.

4. Do not waste what remains of your life in forming impressions about others, unless you are doing so with reference to the common good. For you are depriving yourself of the opportunity for some other action which may be of real benefit, to imagine instead what so-and-so is doing and to what end, and what he is saying or thinking or planning, and give yourself over to other impressions of that kind which serve only to divert you from paying proper attention to your own ruling centre. Rather, you must exclude from the sequence of your thoughts all that is aimless and random, and, above all, idle curiosity and malice; and you must train yourself only to think such thoughts that if somebody were suddenly to ask you, ‘What are you thinking of?’ you could reply in all honesty and without hesitation, of this thing or that, and so make it clear at once from your reply that all within you is simple and benevolent, and worthy of a social being who has no thought for pleasure, or luxury in general, or contentiousness of any kind, or envy, or suspicion, or anything else that you would blush to admit if you had it in your mind.

For such a man, who no longer postpones his endeavour to take his place among the best, is indeed a priest and servant of the gods, behaving rightly towards the deity stationed within him, so ensuring that the mortal being remains unpolluted by pleasures, invulnerable to every pain, untouched by any wrong, unconscious of any evil, a wrestler in the greatest contest of all, never to be overthrown by any passion, deeply steeped in justice, welcoming with his whole heart all that comes about and is allotted to him, and never, save under some great necessity and for the good of his fellows, giving thought to what another is saying or doing or thinking. For he devotes himself solely to the realization of his own duty, and is always mindful of what is assigned to him from the whole; and he fulfils his duty through fine deeds, and is convinced that whatever is allotted to him is good; for the fate assigned to each person accompanies him through life and is only to his benefit.

He remembers, furthermore, that all rational beings are akin, and that while it follows from human nature that he should care for all of his fellows, he should pay heed to the opinion not of all of them, but only of those who live a life that accords with nature. As for those who live otherwise, he is constantly mindful of what they are like, at home and abroad, by night and by day, and what sort of scum they mix with; and accordingly, he sets no value on praise from such people, who are not pleasing even to themselves.

5. When you act, let it be neither unwillingly, nor selfishly, nor unthinkingly, nor half-heartedly; do not attempt to embellish your thoughts by dressing them up in fine language; avoid excessive talk and superfluous action. Furthermore, let the god within you be the overseer of one who is manly and mature, a statesman, a Roman, and a ruler,* who has taken his post as one who is awaiting the signal for his recall from life and is ready to obey without need of an oath or another man as his witness. And show a cheerful face to the world, and have no need of help from outside or the peace that others confer. In brief, you must stand upright, not be held upright.

6. If you can discover in human life anything better than justice, truth, temperance, and courage—in short, than a mind that is contented both with itself in so far as it ensures that your actions follow the rules of right reason, and with destiny, in what is allotted to you and beyond the sphere of your choice—if, I say, you can see anything better than this, then turn to it with all your heart and profit from this supreme good which you have discovered. But if nothing better is revealed than the guardian-spirit enthroned within you, which has subjected your impulses to its own authority, and scrutinizes your thoughts, and, as Socrates used to say,* has withdrawn itself from the enticements of the senses, and submitted itself to the authority of the gods, and devotes itself to the care of others—if you find all else to be trivial and cheap when compared to this, then grant no place to anything else which, if once you turn to it and turn aside from your path, you would no longer be able without distraction to pay the highest honour to the good that is proper to you and truly your own. For it is not right that one should set in competition to the rational and social good anything at all that is foreign to its nature, such as praise from the crowd, position, or wealth, or sensual pleasure. All of these, even if they seem to suit our nature in the short term, suddenly seize control of us and carry us away. For your part, I say, you must in all simplicity and freedom choose what is higher and hold to that.— ‘But the higher is that which brings me benefit.’*—Well, if it benefits you as a rational creature, keep a firm hold on it; but if it benefits you merely as an animal, acknowledge this and, without arrogance, remain true to that decision, only taking care that your examination is conducted on a secure basis.

7. Never prize as advantageous to yourself anything that will compel you some day to break your word, to offend against propriety, to hate, suspect, or curse another, to pretend, or to desire anything that needs to be veiled behind walls and curtains. One who has chosen above all to honour his own intelligence and guardian-spirit within, and consecrates himself to the cult of its virtue, never strikes a theatrical pose, or gives way to complaint, or feels the need of solitude or the companionship of crowds; and most important of all, he will pass his life neither pursuing nor fleeing from anything whatever. It concerns him not at all whether he will have his soul enclosed in his body for a longer or a shorter space of time; for even if he must depart at once, he will make his departure as easily as he performs any other action that can be accomplished with decency and order, caring for this alone throughout his life, that his mind should never be in any state which is alien to a rational and social being.

8. In the mind of one who has been chastened and thoroughly purified, you will find no infected tissue, no contamination, no festering sore beneath the skin; nor is the life of such a person incomplete when fate overtakes him, so that one could say that the actor is leaving the stage before he has completed his role and the play is done. Furthermore, there is nothing servile in him, nothing affected, nor is he dependent on others, nor is he cut off from them, nor is there anything in him which would not bear examination or which hides away from the light.

9. Venerate your faculty of judgement. For it depends entirely on this that there should never arise in your ruling centre any judgement that fails to accord with nature or with the constitution of a rational being; and it is this that guarantees freedom from hasty judgement, and fellowship with humankind, and obedience to the gods.

10. Cast everything else aside, then, and hold to these few truths alone; and remember, furthermore, that each of us lives only in the present, this fleeting moment of time, and that the rest of one’s life has either already been lived or lies in an unknowable future. The space of each person’s existence is thus a little thing, and little too is the corner of the earth on which it is lived, and little too even the fame that endures for the longest; and even that is passed on from one poor mortal for another, all of whom will die in no great while, and who have no knowledge even of themselves, let alone of one who has died many long years before.

11. To the preceding pieces of advice,* one more should be added: always make a sketch or plan of whatever presents itself to your mind, so as to see what sort of thing it is when stripped down to its essence, as a whole and in its separate parts; and tell yourself its proper name, and the names of the elements from which it has been put together and into which it will finally be resolved. For nothing is as effective in creating greatness of mind as being able to examine methodically and truthfully everything that presents itself in life, and always viewing things in such a way as to consider what kind of use each thing serves in what kind of a universe, and what value it has to human beings as citizens of that highest of cities of which all other cities are, as it were, mere households, and what this object is that presently makes an impression on me, and what it is composed of, and how long it will naturally persist, and what virtue is needed in the face of it, such as gentleness, courage, truthfulness, good faith, simplicity, self-sufficiency, and so forth. So, as each case presents itself, you should say: this has come from God, this from the coordination and interweaving of the threads of fate and similar kinds of coincidence and chance, this from one of my own kind, a relation and companion, who is however ignorant of what is natural for him. But I am not ignorant of that, and thus I will treat him kindly and justly, according to the natural law of companionship, though aiming at the same time at what he deserves with regard to things that are morally indifferent.

12. If you accomplish the task set before you, following right reason and with dedication, steadfastness, and good humour, and you never allow secondary issues to distract you but keep the deity within you pure and upright, as if you might have to surrender it at any moment; if you hold to this, awaiting nothing and fleeing from nothing, but remaining satisfied if your present action is in accordance with nature, and if all that you say and utter accords with the truthfulness of an earlier and purer age, you will live a happy life; and no one can stand in your way.

13. As doctors always keep their knives and instruments at hand to deal with urgent cases, so you too should keep your doctrines at the ready, to enable you to understand things divine and human, and so to perform every action, even the very smallest, as one who is mindful of the bond that unites the two realms; for you will never act well in any of your dealings with the human unless you refer it to the divine, and conversely in your dealings with the divine.

14. Run astray no longer; for you are not likely to read those notebooks of yours, or your accounts of the deeds of the ancient Romans and Greeks, or the extracts* from their writings which you were laying aside for your old age. Hasten, then, towards your goal, and dismissing idle hopes, come to your own rescue, if you have any care for yourself, while it is still possible.

15. They have no idea* of how much is signified by terms such as stealing, sowing, purchasing, being at peace, and seeing what ought to be done; for this is seen not with our eyes, but through quite another kind of vision.

16. Body, soul, intellect: for the body, sense-impressions; for the soul, impulses; for the intellect, judgements.* To receive impressions by means of images is something that we share even with cattle; and to be drawn this way and that by the puppet-strings* of impulse, we share with wild beasts, with catamites,* and with a Phalaris or a Nero;* and to have the intellect as a guide towards what appear to be duties is something that we share with those who do not believe in the gods, with those who betray their country, with those who will do anything whatever behind locked doors. If you share everything else with those whom I have just mentioned, there remains the special characteristic of a good person, namely, to love and welcome all that happens to him and is spun for him as his fate, and not to defile the guardian-spirit seated within his breast, nor to trouble it with a host of fancies, but to preserve it in cheerful serenity, following God* in an orderly fashion, never uttering a word that is contrary to the truth nor performing an action that is contrary to justice. And if everyone else refuses to believe that he is living a simple, modest, and cheerful life, he is not angry with anyone nor is he diverted from the path that leads him to life’s close, which he must reach as one who is pure, at peace, and ready to depart, consenting to his destiny without the need for constraint.


BOOK 4

1. When the ruling power within us is in harmony with nature, it confronts events in such a way that it always adapts itself readily to what is feasible and is granted to it. For it attaches its preference to no specific material; rather, it sets out to attain its primary objects, but not without reservation,* and if it comes up against something else instead, it converts it into material for itself, much like a fire when it masters the things that fall into it. These would have extinguished a little lamp, but a blazing fire appropriates in an instant all that is heaped on to it, and devours it, making use of that very material to leap ever higher.

2. Never embark on an action at random, or otherwise than according to one of the principles that perfect the art of living.

3. People seek retreats* for themselves in the countryside, by the seashore, in the hills; and you too have made it your habit to long for that above all else. But this is altogether unphilosophical, when it is possible for you to retreat into yourself whenever you please; for nowhere can one retreat into greater peace or freedom from care than within one’s own soul, especially when a person has such things within him that he has merely to look at them to recover from that moment perfect ease of mind (and by ease of mind I mean nothing other than having one’s mind in good order). So constantly grant yourself this retreat and so renew yourself; but keep within you concise and basic precepts that will be enough, at first encounter, to cleanse you from all distress and to send you back without discontent to the life to which you will return.

What is it, then, that arouses your discontent? Human wickedness? Call to mind the doctrine that rational creatures have come into the world for the sake of one another, and that tolerance is a part of justice, and that when people do wrong, they do so involuntarily;* and think how many people, up to this time, have lived in enmity and suspected, hated, and viciously confronted one another, only to be laid out dead and reduced to ashes. So put a stop to your complaining. But perhaps you are discontented with what is allotted to you from the whole? Then call to mind the alternative, ‘either providence or atoms’* and all the proofs that the universe should be regarded as a kind of constitutional state. Or is it perhaps that bodily things still have a hold on you? Reflect that the mind, as soon as it draws in on itself and comes to know its own power, no longer associates itself with the motions, be they rough or smooth, of the breath; and think too of all that you have heard, and have assented to, with regard to pleasure and pain. Or is it a petty desire for fame that draws you from your path? Consider, then, how swiftly all things fall prey to oblivion, and the abyss of boundless time that stretches in front of you and behind you, and the hollowness of renown, and the fickleness and fatuousness of those who make a show of praising you, and the narrowness of the confines in which this comes to pass; for the earth in its entirety is merely a point in space, and how very small is this corner of it in which we have our dwelling; and even here how few there will be, and of what a nature, to sing your praises.

So in the future, remember to retreat into this little plot of earth that is truly your own, and above all, do not distress or overstrain yourself, but preserve your freedom, and look at things as a man, a human being, a citizen, a mortal creature. And among the precepts which you keep most closely at hand for frequent reference, let the following be included: firstly, that things of themselves have no hold on the mind, but stand motionless outside it, and all disturbances arise solely from the opinions within us; and secondly, that all that you presently behold will change in no time whatever and cease to exist; and constantly reflect on how many such changes you yourself have already witnessed.

‘The universe is change, and life mere opinion.’*

4. If intelligence is common to us all, then so is the reason that makes us rational beings; and if that be so, then so is the reason that prescribes what we should do or not do. If that be so, there is a common law also; if that be so, we are fellow citizens; and if that be so, the world is a kind of state.* For in what other common constitution can we claim that the whole human race participates? And it is from there, from this constitution, that our intelligence and sense of law derive; or else, where could they come from? For as what is earthy in me has been apportioned to me from some earthy element, and what is watery from another element, and what is hot and fiery from yet another specific source—for nothing proceeds from nothing, just as nothing returns to nothing—so our intelligence also has come from some particular source.

5. Death, like birth, is a mystery of nature, the one being the coming together of the very elements that in the other are dispersed into their original state, but that is by no means something of which one should be ashamed, for it conflicts neither with what befits a rational creature nor with the principles of his constitution.

6. Given the nature of such people, such things are naturally bound to follow; and one who wants this not to be so would want a fig tree not to produce its bitter sap. All in all, you should keep this in mind, that in a very short while, both you and he will be dead, and that soon after that not even your name will survive.

7. Do away with the judgement, and the notion ‘I have been harmed’ is done away with; do away with that notion, and the harm itself is gone.

8. If something does not make a person worse in himself, neither does it make his life worse, nor does it harm him without or within.

9. Necessity demanded that what is naturally beneficent should make this happen.

10. All that comes about, comes about justly. You will discover this to be the case, if you look closely. I do not say simply according to the sequence of cause and effect, but according to justice and as if assigned by somebody according to the merits of the case. So continue to look with care, as you have begun, and whatever you do, do it with this in mind, that you should do it as a good person ought, according to the specific conception that you have formed of what it means to be good. And hold to this in all that you undertake.

11. Do not view things from the standpoint from which the wrongdoer judges them or would have you judge them, but see them as they truly are.

12. You should always be ready to apply these two rules of action, the first, to do nothing other than what the kingly and law-making art ordains for the benefit of humankind, and the second, to be prepared to change your mind if someone is at hand to put you right and guide you away from some ill-grounded opinion. But this change of view must always be based on a conviction that it serves justice or the common benefit; and this or something like it should be the sole reason for your choice, rather than the impression that it would be pleasant or popular.

13. You have reason?—Yes, I do.—Then why not put it to use? For if this performs its function, what more do you desire?

14. You entered the world as a part, and you will vanish back into that which brought you to birth; or rather, you will be received back into its generative reason through a process of change.

15. Many grains of incense cast on the same altar; one falls earlier, another later, it makes no difference at all.

16. Before ten days are over, you will seem a god to those who presently view you as a wild beast or an ape, if only you return to your principles and your reverence for reason.

17. Do not act as if you had ten thousand years to live. The inescapable is hanging over your head; while you have life in you, while you still can, make yourself good.

18. What ease of mind a person gains if he casts no eye on what his neighbour has said, done, or thought, but looks only to what he himself is doing, to ensure that his own action may be just, and holy, and good in every regard. Do not look back to examine the black character of another, but run straight towards the finishing line, never glancing to right or left.

19. One who feels a passionate desire for posthumous fame fails to recognize that everyone who remembers him will die very swiftly in his turn, and then again the one who takes over from him, until all memory is utterly extinguished as it passes from one person to another and each in succession is lit and then snuffed out. And supposing for the sake of argument that those who will remember are indeed immortal, and the remembrance is immortal, what is that to you? I hardly need say that praise means nothing to the dead; but what does it mean to the living, unless, perhaps, it serves some secondary purpose? For you are rejecting inopportunely the gift that nature grants to you in the present, and are setting your mind on what others may say of you.

20. Everything that is in any way beautiful is beautiful of itself and complete in itself, and praise has no part in it; for nothing comes to be better or worse for being praised. And I say this even of things that are described as beautiful in everyday speech, such as material objects and works of art. As for what is truly beautiful, has it need of anything beyond? Surely not, any more than law does, or truth, or benevolence, or modesty. Which of these is beautiful because it is praised, or becomes any less so if it is criticized? Does an emerald become any worse if nobody praises it? Or gold, ivory, purple, a lyre, a sword, a blossom, or a bush?

21. If souls continue to exist,* how does the air have room for them from all eternity? One would do as well to ask how the earth has room for the bodies of those who have been buried in it for countless ages. The fact is, that just as here below bodies change and decompose after a certain period of time to make room for other dead bodies, so likewise the souls which pass into the air endure for a certain time, and then change and are diffused, and are burned up when they are taken back into the generative principle of the universe; and in that way they make room for the souls that take their place. Such would be our reply, assuming that souls continue to exist. But we should consider not only the multitude of bodies that are buried in the normal way, but also the quantities of animals which are eaten each day by ourselves and other creatures; how large a number are consumed and thus, in a way, buried in the bodies of those who feed on them! And yet there is space for them because they are turned into blood, or transformed into air or fire.

How, on this matter, are we to find the truth? By distinguishing the material from the causal.

22. Do not wander astray in your mind, but with regard to every impulse deliver what is right, and with regard to every idea that presents itself preserve your power of judgement.

23. Everything suits me that suits your designs, O my universe. Nothing is too early or too late for me that is in your own good time. All is fruit for me that your seasons bring, O nature. All proceeds from you, all subsists in you, and to you all things return. The poet says: ‘Dear city of Cecrops’;* and you, will you not say: ‘Dear city of Zeus’?

24. ‘Do little,’ he says, ‘if you want contentment of mind.’* Would it not be better to do what is necessary, and whatever the reason of a creature that is sociable by nature prescribes, and as that nature prescribes it? For this will bring not only the contentment of mind that comes from acting aright, but also that which comes from doing little; for considering that the majority of our words and actions are anything but necessary, if a person dispenses with them he will have greater leisure and a less troubled mind. You should also remember to ask yourself on every occasion, ‘Is this something that is really necessary?’ And we should dispense not only with actions that are unnecessary, but also with unnecessary ideas; for in that way the needless actions that follow in their train will no longer ensue.

25. Try living the life of a good man, and see how you fare as one who is well pleased with what is allotted to him from the whole and finds his contentment in his own just conduct and benevolent disposition.

26. You have seen all that? Now consider this. Do not disturb yourself; strive to be simple. Someone is doing wrong? The wrong is to himself. Something has happened to you? That is good and well, for all that happens to you from the whole was ordained for you from the beginning and spun to be your fate. In short, life is brief, and you should profit from the present with prudence and justice. Be sober and yet relaxed.

27. Either an ordered universe, or a heterogeneous mass* heaped together which forms no proper order; or can it be that a certain order subsists in you, but disorder in the whole, and that too when things are distinct and yet interfused and bound together by a common sympathy?

28. A black character, an unmanly character, a stubborn character, bestial, brutish, puerile, fatuous, deceitful, coarse, mercenary, tyrannical.

29. If he is a stranger in the universe, a person who has no knowledge of what it contains, he is no less a stranger who has no knowledge of what comes about in it. He is a fugitive, he who flees from the reason that governs our social life; a blind man, he who closes the eyes of his mind; a beggar, he who depends on another and does not possess within himself all that is necessary for life; an abscess on the body of the universe,* he who sets himself apart and cuts himself off from the reason of our common nature because he is dissatisfied with what comes to pass; for this is brought about by the same order of nature that brought you too into being. And he is a limb amputated from human society, he who severs his own soul from the soul of all rational beings, which is but one.

30. This man has no tunic,* and that no book, and yet they live as philosophers; and here is a third who is half-naked and says, ‘I have no bread, and yet I hold to reason’; but I for my part cannot gain nourishment from my studies and hold true to them.

31. Love the art that you have learned and take your rest in it; and pass through the rest of your life as one who has entrusted all that he has, with a full heart, to the gods, and makes himself neither a tyrant nor a slave to any man.

32. Call to mind, say, the time of Vespasian, and you will see the same old things: people marrying, bringing up children, falling sick, dying, fighting wars, feasting, trading, working the land, flattering, putting on airs, suspecting their fellows, hatching plots, praying for the death of others, grumbling at their present lot, falling in love, piling up fortunes, lusting for high office or a crown; and now that life of theirs is utterly dead and nowhere to be seen. And then pass on to the time of Trajan.* Once again the same old things; and that life too is dead. Consider likewise the annals of other ages and of entire nations, and see how many people, after their brief exertions, soon fell prey to death and were resolved into their elements. But above all, you should run over in your mind those whom you yourself have known, who, distracted by vain pursuits, have neglected to do what their own constitution demanded, and to hold firm to this and rest content. And here it is essential to remember that the care bestowed on each action should be proportionate to its worth; for then you will not lose heart and give up, if you are not busying yourself with lesser matters to a greater extent than they deserve.

33. The everyday expressions of earlier times are now archaic; and likewise the names of those who were highly acclaimed in earlier ages are now, in a sense, archaic; Camillus, Caeso, Volesus, Dentatus, and a little later, Scipio too and Cato, and then Augustus also,* and then Hadrian and Antoninus. For all things are swift to fade and become mere matter for tales, and swiftly too complete oblivion covers their every trace. And here I am speaking of those who shone forth with a wonderful brightness; as for all the rest, the moment that they breathed their last, they were ‘out of sight, out of mind’. And what does it amount to, in any case, everlasting remembrance? Sheer vanity and nothing more. What, then, is worthy of our striving? This alone, a mind governed by justice, deeds directed to the common good, words that never lie, and a disposition that welcomes all that happens, as necessary, as familiar, as flowing from the same kind of origin and spring.

34. Willingly surrender yourself to Clotho,* and let her spin the thread of your fate into whatever events she chooses.

35. All is ephemeral, both that which remembers and that which is remembered.

36. Constantly observe everything coming into being through change, and accustom yourself to the thought that universal nature loves nothing so much as to change the things that are and to create new things in their likeness. For everything that exists is, in a sense, the seed of what will arise from it, whereas to your way of thinking, the only seeds are those which are cast onto the earth or into a womb; but that is very much a layman’s view.

37. You will soon be dead and you are not yet simple, or unperturbed, or free from the suspicion that things from outside can harm you, nor are you yet gracious to everyone, nor do you yet believe that wisdom lies in one thing alone, in acting righteously.

38. Look into their ruling centres, and see what things they flee from and what they pursue!

39. What is bad for yourself lies neither in the ruling centre of another, nor yet in any change and alteration in the things that surround you. Where, then? In that part of you which judges that certain things are evils. So let it pass no such judgement, and all is well. Even if its closest companion, your poor body, is cut or burned, or festers or decays, let the part of you that forms a judgement about these matters keep its peace none the less; in other words, let it judge nothing to be good or bad if it can happen to a good person or bad without distinction. For that which happens alike to one whose life is contrary to nature and one whose life accords with nature is itself neither in accordance with nature nor contrary to it.

40. Constantly think of the universe as a single living being, comprised of a single substance and a single soul; and how all things issue into the single perception of this being, and how it accomplishes all things through a single impulse; and how all things work together to cause all that comes to be, and how intricate and densely woven is the fabric formed by their interweaving.

41. You are a little soul carrying a corpse around,* as Epictetus used to say.

42. Change is nothing bad for things, any more than surviving change is good for them.

43. There is a stream* of things entering into being, and time is a raging torrent; for no sooner does each thing enter our sight than it has been swept away, and another is passing in its place, and that too will be swept away.

44. All that comes to pass is as accustomed and familiar as the rose in spring and the fruit in autumn; and so likewise is illness and death and slander and intrigue and everything that brings delight or distress to the foolish.

45. What comes after is always linked by a tie of affinity to what came before; for this is not like the counting out of a series of independent units linked only by the necessary sequence of cause and effect, but a rational conjunction. And as existing realities are harmoniously co-ordinated, so also things coming into being display no mere succession but a wonderful interrelationship.

46. Always remember the saying of Heraclitus,* that the death of earth is birth for water, and the death of water is birth for air, and that of air for fire, and conversely. Remember, too, his saying about the man who forgets where his road is leading, and this: ‘they are at variance with that with which they have the most constant communion’, the reason that governs the universe; and again, that we should not ‘act and speak like those who are asleep’ (for even in our sleep we seem to act and speak); and that we should not behave ‘as children do to their parents’, that is to say, simply accept things ‘as we have received them’.

47. If one of the gods informed you, ‘You will die tomorrow or, at any rate, the day after tomorrow’, you would consider it no great matter whether it were the day after tomorrow rather than tomorrow, unless, indeed, you were a terrible coward, for the difference is minimal; so likewise, consider it no great matter whether you will die after many a long year rather than tomorrow.

48. Reflect constantly on how many physicians have died after knitting their brows again and again over the beds of the sick; and how many astrologers after foretelling the deaths of others as though death itself were some great thing; and how many philosophers after endless disputes about death and immortality; and how many heroes after slaying a multitude of others; and how many tyrants after exercising their power over life and death with appalling arrogance, as though they themselves would be immortal; and how many entire cities have, if one may use the word, died: Helice, Pompeii, Herculaneum* and others without number. Also call before your mind, one after another, the many people whom you yourself have known. This man, after paying his last respects to that, was then laid out himself, and the one who laid him out was laid out in his turn, and all in so short a time. In a word, never cease to observe how evanescent are all things human, and how worthless: today a drop of mucus, and tomorrow a mummy or a pile of ash. So make your way through this brief moment of time as one who is obedient to nature, and accept your end with a cheerful heart, just as an olive might ripen and fall, blessing the earth that bore it and grateful to the tree that gave it growth.

49. Be like the headland, with wave after wave breaking against it, which yet stands firm* and sees the boiling waters round it fall to rest. ‘Unfortunate am I that this has befallen me.’ No, quite the contrary: ‘Fortunate am I, that when such a thing has befallen me, I remain undisturbed, neither crushed by the present nor afraid of what is to come.’ For such a thing could have happened to anyone, but not everyone would have remained undisturbed in the face of such a blow. So why is this a misfortune rather than something fortunate? Or do you generally say that human misfortune can lie in something other than a deviation from man’s true nature? And do you suppose anything to be a deviation from man’s nature if it does not conflict with the will of that nature? Well then, you have learned to know what that will is. Can what has happened to you prevent you in any way from being just, high-minded, self-controlled, prudent, deliberate in your judgement, empty of deceit, self-respecting, free, or prevent you from possessing any of the qualities that, by their presence, make it possible for man’s nature to come into its own? So henceforth, in the face of every difficulty that leads you to feel distress, remember to apply this principle: this is no misfortune, but to bear it with a noble spirit is good fortune.

50. An unphilosophical but none the less effective aid to attaining contempt for death is to review in your thoughts those who have clung tenaciously to life. For how are they any better off than those who died a premature death? Somehow or other, in any case, they lie at last beneath the earth, Caedicianus, Fabius, Julianus, Lepidus,* and others like them, who carried so many to their graves and were then carried out to their own; and small, in any event, is the difference, and through what troubles, and with what companions, and in what a body we drag out our lives! So regard it as no great matter. For look at the abyss of time behind you, and the other infinity which stretches in front of you; in view of that, what difference is there between a baby who lives for three days and a Nestor who lives for three generations?

51. Always run by the shortest route; and the shortest is that which follows nature, and leads us to say and do everything in the soundest fashion. For such a plan of action delivers us from trouble and conflict, and from every artifice and affectation.


BOOK 5

1. Early in the morning, when you find it so hard to rouse yourself from your sleep, have these thoughts ready at hand: ‘I am rising to do the work of a human being. Why, then, am I so irritable if I am going out to do what I was born to do and what I was brought into this world for? Or was I created for this, to lie in bed and warm myself under the bedclothes?’ ‘Well, it is certainly more pleasant.’ ‘So were you born for pleasure or, in general, for feeling, or for action? Do you not see how the little plants, the little birds, the ants, the spiders, the bees, each do their own work and play their part in the proper running of the universe? And will you, then, for your part, refuse to do the work of a human being? Will you not hasten to do what your nature requires of you?’—‘Yes, but one needs one’s rest too.’—Quite so, but nature has set limits on that, as she has on eating and drinking, and yet you are going beyond those limits, and beyond what is sufficient. But when it comes to your actions, that is no longer the case, but there you stop short of what you could do. The truth is, you have no love for yourself; or else you would love both your own nature and all that your nature wills. Others who love their own trades wear themselves to the bone as they work away at them without pausing to wash or feed; but you hold your own nature in less honour than the sculptor his metalwork, the dancer his dancing, the miser his money, or the glory-hunter his scrap of fame. And yet these people, when the fit takes them, would sooner do without food or sleep rather than fail to make progress in the things that they care about, while you for your part suppose that actions that serve the common good are of lesser value and less deserving of effort.

2. How easy it is to repel and wipe away every disturbing or inappropriate thought, and recover at once a perfect calm.

3. Consider every word and deed that accords with nature to be worthy of you, and do not allow yourself to be turned aside by the criticisms and talk that may follow, but if anything is rightly said or done, do not consider that you deserve anything less. For those others have their own guiding centre and follow their own impulses; so do not trouble yourself about that, but proceed directly on your course, guided by your own nature and by universal nature; for both of these follow one single path.

4. I travel along nature’s way until the day arrives for me to fall down and take my rest, yielding my last breath to the air from which I daily draw it in, and falling to that earth from which my father drew his seed, my mother her blood, and my nurse her milk, and from which day by day these many years I have gained my food and drink; the earth that bears me as I tread over it and make use of it for so many purposes.

5. They cannot admire you for the sharpness of your mind. So be it, but there is much else of which you cannot say, ‘I have no gift for that.’ So display the qualities that are wholly within your power, sincerity, dignity, endurance, disdain for sensual pleasure, satisfaction with your lot, contentment with little, kindness, freedom, frugality, avoidance of idle chatter, and elevation of mind. Do you not see how many fine qualities you are already able to display, for which you can offer no excuse of want of natural talent or lack of aptitude? And yet of your own free will you still fall short of your proper level. Or are you compelled to grumble, to be grasping, to flatter others, to heap criticism on your poor body, to be ingratiating, and boastful, and restless in your mind, because you were created without the necessary gifts? No, by the gods, you could have been released from all of this long ago, and then have been open to only the one charge, if indeed that, of being somewhat slow in your mind and slow in the uptake; and even in that regard you should exercise yourself instead of neglecting your faults and taking comfort in your dullness.

6. It is the way of one person, when he has done someone a good turn, to count as a matter of course on being repaid in kind. Another is not as quick to do so, but all the same, in his own mind, he regards the beneficiary as being in his debt, and he is conscious of what he has done. A third is, in a sense, not even conscious of what he has done; he is rather like a vine which has produced its grapes, and seeks for no further reward once it has borne its proper fruit, as with a horse when it has run its race, or a dog when it has followed its trail, or a bee when it has made its honey. And so such a person, when he has done a good deed, does not shout about it, but passes straight on to the next one, as the vine yields new clusters of grapes when the season comes around. ‘So one should be one of these people who act in this way without, as it were, being aware of it?’ Yes indeed. ‘But surely that is precisely what he should be aware of ? For it is the mark, they say, of a social being to perceive that he is acting for the good of society, and, by Zeus, to wish that his neighbours should notice it too!’ What you say is true enough, but you are misreading the present argument; and because of that, you will be one of those people I mentioned earlier. For they too are led astray by reasoning which has a certain plausibility. But if you make an effort to understand the real meaning of the argument, you should have no fear that, because of that, you will neglect any act which serves the common good.

7. A prayer of the Athenians: ‘Rain, rain, dear Zeus, on the ploughlands and plains of Attica.’ We should either pray in this simple and artless fashion, or not pray at all.

8. As people say, ‘Asclepius* has prescribed horse-riding for this person, or cold baths, or walking barefoot,’ so we might also say, ‘universal nature has prescribed sickness for this person, or disability, or loss, or something else of the kind.’ Now in the first case, the expression ‘prescribed’ means something like ‘laid this down for him as appropriate to his health’; and in the latter what ‘fits’ each person has been laid down for him as being in some way appropriate to his destiny. For when we say that these things ‘fit’ us, we are talking like the masons when they say that squared blocks fit in walls or pyramids, because they fit in with one another in a particular structural arrangement. Now there is a single harmony that embraces all things, and just as all bodies combine together to make up this single great body, the universe, so likewise, all individual causes combine together to make up the single great cause known as destiny. And that even wholly uneducated people understand what I am saying here is shown when they say, ‘Fate brought that on him’; for if it was brought on him, this means that it was prescribed for him. So let us accept what fate prescribes as we accept what Asclepius prescribes for us. For there is surely much in these prescriptions that is none too agreeable, but we welcome them in the hope of regaining our health.

You should regard the realization and fulfilment of what seems good to universal nature in much the same light as the securing of your health, and so come to welcome whatever comes to us, even if it appears somewhat unpalatable, because it contributes to this great end, the health of the universe and the well-being and well-doing of Zeus. For he would not have brought it on anyone if it were not to the benefit of the whole, any more than any nature you care to mention brings on anything which is against the interest of that which is governed by it.

There are thus two reasons why you should be contented with whatever happens to you. Firstly, that it was for you that it came about, and it was prescribed for you and stands in a special relationship to you as something that was woven into your destiny from the beginning and issues from the most venerable of causes, and secondly that, for the power which governs the whole, that which comes to each of us individually contributes to its own well-being and perfection, and, by Zeus, its very continuance. For the perfection of the whole suffers a mutilation if you cut off even the smallest particle from the coherence and continuity of its causes no less than of its parts; and you do this, so far as you can, whenever you are discontented, and, in a certain sense, you destroy it.

9. You should not be disgusted, or lose heart, or give up if you are not wholly successful in accomplishing every action according to correct principles, but when you are thwarted, return to the struggle, and be well contented if for the most part your actions are worthier of human nature. Love that to which you are returning, and come back to philosophy not as to a schoolteacher, but as those with sore eyes turn to a sponge and white of egg, and another patient to a poultice, and another to fomentations. For in that way, you will not merely make a show of obeying reason, but you will find your rest in it. And remember this, that philosophy wishes nothing other than what your nature wishes, whereas you were wishing for something else which is not in accordance with nature. Now what could be more delightful than to follow nature? And is it not on account of such delight that vulgar pleasures seduce us? Well, see whether elevation of mind, freedom, simplicity, goodness of heart, and piety afford you greater delight. For what is more delightful than wisdom itself, when you consider how sure of touch and how happy in all its undertakings is the faculty of understanding and knowledge?

10. Realities are concealed,* so to say, behind such a veil that not a few philosophers, and those of no mean quality, have supposed them to be wholly beyond our comprehension, while even the Stoics themselves find them hard to comprehend; and every assent to sense impressions is subject to alteration—for where are we to find a person who is never subject to error? Now pass on to the sensible objects themselves: how ephemeral they are, how cheap, how liable to become the property of a catamite, a prostitute, or a robber! Turn next to the characters of your associates, of whom even the most agreeable are hard to endure, not to mention the fact that it is not at all easy even to bear with oneself. In the midst of all this murk and filth, this unending flux of substance and time, and of movement and things that are moved, what there could be that deserves our respect or is in any way worthy of serious pursuit I cannot even conceive. On the contrary, one should content oneself with the expectation of one’s natural dissolution, and not be aggrieved at the delay, but put one’s trust in these two thoughts alone, firstly that nothing will happen to me which is not in accordance with the nature of the whole, and secondly, that it is in my power never to do anything which is contrary to the deity and guardian-spirit within me; for no one can force me to disobey its will.

11. To what purpose, then, am I presently using my soul? Ask yourself this question at every moment, and examine yourself as follows: what is presently to be found in that part of me which is called the ruling centre? And whose soul do I have at present? That of a child? That of an adolescent? That of a woman, of a tyrant, of a domestic animal, of a wild beast?

12. You can gain* an idea of the nature of the things that pass for good amongst the mass of people from the following observations. If a person were to conceive the existence of genuine goods, like wisdom, temperance, justice, and courage, he would not be able, with the idea of these in his mind, to listen any longer to the old verses about the man who is ‘so well endowed with good things’; for it would be quite inappropriate. But if, on the contrary, he first pictures in his mind the things that appear good to the mass of people, he will lend a willing ear to the saying from the comic poets and readily accept it as a fitting remark. In this way we see that even the average person feels the difference, otherwise the joke would not cause offence and be repudiated in the first case, and yet, when applied to wealth and the blessings associated with luxury and fame, be accepted as a telling and witty observation. Go on, then, and ask whether we should prize and accept as good those things with regard to which, when we have formed an idea of them in our mind, we could fittingly remark of their possessor that because he is so richly endowed with them, ‘he has nowhere left to him where he can shit’.

13. I am composed of the formal and the material;* and neither of these will perish into nothingness, just as neither arose from nothingness. Thus every part of me will be appointed by change to a new position as some part of the universe, and that again will be changed to form another part of the universe, and so on to infinity. It was through a similar process of change that I too came to exist, and my parents before me, and so again to infinity in the other direction (for nothing prevents us from using such language, even if the administration of the universe is organized into a succession of finite periods).

14. Reason and the art of reasoning are capacities which are sufficient for themselves and their own works. They start, then, from their own specific principle and make their way to the goal set before them; and that is why actions founded on reason are called ‘correct acts’, to indicate that they follow the correct path.

15. A human being should count none of those things as his own which do not fall to him in his nature as a human being. For he has no claim on them, nor does human nature promise them, nor do they contribute to the perfection of that nature. Accordingly, the human end cannot lie in them, and neither, to be sure, can its correlative, the good. Furthermore, if any of these were proper to human beings, it would not be fitting to spurn them or hold out against them, nor would a person who ensured that he had no need of them be deserving of praise, nor would one who was sparing in his enjoyment of any of them be a good person, if it were really the case that these were good things. But as it is, the more a person deprives himself of these or others like them, and the better he bears it when he is deprived of them by another, the better he is as a human being.

16. As are your habitual conceptions, so will your mind be also; for the soul takes its colouring from its conceptions. Dye it, then, with a succession of conceptions such as these: where it is possible to live, there it is also possible to live well; now it is possible to live at court,* so it must also be possible to live well at court. Or again: towards that for the sake of which each being has been constituted and for which it was made, towards that it strives; now in what it strives towards, there resides its end; and where its end lies, there also lies its specific advantage and good. It follows that the good of a rational being must be fellowship with others; for it has long been proved that we were born for fellowship. Or is it not clear that inferior beings were made for the sake of the superior, and superior beings for the sake of one another? Now animate beings are superior to the inanimate, and rational beings to those that are merely animate.

17. To pursue the impossible is madness; now it is impossible that people of bad character should abstain from such behaviour.

18. Nothing happens to anyone that he is not fitted by nature to bear. The same things happen to another, and either because he fails to realize that they have happened to him, or because he wants to display his strength of mind, he stands firm and remains unaffected. Is it not extraordinary that ignorance and self-conceit should prove more powerful than wisdom?

19. Things as such have not the slightest hold on our soul, nor do they have access to the soul, nor can they alter it or move it; but the soul alone alters and moves itself, and ensures that whatever is submitted to it conforms to the judgements of which it considers itself worthy.

20. From one point of view,* human beings are the beings who are closest to us, in so far as we must do good to our fellows and show them tolerance: but in so far as any of them stands in the way of our closest duties, a human being then comes to be one of the things that are indifferent to me, no less than the sun, or the wind, or a wild beast. Now these may hinder one or other of my actions, but they are not hindrances to my impulses or my disposition, because I have the power to act with reservation and turn circumstances to my own advantage. For the mind adapts and converts everything that impedes its activities into something that advances its purpose, and a hindrance to its action becomes an aid, and an obstacle on its path helps it on its way.

21. Revere the highest power in the universe, the power that makes use of all things and presides over all. And likewise, revere the highest power in yourself: and this power is of one kind with the other. For in yourself too, this is what makes use of everything else, and your life is governed by it.

22. What causes no harm to the city causes no harm to the citizen. Every time that the idea occurs to you that you have been harmed, apply this rule: ‘If the community is not harmed by this, neither am I.’ But if the community really is harmed, do not be angry with the person who is responsible, but show him what he has failed to see.

23. Constantly reflect on how swiftly all that exists and is coming to be is swept past us and disappears from sight. For substance is like a river in perpetual flow, and its activities are ever changing, and its causes infinite in their variations, and hardly anything at all stands still; and ever at our side is the immeasurable span of the past and the yawning gulf of the future, into which all things vanish away. Then how is he not a fool who in the midst of all this is puffed up with pride, or tormented, or bewails his lot as though his troubles will endure for any great while?

24. Think of substance in its entirety, of which you have the smallest of shares; and of time in its entirety, of which a brief and momentary span has been assigned to you; and of the works of destiny, and how very small is your part in them.

25. Another does me wrong? Let him look to that; he has his own disposition, and his actions are his own. For my part, I presently have what universal nature wills that I should have, and I am doing what my own nature wills that I should do.

26. Make sure that the ruling and sovereign part of your soul remains unaffected by every movement, smooth or violent, in your flesh,* and that it does not combine with them, but circumscribes itself, and restricts these experiences to the bodily parts. Whenever they communicate themselves to the mind by virtue of that other sympathy, as is bound to occur in a unified organism, you should not attempt to resist the sensation, which is a natural one, but you must not allow the ruling centre to add its own further judgement that the experience is good or bad.

27. Live with the gods. And he is living with the gods who constantly displays to them a soul that is satisfied with the lot assigned to it, and who is obedient to the will of the guardian-spirit which Zeus has granted to each of us as a portion of his own being to serve as our overseer and guide; and this guardian-spirit is the mind and reason of each one of us.

28. You are angry with a man if he smells of stale sweat, or has bad breath? What good will it do you? He has such a mouth, he has such armpits; and being as they are, such exhalations are bound to arise from them. ‘Yes, but the man is endowed with reason, and if he would only think, he could recognize his fault.’ Gracious me, you have reason too, so set his powers of reason to work by making use of your own! Show him his fault, call it to his attention; for if he listens, you will cure him, and there will be no need for anger.

Neither a play-actor nor a prostitute!

29. You can live here on earth as you intend to live once you have departed. If others do not allow that, however, then depart from life even now, but do so in the conviction that you are suffering no evil. Smoke fills the room, and I leave it: why think it any great matter? But as long as no such reason causes me to leave, I remain a free agent and none shall prevent me from doing what I will: and my will is to act according to the nature of a rational and sociable creature.

30. The mind of the whole is concerned for the good of all. In any event, it has made the lower for the sake of the higher, and adapted them to one another. You can see how it has subordinated, co-ordinated, and assigned to each the lot that is owing to it and brought the superior beings into good accord with one another.

31. Up until now, how have you behaved towards the gods, your parents, brothers, wife, children, teachers, tutors, friends, relations, servants? Have you acted to all of them so far as the saying demands, ‘neither to have done nor said anything to anyone beyond what is right’? And remind yourself of the kind of things that you have passed through and what you have found the strength to endure; and that the story of your life is almost told and your service accomplished; and how many noble spectacles you have beheld, how many pleasures and pains you have viewed with disdain, how many ambitions you have disregarded; and to how many inconsiderate people you have shown consideration.

32. Why do ignorant and uncultivated souls trouble one that is cultivated and knowledgeable? So what is a cultivated and knowledgeable soul? That which knows the beginning and end and the reason that interpenetrates all substance and, through all eternity, governs the whole from one appointed cycle to the next.

33. Soon, very soon, you will be ashes or a skeleton, and simply a name, or not even that; and a name itself is an empty sound and an echo. All that is highly prized in life is hollow, putrid, and trivial; puppies snapping at one another, little children bickering, and laughing, and then all at once in tears. And Faith, Modesty, Justice, and Truth have fled ‘away from the broad-pathed earth up to high Olympus’.* What is there, then, that still holds you back in this world below? The objects of sense are constantly changing with never a stay, and our senses are dull and easily deceived by false impressions, and our poor soul* itself is an exhalation from our blood, and glory in such a world as this is utterly vain. So what is one to do? Wait with a good grace, either to be extinguished or to depart* to another place; and until that moment arrives what should suffice? What else than to worship and praise the gods, and do good to your fellows, and put up with them and show tolerance; but as to all that lies within the limits of mere flesh and breath, to remember that this is neither your own nor within your own control.

34. You can ensure that your life always follows a happy course if you are able to follow the right path, and hold to what is right in all your thoughts and deeds. For these two properties are shared by the souls of God and man alike, and of every rational creature: not to be subject to hindrance from another, and to find one’s good in a just disposition and righteous action and to make that the limit of one’s desire.

35. If this is neither an evil of mine nor anything that follows from an evil of mine, and the common good is not harmed by it, why am I troubled because of it? And what harm does it bring to the common good?

36. Do not allow yourself* to be wholly carried away by your impressions, but help people as best you can and as they deserve, even if what they have lost is of no inherent value. You should not form the impression, however, that any real harm is involved; for that is an unhealthy habit. Rather, you must act like the old man [in the play], who, when he went away, would ask for his foster-child’s top without losing sight of the fact that it was merely a top. So follow a similar course in the present case also; and yet you are giving vent to your sympathies in this theatrical fashion. Tell me, man, have you forgotten what these things really were? ‘Yes, but they were of great importance to those who have lost them.’ Is that a reason why you should join them in their folly?

37. ‘In former days, at whatever moment they caught me, I was a man who was blessed by good fortune.’ But the person who is blessed by good fortune is the one who has assigned a good lot to himself, and a good lot consists of this: good dispositions of the soul, good impulses, good actions.


BOOK 6

1. The substance of the whole is compliant and malleable, and the reason that governs it has nothing within itself that could cause it to bring about anything bad; for it has no evil in itself, nor does it do any wrong, nor is anything injured by it; and all things come into being and are accomplished according to its will.

2. Let it make no difference to you whether you are shivering or warm if only you are doing your duty, or whether you are over-tired or have had sufficient sleep, or are greeted with disparagement or praise, or are in the process of dying, or are busy with something else. For even the act of dying is one of the acts of our life; and so in that, too, it is enough to make good use of what the moment brings.

3. Look to the inner nature of things; and in each instance, let neither its specific quality nor its worth escape you.

4. All existing things change very swiftly, and will either evaporate, if it be true that all substance is one, or else be scattered abroad.*

5. The reason that governs all things knows its own disposition, and what it creates, and in what material.

6. The best way to avenge yourself is not to become as they are.

7. Take your delight and your rest in one thing alone: to pass from one action that serves the good of your fellows to the next, keeping God in your thoughts.

8. The ruling centre is that which arouses itself, and adapts itself, and fashions itself according to its will, and makes whatever happens to it appear to itself as it wishes it to be.

9. All things are accomplished in every case in accordance with the nature of the whole; for they could hardly be accomplished according to any other nature, whether embracing the universe from outside, or contained within it, or existing independently outside it.

10. Either a hotchpotch* and the entangling of atoms and their dispersal, or else unity, order, and providence. If the first thought is true, why should I even wish to linger in such a random assemblage and chaotic disarray? Why should I be concerned about anything other than how, one day, I shall ‘turn to earth’? And why, indeed, should that trouble me? For dispersal will be my lot whatever I do. But if the other alternative is true, I submit reverently, I stand secure, I place my trust in the power that governs all.

11. When the force of circumstances causes you, in some sense, to lose your equilibrium, return to yourself with all speed, and never lose the rhythm for any longer than you must; for you will be more in control of the measure if you return to it again and again.

12. If you had a stepmother and a mother at the same time, you would fulfil your obligations to your stepmother, but for all that you would be constantly returning to your mother; and that is your present situation with regard to the court and philosophy. So return to philosophy as often as you can, and take your rest in her; for it is through her that life at court seems bearable to you, and you bearable to your court.

13. When you have savouries and fine dishes set before you, you will gain an idea of their nature if you tell yourself that this is the corpse of a fish, and that the corpse of a bird or a pig; or again, that fine Falernian wine is merely grape-juice, and this purple robe some sheep’s wool dipped in the blood of a shellfish; and as for sexual intercourse, it is the friction of a piece of gut and, following a sort of convulsion, the expulsion of some mucus. Thoughts such as these reach through to the things themselves and strike to the heart of them, allowing us to see them as they truly are. So follow this practice throughout your life, and where things seem most worthy of your approval, lay them naked,* and see how cheap they are, and strip them of the pretences of which they are so vain. For pride is clever at cheating by false reasoning, and it is just when you are most confident that you are engaged on serious matters that it most surely puts you under its spell. Consider, for instance, what Crates said about Xenocrates himself in this regard.

14. Most of the things* which ordinary people admire may be referred to the broad category of things that are held together by physical cohesion, as with stones and timber, or by organic growth, as with figs, vines, and olives; and those that are admired by people of somewhat greater discrimination to things which are held together by animal soul, as with flocks and herds; and those that are admired by people of still greater refinement to things which are held together by rational soul, not, however, that which is rational in the fullest sense, but merely in so far as it possesses a technical skill or some other instrumental capacity. But he who prizes the soul in so far as it is fully rational and is concerned for society will no longer turn his mind to all the rest, but strives above all to ensure that his own soul remains rational and sociable in itself and in its activity and co-operates to that end with those who are of like nature.

15. At all times some things are hastening to come into being, and others to be no more; and of that which is coming to be, some part is already extinct. Flux and transformation are forever renewing the world, as the ever-flowing stream of time makes boundless eternity forever young. So in this torrent, in which one can find no place to stand, which of the things that go rushing past should one value at any great price? It is as though one began to lose one’s heart to a little sparrow flitting by, and no sooner has one done so than it has vanished from sight. Indeed, the very life of every one of us is like an exhalation from our blood or inhalation from the atmosphere; for such as it is to draw a breath of air into your lungs and then surrender it, so it is to surrender your power of respiration as a whole, which you acquired but yesterday or the day before at the time of your birth, and are now surrendering to the source from which you first drew it.*

16. Neither to transpire like plants, nor to breathe like cattle and wild beasts, nor to receive sense-impressions, nor to be pulled around like puppets by our impulses, nor to gather together in herds, nor to feed ourselves, is anything of real value; indeed, the last corresponds to the process by which we expel the waste-products from our food. In that case, what should we value? That people should clap when we appear? No, indeed. Then there is no value either in being greeted by clapping tongues (for praise from the crowd is simply the clapping of tongues). So you have now disposed of glory too; what does that leave that is truly of value? In my view, to act or abstain from action as our own constitution requires, the end to which all arts and professions are directed. For every art aims at this, that what it produces should be suited to the purpose for which it has been produced; that is what the gardener who tends the vines and the horse-breeder or dog-trainer seek to achieve. And the training and education of children, to what end do they aspire? It is here, then, that true value should be sought; and if you succeed in this you will no longer seek any other good. Will you not cease to value many other things besides? Otherwise you will be neither free, nor self-sufficient, nor beyond the reach of passion; for you are bound to be envious and jealous, and suspicious of those who can deprive you of the objects of your desire, and to scheme against those who possess what you value. All in all, one who feels a need for any of these things is sure to be in a constant turmoil, and what is more, he must often find fault even with the gods. But if you respect and honour your own understanding, you will make yourself pleasing in your own eyes, and be in harmony with your fellows, and in accord with the gods; that is to say, you will have nothing but praise for all that they dispense and have ordained.

17. Up, down, and round about are the courses of the elements. But the movement of virtue follows none of these courses: it is something more divine, and goes happily on its way along a path not easily discerned.

18. What curious behaviour! They have nothing good to say of those who live in their own time and share their lives, and yet they themselves are greatly concerned that they should be well spoken of by those who will live after them, whom they have never seen and will never see. It is much the same as being aggrieved because those who lived before you never spoke in praise of you.

19. Do not suppose that if you personally find that something is hard to achieve, it is therefore beyond human capacity; rather, if something is possible and appropriate for human beings, assume that it must also be within your own reach.

20. In the gymnasium, someone may have scratched us with his nails or have collided with us and struck us a blow with his head, but, for all that, we do not mark him down as a bad character, or take offence, or view him with suspicion afterwards as one who wishes us ill. To be sure, we remain on our guard, but not in a hostile spirit or with undue suspicion; we simply try to avoid him in an amicable fashion. So let us behave in much the same way in other areas of life: let us make many allowances for those who are, so to speak, the companions of our exercises. For it is possible, as I have said, to avoid them, and yet to view them neither with suspicion nor hatred.

21. If anyone can give me good reason to think that I am going astray in my thoughts or my actions, I will gladly change my ways. For I seek the truth, which has never caused harm to anyone; no, the person who is harmed is one who persists in his self-deception and ignorance.

22. For my part I attend to my own duty, and other things do not distract me; for they are either lifeless, or devoid of reason, or have gone astray and have no knowledge of their path.

23. Towards irrational creatures and material things in general, act in a generous and liberal manner, because you have reason and they have none; but towards human beings, because they have reason, you must behave in a sociable manner too; and in all things call on the help of the gods. And let it make no difference to you how long you will be doing this; for even three hours lived in such a fashion is time enough.

24. Alexander the Great and his stable boy were brought to the same level in death; for they were either taken back into the same generative principle of the universe or were scattered* one and both into atoms.

25. Consider how many things, in body and soul alike, are coming to pass in each of us in the same brief moment of time; and then you will not be surprised that many more things—indeed all that comes to be in the one and all that we call the universe—should exist there at the same time.

26. If someone were to ask you, ‘How is the name Antoninus written?’ would you spell out each of the letters in an emphatic tone? And then if those around you lost their temper, would you lose your temper in return? Or would you not proceed to count out each of the letters in a quiet manner passing from one to the next? You should remember, then, that in life too, every duty is composed of a number of separate elements. These you must observe, without allowing yourself to be disturbed, and if others become annoyed with you, do not be annoyed in return, but bring the task that lies before you to a methodical conclusion.

27. How cruel it is not to let people strive after what they regard as suitable and beneficial to themselves. And yet, in a sense, you are not permitting them to do so whenever you grow angry at their bad behaviour. For it is surely the case that they are simply drawn towards what they consider to be suitable and beneficial to themselves. ‘Yes, but they are wrong to think that.’ Well, instruct them, then, and show them the truth, without becoming annoyed.

28. Death is a rest from the recalcitrance of sense, and from the impulses that pull us around like a puppet, and from the vagaries of discursive thought, and from our service to the flesh.

29. How shameful it is that, in this life, when your body does not give up the struggle, your soul should do so first.

30. Take care that you are not turned into a Caesar,* that you are not stained with the purple; for such things do come about. Keep yourself simple, then, and good, sincere, dignified, free from affectation, a friend to justice, reverent towards the gods, affectionate, and firm in the performance of your duties. Struggle to remain such a person as philosophy wished to make you. Honour the gods, protect your fellows. Life is short; and our earthly existence yields but a single harvest, a holy disposition, and acts that serve the common good.

Be in everything a true pupil of Antoninus:* imitate his energy in acting as reason demands, his unchanging equanimity, his piety, the serenity of his expression, the sweetness of his character, his freedom from vanity, and his eagerness to get to the heart of matters. And remember how he would never dismiss a matter until he had examined it carefully and clearly understood it; and how he would put up with people who reproached him unjustly, and would never respond in kind; how he never acted in haste, and refused to listen to slander; and how acute he was in appraising people’s characters and actions, and how he was never one to criticize, or to be easily flustered, or over-suspicious, or pretentious; how it took little to satisfy him, in his lodgings for instance, or his bed, his dress, his food, his attendants; how hard-working he was, and how patient; how he would stay at his post from morning until evening, and because of his frugal diet would not even need to relieve himself except at his accustomed hour; his firmness and consistency in friendship; how he would tolerate frank opposition to his views and was pleased if somebody could point to a better course; and what reverence he showed to the gods without a trace of superstition. Follow his example, then, so that you may have as clear a conscience as he when your final hour arrives.

31. Recover your senses, call yourself back, and now that you have roused yourself from your sleep and realized that these were mere dreams that were troubling you, look at these things as you looked at those.

32. I consist of a body and a soul.* Now to the body all things are indifferent; for it is unable to differentiate between them. And to the mind, all that forms no part of its own activity is indifferent, and all that belongs to its own activity is within its own control. But even in relation to that, it is concerned only with the present; for its future and past activities are themselves indifferent at that moment.

33. No exertion is unnatural for the hand or the foot, as long as the foot is doing the work of a foot or the hand the work of a hand. So for a human being likewise, as a human being, exertion is not contrary to nature, as long as he is doing the work of a human being; and if it is not unnatural for him, neither is it an evil for him.

34. Just think where robbers, catamites, parricides, and despots find their pleasures.

35. Do you not see how common craftsmen, although willing to accommodate themselves to laymen to a certain extent, hold fast all the same to the principles of their craft, and cannot bear to depart from them? Is it not strange, then, that architects and doctors should regard the principles of their craft with higher respect than human beings regard the principle that governs their life, which he shares in common with the gods?

36. Asia and Europe are mere corners of the universe; and by that measure, every ocean is a drop of water, and Mount Athos* is a clod of earth; and the whole of present time is but a point in eternity. All is paltry, ever mutable, swift to vanish.

All things flow from there, arising directly from that common governing principle, or else as a secondary effect. Thus even the gaping jaws of a lion, and poison, and every noxious thing, from a thistle to a quagmire, are by-products* of what is sublime and noble. Do not suppose, then, that these are alien to what you revere, but direct your thoughts to the common source of all things.

37. One who has seen the present world has seen all that has ever been from time everlasting and all that ever will be into eternity; for all things are ever alike in their kind and their form.

38. Reflect again and again on how all things in the universe are bound up together and interrelated. For all things, in a sense, are mutually intertwined, and by virtue of that all are dear to one another; for one thing follows duly upon another because of the tensile movement and the common breath that pervades throughout and the unity of all substance.

39. Adapt yourself to the circumstances in which your lot has cast you; and love these people among whom your lot has fallen, but love them in all sincerity.

40. Every instrument, tool, and utensil is in a good way if it performs the task for which it was fashioned; and here, it should be noted, the maker is separate from what he has made. But where things are co-ordinated by nature, the part that made them lies within them and remains there; and for that reason, you should revere it the more, and believe that if you live and act according to its will, all will proceed for you according to your mind’s desire; as likewise, in the universe, all proceeds according to the mind of the whole.

41. If you regard anything which is independent of your will as good or bad for yourself, it will necessarily follow that whenever you fail to escape such an evil or attain such a good, you will cast blame on the gods and hate the people who are responsible for your failing in the one or the other respect, or whom you suspect will be the cause of your failure in the future; and, in truth, we commit many injustices because we attach a value to such things. But if we judge that alone to be good or evil which lies within our own power, we shall no longer have occasion to find fault with the gods or assume a hostile attitude to a fellow human being.

42. We are all working together to a single end, some of us knowingly and with understanding, and others without knowing what they do, in just the same way as those who are asleep, for even they, as Heraclitus,* I think, remarks, are workers and fellow workers in what comes to pass in the universe. Some help in one way, others in another, and even, moreover, he who finds fault with what is coming to pass, and tries to resist or suppress it; for the universe has need even of people like that. It remains for you, then, to decide on which side you will be placing yourself, for he who governs all things will make good use of you in any event, and will welcome you to a place among his collaborators and fellow workers. But take care that you do not become such a worthless part as that cheap and ridiculous verse in the play that Chrysippus* mentions.

43. Does the sun undertake to do the work of the rain? Or Asclepius the duties of the goddess who brings the harvest? And what of each particular star? Are they not all different, and yet working together to a single end?

44. If the gods* have taken counsel about me and what must happen to me, they have taken good counsel; for a god who makes ill-advised decisions can scarcely be imagined, and what motive could possibly impel them to do me harm? For what advantage would that bring either to themselves or to the common good, which is their primary concern? But if they have taken no counsel about me as an individual, they will at any rate have taken counsel about the common good, and whatever comes about as a consequence of that I am bound to welcome and gladly approve. But if we imagine that they take counsel about nothing at all—which it would be an impiety to believe, or otherwise let us no longer sacrifice to them, or pray to them, or swear by them, or do any other of the things that we do in the belief that the gods are close by and dwelling among us—but if we imagine, I say, that they take no counsel about our affairs, it is still possible for me to take counsel about myself and it is for me to consider where my own benefit lies. And the benefit of every being lies in what accords with its own constitution and nature. Now my nature is that of a rational and sociable being.

As Antoninus,* my city and fatherland is Rome; as a human being, it is the universe; so what brings benefits to these is the sole good for me.

45. All that happens to the individual is to the benefit of the whole;* and that should be sufficient. But if you look carefully, you will generally observe this further point, that what benefits one person also brings benefits to others. In this case, however, the word ‘benefit’ should be understood in its everyday sense, as applied to things which are neither good nor bad in themselves.

46. Just as you are sickened by the displays in the amphitheatre* and such places, because the same scenes are forever repeated and the monotony makes the spectacle irksome, so you should also feel about life as a whole; for all things, high and low, are ever the same and arise from the same. For how long, then?

47. Think constantly* of the people of all kinds, and of all manner of occupations and of every conceivable race, who have passed away and do so, until you come down to Philistion, Phoebus, and Origanion.* And then proceed to other groups in turn. We too must pass over to that other world, to where so many powerful orators, so many grave philosophers—Heraclitus, Pythagoras, Socrates—and so many heroes of old and commanders and kings of later ages have passed before us, as have Eudoxus, Hipparchus, and Archimedes besides, and other acute spirits, noble-minded and indefatigable, those who have been resolute in scorning the transient and perishable nature of human life, such as Menippus* and others of his kind. Of all of these, just reflect that they were laid in the dust long ago. Why should that be terrible for them? Or for those whose very names have passed from our memory? In this world there is only one thing of real value, to pass our days in truth and justice, and yet be gracious to those who are false and unjust.

48. When you want to gladden your heart, think of the good qualities of those around you; the energy of one, for instance, the modesty of another, the generosity of a third, and some other quality in another. For there is nothing more heartening than the images of the virtues shining forth in the characters of those around us, and assembled together, so far as possible, in close array. So be sure to keep them ever at hand.

49. You are not aggrieved, surely, because you weigh only so many pounds and not three hundred? Then why be aggrieved that you will live only a certain number of years and no longer? For as you are content with the portion of matter assigned to you, so be contented also with the time.

50. Try to persuade them, but act even against their will when the principles of justice demand it. If someone, however, should use force to bar your way, have recourse instead to equanimity and refuse to yield to distress, and so use the setback to display another virtue. Remember, moreover, that your original impulse was not unconditional,* and you were not aiming at the impossible. At what, then? Simply to exercise an impulse subject to certain conditions. And this you have achieved; just what we have proposed to ourselves comes to pass.

51. The glory-hunter holds that his own good lies in the activity of others, and the pleasure-seeker that it lies in his own sensations; but one who has understanding holds that it lies in his own activity.

52. It is possible to form no opinion on this matter and not be troubled in one’s mind; for things themselves are not of such a nature that they can create judgements within us.

53. Acquire the habit of attending carefully to what is being said by another, and of entering, so far as possible, into the mind of the speaker.

54. What brings no benefit to the hive brings none to the bee.

55. If the crew spoke ill of the captain or the patients of the doctor, would they be concerned with anything other than how that person could ensure the safety of his crew or the health of his patients?

56. How many who entered the world with me have already taken their leave!

57. To those suffering from jaundice, honey seems bitter; to those suffering from rabies, water is an object of terror; to young children, a ball is a very fine thing. Why, then, am I angry? Or do you fancy that false opinions* have less power over people than bile over the jaundiced, or the toxin over somebody bitten by a rabid dog?

58. No one can prevent you from living according to the rule of your own nature; and nothing can happen to you which is contrary to the rule of universal nature.

59. What sort of people are these whom they wish to please, and to what ends and through what actions? How swiftly unending time will cover all things, and how much it has covered already!


BOOK 7

1. What is vice? It is something that you have often seen. And with regard to everything that comes to pass, be ready to apply this thought: this is something that you have often seen. For everywhere, high and low, you will find the same old things, the things that fill the histories of the distant past, and of the intervening ages, and of recent times, and fill our cities and our households to this very day. There is nothing new; everything is long familiar, and swift to pass.

2. Your principles have life in them. For how can they perish, unless the ideas that correspond to them are extinguished? And it is up to you to be constantly fanning them into new flame. I am able, on this matter, to form the opinion that I ought; and if I am able to do so, why am I troubled? Things that lie outside my intellect have no hold whatever over my intellect. Learn this and you are well set up. To recover your life is within your power; simply view things again as once you viewed them, for your revival rests in that.

3. The idle pageantry of a procession, plays on a stage,* flocks and herds, the clashing of spears, a bone tossed to puppies, a scrap of bread cast into a fishpond, the wretched labours of overladen ants, the scurryings of startled mice, puppets* pulled about on their strings. You must take your place, then, in the midst of all this, with a good grace and without assuming a scornful air; and yet, at the same time, keep in mind that a person’s worth is measured by the worth of what he has set his heart on.

4. In conversation, one should attend closely to what is being said, and with regard to every impulse, attend to what arises from it; in the latter case, to see from the first what end it has in view, and in the former, to keep a careful watch on what people are meaning to say.

5. Is my understanding equal to this or not? If it is, I apply it to the task in hand as an instrument granted to me by universal nature; but if it is not, I either relinquish the task to someone who is better able to accomplish it, if that accords with my duty in every other respect, or else I perform it myself as best I can, calling on the assistance of one who is able, with the aid of my own ruling centre, to effect what is presently opportune and advantageous to the community. For all that I do, whether on my own or assisted by another, should be directed to this single end, the common benefit and harmony.

6. How many people whose praises were once widely sung are now consigned to oblivion; and how many who sang their praises are gone and departed long since.

7. Think it no shame to be helped by another; for you have to accomplish the duty that falls to you, like a soldier at the storming of a rampart. Now what if you were lame and unable to scale the battlements by your own efforts, but were able to do so with the help of another?

8. Do not allow the future to trouble your mind; for you will come to it, if come you must, bringing with you the same reason that you now apply to the affairs of the present.

9. All things are interwoven, and the bond that unites them is sacred, and hardly anything is alien to any other thing, for they have been ranged together and are jointly ordered to form a common universe. For there is one universe made up of all that is, and one god who pervades all things, and one substance and one law, and one reason common to all intelligent creatures, and one truth, if indeed there is one perfection for all creatures who are of the same stock and partake of the same reason.

10. Everything material disappears very swiftly into the universal substance, and swiftly too every cause is re-absorbed into the universal reason, and very swiftly the memory of everything is buried in eternity.

11. For a rational creature, to act according to nature and to act according to reason is one and the same.

12. Upright,* not set upright.

13. Just as with the limbs of the body in individual organisms, rational beings likewise in their separate bodies are constituted to work together in concert. The thought of this will strike you more forcibly if you say to yourself again and again, ‘I am a limb (melos) of the common body formed by all rational beings.’ If, however, by changing a single letter, you call yourself a part (meros), you have not learned to love your fellows with all your heart, nor do you yet rejoice in doing good for its own sake; for you are still doing it simply as a duty, and not yet in the conviction that you are thus doing good to yourself.

14. Let anything from outside that so wishes happen to the parts of me which can be affected by this event; for it is up to them, if that is their will, to make their complaint. But I myself, if I do not suppose that anything bad has happened to me, have yet to suffer any harm; and it is open to me not to make that supposition.

15. Whatever another may do or say, I for my part must be good; it is just as if an emerald—or some gold or purple*—should say again and again, ‘Whatever another may do or say, I for my part must be an emerald and preserve my native hue.’

16. Our ruling centre never causes disturbance to itself; I mean, it never arouses fear in itself, or desire. But if someone else can arouse fear in it or cause it pain, let him do so, for on its own account it will not exercise its judgement in such a way as to deliver itself to such feelings. Let the body take care, if it can, that it should suffer no hurt; and let the soul, which can come to know pain and distress, speak out if it suffers any such thing; but that which judges these matters overall will suffer nothing at all, for it is not its way to make such a judgement. In itself the ruling centre wants for nothing, unless it creates the want for itself, and likewise, it is not subject to disturbance or hindrance, unless it disturbs or hinders itself.

17. Happiness (eudaimonia) is a good guardian-spirit (daimon), or ruling centre within. What is this that you are doing, my imagination?* Go away in the name of the gods, just as you came; for I have no need of you. But you have come according to your age-old habit. I am not angry with you: only, go away!

18. Is one afraid of change? Why, what can come about without change? And what is nearer and dearer to universal nature? Can you yourself take a hot bath unless the firewood suffers change? Can you be nourished unless your food suffers change? Can anything else of value be accomplished without change? And do you not see, then, that change in yourself is of a similar nature, and similarly necessary to universal nature?

19. All bodies sweep through the substance of the whole as through a winter torrent; all are of one nature with the whole and work with it, as our limbs work with one another.

How many a Chrysippus, how many a Socrates, how many an Epictetus has eternity already engulfed. And may the same thought strike you with regard to every single person and every object.

20. One thing alone worries me, that I myself may do something that the constitution of man does not wish, or otherwise than it wishes it, or which it does not wish at this present moment.

21. Close is the time when you will forget all things; and close, too, the time when all will forget you.

22. It is a special characteristic of human beings to love even those who stumble. And that sentiment arises as soon as the thought strikes you that these are your relations and do wrong through ignorance* and against their will; and that in no time at all both you and the wrongdoer will be dead, and above all, that he has caused you no harm, for he has not caused your ruling centre to become worse than it was before.

23. From the substance of the whole, as if from wax, universal nature moulds first a little horse, and then, melting it down again, uses its material to make a little tree, and then a human being, and then something else again; and each of these has existed for only a very short time. But it is nothing terrible for a casket to be broken up, any more than it was for it to be put together.

24. A glowering expression on one’s face is utterly contrary to nature, and if it often reappears, the grace begins to die from one’s face, until, in the end, it is wholly extinguished, and can never be rekindled.

Try to grasp this specific point, that this is contrary to reason; for if our very awareness of doing wrong is lost, what is left to make life worth living?

25. All that you now see will be changed in no time at all by nature that governs the whole, and from its material she will make new things, and from their material new things again, to keep the universe forever young.

26. Whenever somebody wrongs you, ask yourself at once, ‘What conception of good and evil led him to commit such a wrong?’ And when you have seen that, you will pity him, and feel neither surprise nor anger.* For you yourself still hold the same opinion about what is good as he does, or another not unlike it; and you are thus obliged to forgive him. Or if you no longer suppose that things of that kind are good or bad in themselves, you will find it easier to show kindness to one who is still in the dark.

27. Do not think of things that are absent as though they were already at hand, but pick out the most pleasant from those that you presently have, and with these before you, reflect on how greatly you would have wished for them if they were not already here. At the same time, however, take good care that you do not fall into the habit of overvaluing them because you are so pleased to have them, so that you would be upset if you no longer had them at some future time.

28. Retire into yourself. The rational governing centre is of such a nature that it finds its contentment in its own just conduct and the serenity that it gains from it.

29. Wipe out vain imagination. No longer allow your passions to pull you around like a puppet. Confine your attention to the present time. Learn to recognize what is happening to yourself or another. Divide and analyse every given object into the material and the causal.* Give thought to your last hour. Let the wrong committed by another remain where it first arose.

30. Apply your thoughts to what is being said. Let your mind enter into what is coming to pass and what is causing it to be.

31. Hearten yourself with simplicity and self-respect and indifference towards all that lies between virtue and vice. Love the human race. Follow God.

He* says that ‘all is convention, and only the elements truly exist’. It is enough to remember that [it is not actually the case that]* all things are merely conventional; in fact very little is.

32. On death: either dispersal, if we are merely atoms; or if we form a unity, extinction,* or passage to another place.

33. On pain: if it is unbearable, it carries us off, if it persists, it can be endured. The mind, too, can preserve its calm by withdrawing itself, and the ruling centre comes to no harm; as for the parts that are harmed by pain, let them declare it, if they are able to.

34. On fame: look at the minds [of those who aspire to it] and see what they are like, and what sort of things that they flee from and what they pursue. And reflect, too, that just as sand dunes are always drifting over one another and concealing what came before, so in life also, what comes earlier is very swiftly hidden by all that piles up afterwards.

35. ‘ “Do you suppose that human life can seem any great matter to someone of elevated mind who has embraced the whole of time and the whole of reality in his thoughts?” “Quite impossible,” he replied. “So to such a person not even death will seem anything terrible?” “Not in the least.”’*

36. ‘It is a king’s part to do good and be ill spoken of.’*

37. How shameful that when the face assumes a fitting expression and agreeable aspect at the bidding of the mind, the mind itself should not adopt such an expression and aspect at its own bidding.

38.    ‘Be not angry with outward events,
For they care nothing for it.’*

39.    ‘To the immortal gods and to ourselves may you bring joy.’*

40.    ‘Our lives must be reaped like a ripe ear of corn,
And as one comes to be, another is no more.’*

41.    ‘If the gods have neglected me and my two sons,
This too has its reason.’*

42.    ‘For fortune is with me and the right.’*

43.    ‘Join them not in their laments and feel no agitation.’*

44. ‘I for my part could justly reply to him, “You are mistaken, my friend, if you suppose that a man who is worth anything at all ought to weigh up his chances of living and dying, rather than looking in every action to this single point, whether what he is doing is just or unjust, and the act of a good man or a bad.”’

45. ‘For this, men of Athens, is the truth of the matter: wherever a man has stationed himself, whether he believed it to be best or was posted there by his commander, there, I believe, he ought to remain and face the danger, taking into account neither death nor any other thing apart from dishonour.’

46. ‘But consider, my good sir, whether the noble and the good may not lie in something other than saving one’s life and being saved. Perhaps a man who is worthy of the name should put aside this question of how long he will live, and not cling to life, but entrust these matters to God, believing what old wives say, that “no one can escape his destiny”, and turn his attention to this instead, to how he can live the best life possible in the time that is granted to him.’*

47. Watch the stars in their courses as though you were accompanying them on their way, and reflect perpetually on how the elements are constantly changing from one to another; for the thought of these things purifies us from the defilement of our earthly existence.

48. A fine reflection from Plato. One who would converse about human beings should look on all things earthly as though from some point far above, upon herds, armies, and agriculture, marriages and divorces, births and deaths, the clamour of law courts, deserted wastes, alien peoples of every kind, festivals, lamentations, and markets, this intermixture of everything and ordered combination of opposites.

49. Cast your eye on the past, such great shifts in the pattern of things, and it is also possible to foresee the future; for its nature will be just the same, and there is no possibility of its deviating from the present rhythm of events. So it is all the same whether you study human life for forty years or ten thousand; for what more can you expect to see?

50.    ‘What springs from the earth to earth returns,
But that which springs from a heavenly seed Returns again to the heavens above.’*

Or this: an unloosing of the interlinking of the atoms and a consequent dispersal of the senseless elements.

51.    ‘‘With meats and drinks and magic spells
To turn aside the stream and hold death at bay.’

‘When a storm from the gods blows down upon us,
Man must toil and endure and not complain.’*

52. ‘Better at throwing his opponent.’* Yes, but not more devoted to the common good, or more modest, or more skilful in meeting the moment, or more forgiving of the oversights of his neighbours.

53. Where a task can be accomplished in accordance with the reason that gods and human beings hold in common, there is nothing to fear; for where we can obtain benefit by action which follows its proper course and accords with our constitution, there is no occasion for harm to be anticipated.

54. Everywhere and all the time it lies within your power to be reverently contented with your present lot, to behave justly to such people as are presently at hand, and to deal skilfully with your present impressions so that nothing may steal into your mind which you have not adequately grasped.

55. Do not turn aside to look into the ruling centres of others, but look straight ahead to where nature is leading you, both universal nature through what happens to you, and your own nature through what you must do on your own account. Now each being must act as its constitution requires; and while the other creatures are constituted for the sake of the rational—just as in every other case the lower exists for the sake of the higher—rational beings exist for the sake of one another. Thus the leading principle in the constitution of man is concern for the good of others, and the second, resistance to the passions of the body; for rational and intelligent movement has this special characteristic, that it delimits itself and never allows itself to be overcome by movements arising from sense and impulse; for the latter belong to our animal nature, but the movement of intelligence resolves to have supreme authority and not to be overpowered by these lower movements, and with good reason too, because it was formed by nature to apply them to its own ends. The third principle in the constitution of a rational being is to be neither hasty in its judgements nor readily deceived. So let your ruling centre proceed directly on its way, holding firm to these three principles, and it will possess what is proper to it.

56. As if you had died and your life had extended only to this present moment, use the surplus that is left to you to live from this time onward according to nature.

57. Love only that which happens to you and is spun as the thread of your destiny; for what could be better suited to you?

58. In the face of everything that happens to you, keep before your eyes those who, when the same things happened to them, were at once distressed, bewildered, and resentful. And where are they now? Nowhere! Well then, do you want to be as they were? Why not leave these various changes to those who change and are changed, and concentrate wholly on how you are to make the best use of whatever befalls you? For then you will turn it to good account, and it will serve as material for you. Only pay attention, and resolve to act rightly in your own eyes in all that you do; and keep in mind these two points, that how you act is of moral significance, and that the material on which you act is neither good nor bad in itself.

59. Dig within; for within you lies the fountain of good, and it can always be gushing forth if only you always dig.

60. One’s body* too should hold firm and not droop, whether in motion or at rest; for what the mind achieves for the face, by ensuring that it preserves an intelligent and decorous expression, should be required likewise of the body as a whole. But all of this should be attended to without affectation.

61. The art of living is more like the wrestler’s art than the dancer’s in this regard, that it must stand ready and firm to meet whatever happens to it, even when unforeseen.

62. You should constantly consider what sort of people these are whose testimony you are wishing to acquire, and what ruling principles they have. For if you look into the sources of their judgements and impulses, you will not blame them when they stumble involuntarily, nor will you seek their witness on your behalf.

63. ‘No soul’, he said, ‘is willingly deprived of the truth’;* and the same applies to justice too, and temperance, and benevolence, and everything of the kind. It is most necessary that you should constantly keep this in mind, for you will then be gentler towards everyone.

64. In the case of every pain have this thought at hand, that there is nothing wrong in this nor does it make our governing intellect worse than it was; for neither in so far as it is rational nor in so far as it is concerned for the common good does pain cause it any harm. With regard to most pains, furthermore, let this saying of Epicurus* come to your aid, that ‘pain is neither unendurable nor everlasting, if you keep its limits in mind and do not add to it through your own imagination’. And remember this too, that many disagreeable feelings are really just the same as pain although we do not perceive them to be so, such as drowsiness, or the oppression that we feel in hot weather, or loss of appetite. So when something like this is beginning to distress you, say to yourself, ‘You are giving way to pain.’

65. See that you never feel towards misanthropes as such people feel towards the human race.

66. How do we know that Telauges* was not superior in character to Socrates? For it is not enough that Socrates died a more glorious death, or that he showed greater skill in his arguments with the sophists, or greater endurance when he stood outside through the whole of a frosty night,* or that, when he received the order to arrest the man from Salamis,* he thought it nobler to refuse, and that he used to strut through the streets* with his nose in the air (though in regard to this one might very well question whether it is true). No, what we ought to be examining is this: what kind of soul Socrates had, and whether he was able to be satisfied with being just towards his fellows and pious towards the gods, without being aggrieved to no purpose by human wickedness or ever becoming the slave of another man’s ignorance, or regarding anything that was allotted to him from the whole as alien to himself, or putting up with it as something intolerable, or submitting his mind to the seductive influence of the passions of the flesh.

67. Nature has not blended your soul and body so closely together in the compound being that she does not allow you to circumscribe yourself and ensure that what is yours is subject to yourself.* Always keep this in mind, and also this further point, that happiness in life depends on very few conditions; and just because you have resigned any hope of excelling in dialectic and natural philosophy,* do not on that account despair of becoming a free man, and one who is modest, concerned for his fellows, and obedient to God; for it is possible to become a wholly god-like man and yet be recognized by nobody.

68. Live your whole life through free from all constraint and with the utmost joy in your heart, even if all others are crying out against you with whatever charges they please, even if wild beasts are tearing the poor limbs of this lump of clay that has congealed around you. For what in all of this can prevent your mind from preserving its calm, and passing true judgement on what surrounds it, and being ready to make proper use of what is submitted to it? Judgement, then, can say to Circumstance, ‘This is what you are in your true nature even if opinion makes you seem otherwise’, and Practice can say to Incident, ‘It is you that I was seeking; for to me, what is present is always material for rational and civic virtue, and, in general, human workmanship in line with God’; for everything that occurs from human or divine action is appropriate, and is neither strange nor difficult to handle, but familiar and easy to work upon.

69. Perfection of character requires this, that you should live each day as though it were your last, and be neither agitated, nor lethargic, nor act a part.

70. The gods, who live for ever, do not resent the fact that through such endless ages they will constantly have to put up with so many people of such despicable character; and what is more, they even take care of them in all manner of different ways. So will you, who will cease to exist so very soon, give up the struggle, and that when you too are one of those despicable beings?

71. It is absurd not to try to escape from one’s own wickedness, which is possible, but equally absurd to try to escape from that of others, which is impossible.

72. Whatever the rational and social faculty finds to be neither intelligent nor social, it judges with good reason to be beneath itself.

73. Whenever you have done a good deed and another has gained some good from it, why do you seek a third reward in addition, as foolish people do, to become known for having done good, or to be granted the same in return?

74. No one grows tired of receiving benefits, and to bestow benefits is to act according to nature; so never grow tired of receiving benefits by bestowing benefits on others.

75. Universal nature* set out to create a universe; and now it is either the case that all that comes to be does so as a necessary consequence, or else even the most important things, to which the ruling principle of the universe directs its own efforts, lie outside the rule of reason. Remember this, and you will face many a trouble with a calmer mind.


BOOK 8

1. This thought too will help to free you from delusion, that it is now beyond your power to have lived your whole life, or at least the time that has passed since your youth, as a philosopher;* for you have made it plain to many people, including yourself, that you fall far short of philosophy. And thus you are tarnished, and it is no longer easy for you to win the reputation of being a philosopher; and your calling counts against it. So if you have truly seen how the matter lies, put aside all concern about what others will think of you, and be satisfied if you live the rest of your life, be it long or short, as your nature wills. Reflect, then, on what it wills, and let nothing else distract you; for you know by experience how many byways you have strayed along without ever discovering the good life. It lies neither in subtleties of argument, nor in riches, nor in glory, nor in sensual pleasure, nor anywhere at all; so where does it lie? In doing what human nature requires. And how is one to do that? By having principles to govern every impulse and action. And what principles are those? Those concerned with good and bad, which tell us that nothing is good for man except what makes him just and temperate, brave and free, and that nothing is bad except what gives rise to the opposing vices.

2. On the occasion of every action, ask yourself this: What does this mean for me? Shall I have cause to repent of it? A short while, and I shall be dead, and all will be gone. What more need I ask for, if my present action is that of an intelligent and sociable being and of one who is subject to the same laws as God himself ?

3. What are Alexander, Caesar, and Pompey when compared to Diogenes,* Heraclitus, and Socrates? For these latter viewed all things in terms of both matter and cause, and their ruling centres were self-determined. As to the others, consider how many cares they had and to how many things they were enslaved!

4. Even if you burst with rage, they will do the same things none the less for that.

5. First of all, be untroubled in your mind; for all things come about as universal nature would have them, and in a short while you will be no one and nowhere, as are Hadrian and Augustus. And next, keep your eyes fixed on the matter in hand and observe it well, remembering that it is your duty to be a good person, and that whatever human nature demands, you must fulfil without the slightest deviation and in the manner that seems most just to you; only do so with kindness and modesty, and without false pretences.

6. The work of universal nature is this, to remove what is here to there, to transform it, and to take it from there and convey it elsewhere. All is change, yet not in such a way that we need fear anything new; all things are familiar, but their allotment is also equitable.

7. Every nature* is contented when things go well for it; and things go well for a rational nature when it never gives its assent to a false or doubtful impression, and directs its impulses only to actions that further the common good, and limits its desires and aversions only to things that are within its power, and welcomes all that is assigned to it by universal nature. For it is a part of universal nature, just as a leaf’s nature is part of a plant’s nature, with this difference, however, that the leaf’s nature is part of a nature that is devoid of sentience and reason and is susceptible to hindrance, whereas human nature is part of a nature that is not subject to hindrance and is intelligent and just, in so far as it assigns to every being, equally and in proportion to its worth, its share of time, substance, cause, activity, and the contingent. What you must look to, however, is not whether you will find one thing equal to another in every respect, but whether what is assigned to one thing, taken overall, is equal to the sum of what is assigned to the other.

8. It is not possible for you to read. But you are able to curb your arrogance, you are able to overcome pleasures and pains, you are able to rise above a petty desire for glory, and you are capable not only of keeping yourself from becoming angry with foolish and ungrateful people, but what is more, of taking pains on their behalf,

9. Let no one, from this time onward, hear you disparaging life at court; and may you not even hear yourself.

10. Regret is a kind of self-reproach for having let something useful pass you by. Now the good is necessarily a useful thing, and something that a person of real worth should make his special concern; but no such person would feel regret at having let a pleasure pass him by; so pleasure should be regarded as neither useful nor good.

11. This object, what is it in itself, in its own constitution? What is its substance and material, and its formal cause?* What part does it play in the world? And how long does it subsist?

12. When you are unhappy about being aroused from your sleep, remind yourself that the fulfilment of your social duties accords with the requirements of your constitution and of human nature, while sleep is something that you have in common with animals devoid of reason. Now for every creature, what accords with its nature is more fittingly its own and more intimately appropriate to it, and, one might say, more agreeable.

13. Continually and, as far as possible, with regard to every mental impression, apply your understanding of nature, of the passions, and of dialectic.*

14. With everyone you meet, begin at once by asking yourself, ‘What ideas does this person hold on human goods and ills?’ For if he holds particular views on pleasure and pain and the causes of each, and on reputation and disrepute, and life and death, it will not seem extraordinary or strange to me if he acts in some particular way, and I shall remember that he has to act as he does.

15. Bear in mind that, as it would be absurd to be surprised that a fig tree produces figs, it is just as absurd to be surprised that the world gives birth to the fruits which it bears by its very nature; and likewise, it would be a poor thing for a doctor or a ship’s captain to be surprised if a patient had developed a fever or an adverse wind blew up.

16. Remember that to change your mind* and follow somebody who puts you on the right course is none the less a free action; for it is your own action, carried out in accordance with your own impulse and judgement, and, indeed, your own reason.

17. If the choice rests with you, why are you doing this? If it rests with another, who are you to blame? The atoms, or the gods? Madness in either case. You should blame nobody. For if you can, you should put the person right; or if you are unable to, at least put the matter itself right; and if even that is beyond you, what more will you achieve through your blame? For nothing should be done without a purpose.

18. What has died does not fall out of the universe; and if it remains here, it is also transformed here and resolved into its own constituents, which are the elements of the universe and of yourself. And these elements themselves are transformed and utter no complaint.

19. Everything, such as a horse, say, or a vine, has come into being for a purpose;* and why should you wonder at that? The Sun himself would say, ‘I was born to perform a function,’ and so would the rest of the gods. And you, then, what were you born for? To take pleasure? See if that thought bears reflection!

20. Nature has looked to each thing’s ending no less than its beginning and its course in between, as does a boy who throws a ball into the air. What good is there for the ball in rising up or harm for it in falling down and even striking the ground? What good is there for the bubble in being blown or harm for it in being burst? And the same is true of a lamp.

21. Turn it inside out, and see what sort of thing it is, and what becomes of it when it grows old, or falls sick or into distress.

Short is the life of both praiser and praised, and of the one who remembers and the one who is remembered; and this comes about in just a corner of one region of the world, and not even there are all in accord, nor indeed is anyone in accord with himself, and the earth as a whole is but a point* in the universe.

22. Attend to the matter in question, or the activity, or the doctrine, or the meaning of the words.

It is right that you should suffer this; for you would rather become good tomorrow than be so today.

23. I am performing an action? Then I do it with reference to the good of human beings in general. Something happens to me? Then I accept it, relating it to the gods and the universal source from which all things arise to become intertwined.

24. Just as it seems to you when you take your bath—oil, sweat, filth, greasy water,* all quite vile—such is every part of life and every given thing.

25. Lucilla buried Verus, and Lucilla’s turn came next; Secunda buried Maximus, and Secunda’s turn came next; Epitynchanus buried Diotimus, and his own turn came next; Antoninus buried Faustina, and his own turn came next. And so it goes on, ever the same: Celer buried Hadrian, and Celer’s turn came next. Those sharp-witted men, who could see into the future or were puffed up with pride, where are they now? Sharp-witted men like Charax and Demetrius and Eudaemon,* and many another like them? All creatures of a day, and dead long ago; some not remembered even for a passing moment, others becoming the stuff of legend, and others again fading from legend at this very time. So remember this, that either this compound which makes you up must be dispersed, or else your breath of life must be extinguished or be removed from here and stationed somewhere else.

26. A human being finds his delight in doing what is proper to a human being; and what is proper to him is to show goodwill to his own kind, to scorn the movements of the senses, to distinguish which impressions are reliable, and to reflect on universal nature and all that comes to pass according to its will.

27. We have three relationships: the first to the vessel that encloses us, the second to the divine cause,* the source of all that befalls every being, and the third to those who live alongside us.

28. Pain is an evil either to the body—and if that be so, let the body itself declare it—or to the soul; but the soul has the power to preserve its own serenity and calm, and to refuse to accept that pain is an evil. For every judgement, impulse, desire, or aversion arises from within us, and nothing evil can enter in from outside.

29. Wipe out vain impressions by continually telling yourself, ‘It now rests with me to make sure that no wickedness, or appetite, or disquiet should exist within this soul of mine; but rather, by looking to the true nature of all things, I should employ each of them according to its worth.’ Be ever mindful of this power that nature has granted to you.

30. Speak* both in the senate and to anyone whatever in a decorous manner, without affectation. Use words that have nothing false in them.

31. The court of Augustus, his wife and daughter, his descendants and forebears, his sister, and Agrippa, his relatives, associates and friends, Areius, Maecenas,* his doctors, his sacrificial priests—an entire court, all of it dead. And then pass on to other courts and their death, and then to the death not of individuals but of whole families, as with that of Pompey. And that inscription which you see on tombs, ‘The Last of his Line’—think of the lengths to which his ancestors would have gone to leave behind an heir, and then it was ordained that someone should be the last: here again a whole family and all of it dead.

32. You must fashion your life one action at a time, and if each attains its own end as far as it can, be satisfied with that; and that it should attain its end is something in which no other person can hinder you. ‘But some obstacle from outside may stand in my way.’ None at least that can prevent you from acting justly, temperately, and with prudence. ‘But perhaps my activities will be hindered in some other respect.’ Yes, but if you accept the obstacle itself with a good grace, and redirect your efforts in a sensible manner to what is practicable, a new action is immediately substituted which accords with the course of action of which we are speaking.

33. Accept without arrogance, relinquish without a struggle.

34. If you have ever seen a severed hand or foot, or a head which has been cut off, comes to pass and cuts himself off, lying some distance away from the rest of the body, you will have some idea of what a person makes of himself, as far as he can, when he is unwilling to consent to what comes to pass and cuts himself off from others or when he does something that is against the common interest. By so acting, you have, as it were, cast yourself loose from the natural unity; for you were born to be a part of it, and now you have cut yourself off. But you have this splendid advantage, that it is possible for you to make yourself a part of that unity once again. To no other part has God granted this, to come together again with the whole after it has been severed and cut away; but observe the kindness with which he has honoured each human being, for he has put it in his power not to be broken away from the whole in the first place, and then, if he has been, to come back again and be reunited, and recover his place as a part.

35. Just as every rational creature is granted the rest of its powers by universal nature, so we have received this power too from her; and just as she turns to her own purposes whatever resists or opposes her, and assigns it to its place in the order of destiny, so also can the rational creature turn every hindrance into material for itself, and employ it on whatever purpose it is engaged upon.

36. Do not disturb yourself by picturing your life as a whole; do not assemble in your mind the many and varied troubles which have come to you in the past and will come again in the future, but ask yourself with regard to every present difficulty: ‘What is there in this that is unbearable and beyond endurance?’ You would be ashamed to confess it! And then remind yourself that it is not the future or what has passed that afflicts you, but always the present, and the power of this is much diminished if you take it in isolation and call your mind to task if it thinks that it cannot stand up to it when taken on its own.

37. Pantheia* or Pergamos,* are they still sitting by the coffin of Verus? Or Chabrias or Diotimus* by that of Hadrian? What an absurd thought. And even if they were, would the dead be aware of it? And if they became aware of it, would it bring them any pleasure? And if it brought them pleasure, would their mourners be immortal? Or were they not fated like others first to become old women and old men, and then to die? So what would the dead do afterwards, when their mourners had passed away?

38. Nothing here but a stink of decay and a sackful of gore; if you can see clearly, then look!

39. In the constitution of a rational creature I see no virtue that pits itself against justice; but I see one that can pit itself against pleasure: self-control.

40. If you suppress your opinion about what seems to cause you pain, you yourself will be on completely safe ground.—‘What are you yourself?’—Reason.—‘But I am not reason!’ So be it. In that case, let reason itself cause no pain to itself, and if some other part of you is in a bad way, let it form its own opinion on the matter!

41. Any hindrance to sense perception is detrimental to animal nature, as likewise is any hindrance to impulse. And something else again will be liable to hinder, and be detrimental to, the constitution of a plant. Accordingly, anything that hinders intelligence is detrimental to an intelligent nature. Now apply all this to yourself. Are you affected by pain or pleasure? Your senses must look to that. Did something stand in the way of your impulse? If you exercised your impulse without reservation the hindrance will be detrimental to you as a rational being, but if you anticipated the obstacle, you are not yet harmed or hindered. As to the operations of your intellect, no other person is in a position to hinder them; for neither fire, nor steel, nor a tyrant, nor abuse, can affect the mind in any way. When it has become a ‘well-rounded sphere’,* it always remains so.

42. I am not justified in causing myself pain, for I have never deliberately caused pain to another.

43. Different people find their joy in different things; and it is my joy to keep my ruling centre unimpaired, and not turn my back on any human being or on anything that befalls the human race, but to look on all things with a kindly eye, and welcome and make use of each according to its worth.

44. See that you award this present time to yourself. Those who would rather seek after fame in time to come fail to consider that people then will be just the same as these are now whom they find such a burden, and no less mortal. But after all, what is it to you that they should re-echo your name in such tones, or hold such an opinion about you?

45. Take me up and cast me down wherever you please; for there too I shall keep the guardian-spirit within me well disposed, that is to say, contented if in itself and its activity it is faithful to the requirements of its own constitution.

Is this really of such value that on account of it my soul* should be in such a plight and fall beneath itself, humiliated, a prey to desire, fettered and all of a fright? And could you find anything that is worth such a price?

46. Nothing can happen to any human being which is not an accident natural to humanity, nor to an ox which is not natural to oxen, nor to a vine which is not natural to vines, nor to a stone which is not proper to a stone. So if there happens to each only what is both customary and natural, why should you be aggrieved? For universal nature never brings you anything which you are unfitted to bear.

47. If you suffer distress because of some external cause, it is not the thing itself that troubles you but your judgement about it, and it is within your power to cancel that judgement at any moment. But if what distresses you is something that lies in your own disposition, who is to prevent you from correcting your way of thinking? And likewise, if you are distressed because you are failing to accomplish some particular action which strikes you as sound, why do you not persist in the action rather than yield to the distress? ‘But something too strong for me is blocking my way.’ Then you should not be distressed, because the responsibility for your failure to act does not rest with you.—‘But my life is not worth living if this act is left undone.’—Then depart from life with generous feelings in your heart, dying in the same spirit as one who achieves his purpose, and reconciled, too, to what has stood in his way.

48. Remember that your ruling centre becomes invincible when it withdraws into itself and rests content with itself, doing nothing other than what it wishes, even where its refusal to act is not reasonably based; and how much more contented it will be, then, when it founds its decision on reason and careful reflection. By virtue of this, an intelligence free from passions is a mighty citadel;* for man has no stronghold more secure to which he can retreat to remain unassailable from that time onward. One who has failed to see this is merely ignorant, but one who has seen it and fails to take refuge there is beyond the aid of fortune.

49. Say nothing more to yourself than what the first impressions* report. You have been told that some person is speaking ill of you? That is what you have been told: as to the further point, that he has harmed you, that you have not been told. I see that my little child is ill? I see just that; I do not see that his life is at risk. And so, in this way, always keep to first impressions and add nothing of your own from within, and then nothing bad will befall you. Or rather, add that you are well acquainted with everything that comes to pass in the world.

50. The cucumber is bitter? Then cast it aside. There are brambles in the path? Step out of the way. That will suffice, and you need not ask in addition, ‘Why did such things ever come into the world?’ For anyone who has made a study of nature would laugh at you, just as a carpenter or shoemaker would laugh at you if you criticized them because you could see in their workshop the shavings or parings from the items that they were working on. To be sure, they have somewhere where they can dispose of their scraps, while universal nature has nothing outside herself, but the extraordinary thing about nature’s craftsmanship is that, having established her own limits, she transforms into herself everything within her that seems to be decaying and growing old and useless, and out of these very things creates other new things in their place, so that it needs neither additional substance from outside nor any separate place for the disposal of decaying material. And thus she is well satisfied with her own space, her own material, and her own handicraft.

51. Be neither dilatory in your actions, nor disorganized in your conversation, nor rambling in your thoughts; ensure that your soul, in brief, neither contracts into itself nor wells over, and that your life is not so busy that you have no time for yourself.

‘They kill you, cut you up, pursue you with curses.’ And how does that prevent your mind from remaining pure, balanced, temperate, and just? It is as if someone were standing by a sweet clear-flowing spring* and hurling curses at it: but for all that, it never stops brimming over with water good to drink, and if he throws mud into it, or dung, the spring will swiftly disperse it and wash it away, and suffer no defilement. How, then, are you to have an ever-flowing spring in you, and not a pool of standing water? If you hold firm to independence at every hour, along with kindness, simplicity, and reverence.

52. He who does not know what the universe is does not know where he is. He who does not know the purpose of its existence knows neither who he is nor what the universe is. He who fails in any of these questions could not even tell why he himself was born. So what do you make of someone who shuns or pursues the praise of those who offer their applause and yet are unaware of where or who they are?

53. Do you want praise from a man who curses himself three times an hour? Do you want to please a man who is unable to please himself? Or can a man be said to please himself if he regrets nearly everything that he does?

54. No longer, through your breathing, merely share in the air that surrounds you, but also henceforth, through your thinking, share in the mind* that embraces all things. For the power of the mind is diffused throughout and makes itself available everywhere to one who is able to take it in to no less an extent than the air to one who is able to breathe it in.

55. Taken generally, evil does no harm to the universe, and in each particular case, it does no harm to another person, but only to one who has been granted the power to be delivered from it as soon as he himself makes that choice.

56. To my own free will, the free will of my neighbour is as much a matter of indifference as his breath and his flesh. For even though we exist primarily for the sake of one another, it is still the case that the ruling centre of each individual has its own independent authority. Otherwise the evil of my neighbour would become an evil for myself too, but that was contrary to God’s wish, so that my ill fortune should not come to depend on anyone other than myself.

57. The light of the sun seems to be poured down, and to be poured, indeed, in every direction, but not poured away; for this pouring is an extension, and that is why the sun’s beams are called ‘rays’ (aktines), because they are extended (ekteinesthai).* And what kind of thing a ray is you can readily see if you look at sunlight entering a darkened room through a narrow opening. For it stretches out in a straight line and comes to rest, so to speak, on any solid body that intercepts it, cutting off the air that lies beyond; and there it rests, neither slipping off nor falling down. The pouring forth and diffusion of our understanding should follow a comparable pattern, and by no means be a pouring away, but rather, an extension; and it should not make a forcible or violent impact on the obstacles that it encounters nor sink down, but stand firm and illuminate the object that receives it; for that which fails to welcome it will deprive itself of its light.

58. One who is afraid of death fears either an absence of consciousness or its alteration. But if consciousness is no longer present, you will no longer be conscious of any evil; and if you come to have a somewhat altered consciousness, you will merely be a living creature of another kind, and you will not have ceased to live.

59. Human beings have come into the world for the sake of one another; either instruct them, then, or put up with them.

60. An arrow moves in one way, the mind in another. And yet the mind, when it takes good care and concentrates on the question in hand, is no less direct in its flight and sure in hitting its mark.

61. Enter into the ruling centre of everyone else, and let everyone else enter into your own.



BOOK 9

1. Whoever commits injustice* acts irreverently; for since universal nature has created rational creatures for the sake of one another, to benefit their fellows according to their deserts and in no way to do them harm, it is plain that one who offends against her will is guilty of irreverence towards the most venerable of gods. And furthermore, one who lies is guilty of irreverence towards the same god; for she is also called Truth, and is the first cause of all truths. So one who lies intentionally is guilty of impiety, in so far as he commits wrong through deception; and one who lies unintentionally is also impious, in so far as he is out of tune with universal nature, and gives rise to disorder by entering into conflict with the natural order of the universe. For one who embarks of his own accord on a course which leads him to oppose the truth does enter into such a conflict, because he has received the necessary aptitudes from nature but has so neglected them that he is no longer capable of distinguishing falsehood from truth.

Again, one who pursues pleasures as being good and tries to avoid pains as being bad is acting irreverently; for it is inevitable that such a person must often find fault with universal nature for assigning something to good people or bad that is contrary to their deserts, because it is so often the case that the bad devote themselves to pleasure and secure the things that give rise to it while the good encounter pain and what gives rise to that.

And furthermore, one who is afraid of pain is sure to be afraid at times of things which come about in the universe, and that is already an impiety; and one who pursues pleasure will not abstain from injustice, and that is a manifest impiety. But towards those things with regard to which universal nature is neutral (for she would not have created both opposites unless she was neutral with regard to both), it is necessary that those who wish to follow nature and be of one mind with her should also adopt a neutral attitude. Accordingly, anyone who is not himself neutral towards pleasure and pain, or life and death, or reputation and disrepute, to which universal nature adopts a neutral attitude, commits a manifest impiety.

And when I say that universal nature employs these things in a neutral manner, I mean that, through the natural sequence of cause and effect, they happen indifferently to all that comes into being and whose existence is consequent upon a primeval impulse of providence, by which it set out from a first beginning to create the present order of things, having conceived certain principles of all that was to be, and assigned powers to generate the necessary substances and transformations and successions.

2. It would have been the mark of a better and a wiser man to depart from the human race without having had any taste of falsehood, pretence, luxury, and pride; but the next best course is to breathe your last when you have at least become sated with such things. Or do you prefer to settle down with vice, and has experience not yet persuaded you to flee from this pestilence? For corruption of the mind is a far graver pestilence than any comparable disturbance and alteration in the air that surrounds us; for the one is a plague* to living creatures as mere animals, and the other to human beings in their nature as human beings.

3. Do not despise death, but welcome it gladly, for this too is among the things that nature wishes. For as are youth and old age, growth and maturity, the appearance of teeth and whiskers and white hairs, and conception, pregnancy, and childbirth, and all the other natural functions which the seasons of life bring around, so too is our very dissolution. It is the part, then, of one who is trained to reason, not to be casual in his approach to death, and neither to reject it violently nor treat it with disdain, but to await its coming as one of life’s natural functions; and as you now await the time when your unborn child will be delivered from the womb of your wife, so await the hour when your soul will break free of its bodily shell.

But if, in addition, you would like an unphilosophical rule which appeals to the heart, nothing will make you more cheerful in the face of death than to consider the things from which you are about to be parted, and the sort of characters with whom your soul will no longer be entangled. For although you should in no way be repelled by them, but rather take care of them and bear with them gently, you should nevertheless bear in mind that death will not part you from people who share the same principles as yourself; for this alone, if anything, could draw you back and detain you in life, that you would be allowed to live with people who had adopted the same principles as yourself. But as things are, you see how utterly wearisome is the discord of the life that you share with them, and you are moved to say, ‘Come quickly, death, or one of these days I too may forget myself.’

4. Whoever does wrong, wrongs himself; whoever acts unjustly, acts unjustly towards himself because he makes himself bad.

5. A person often acts unjustly by what he fails to do, and not only by what he does.

6. It is sufficient that your present judgement should grasp its object, that your present action should be directed to the common good, that your present disposition should be well satisfied with all that happens to it from a cause outside itself.

7. Blot out imagination; put a curb on impulse; quench desire; ensure that your ruling centre remains under its own control.

8. One animal soul is distributed among irrational creatures, and one rational soul has been divided among rational creatures; just as there is one earth for all things formed from earth, and there is one light by which we all see and one air from which we all breathe, we who have sight and life.

9. All things that share in a common element* strive to rejoin their kind. All that is earthy inclines towards earth, and all that is watery flows together, as does all of an airy nature, so that barriers and the use of force are needed to hold them apart. Fire, indeed, tends to rise towards the elemental fire [which surrounds the universe], but it is so eager to blaze up in combination with all fire here below that every material that is a little on the dry side is easily kindled because it has less of the matter mixed in with it that serves to hinder ignition. So likewise, all that shares in the common nature of mind strives with as great an eagerness, or indeed greater, towards what is akin to itself, for in proportion to its superiority to all other things it is the more eager to mix and coalesce with its own kind.

Accordingly, there could be found from the beginning among irrational creatures, swarms, flocks, birds caring for their young, and something resembling love; for already, at this level, there are souls, and in higher forms of life the power of mutual attraction was found to be more intense than it was in plants or minerals or timber. Among rational creatures political communities could be found, and friendships, households, assemblies, and treaties and truces in time of war. And among beings which are higher still, there existed a sort of union in separation, as is the case with the stars. Thus ascent towards the higher was able to create a sympathetic connection even between bodies which remain apart.

And now see what happens at the present day; for nowadays only the intelligent creatures have forgotten this eagerness and inclination to come together, and it is here alone that one fails to find this confluence of like with like. But for all their efforts to flee this union, they are held together none the less; such is the power of nature. Look carefully and you will see what I mean; for you will sooner find something earthy which has no contact with anything earthy than a human being who is wholly severed from humankind.

10. They all bear fruit—humanity, God, and the universe; each in due season bears its fruit. But if custom has come to apply the word, in its strict sense, to the fruit of the vine and suchlike, it matters not a bit. Reason too has its fruit, both for the whole and for itself; and from it are born other things of like nature to reason itself.

11. If you can, show them the error of their ways; but if you cannot, remember that kindness was granted to you for this. The gods themselves are kind to such people; and even help them to certain ends, to health, to wealth, to reputation, such is their benevolence. And you could do so too; or tell me this, who is preventing you?

12. Toil, not as one who is miserable, nor as one who wishes to be pitied or admired, but direct your will to one thing alone, to set to work or take your rest as the reason of the city requires.

13. Today I escaped the power of circumstance, or rather I cast all circumstance out; for it was not outside me, but within me, in my judgements.

14. All things are ever the same, familiar in experience, ephemeral in time, foul in their material; all is just the same now as it was in the days of those whom we have consigned to the dust.

15. Things stand outside the gates [of our soul], keeping themselves to themselves, neither knowing nor stating anything about themselves. So what is it that states a judgement about them? Our ruling centre.

16. It is not in feeling but in action that the good of a rational social creature lies; just as his virtue or wickedness lies not in feeling but in action.

17. For the stone thrown into the air, it is no bad thing to fall down again, just as it was no good thing to rise up.

18. Penetrate within them, into their ruling centres, and you will see what judges you are afraid of, and what manner of judges they are with regard to themselves.

19. All is in the course of change; and you yourself are constantly changing and, in a sense, passing away; and so too is the entire universe.

20. The wrongdoing of another should be left with its author.*

21. The ending of an activity, the cessation of an impulse or opinion, and, so to speak, its death, is no evil. Pass now to the various stages of life—childhood, adolescence, the years of one’s prime, and old age. There too each change is a death; is there anything to fear in that? And turn now to the life that you lived under your grandfather, and then under your mother, and then under your [adoptive] father. There again you will find many losses, alterations, and cessations; so ask yourself again: was there anything to fear in that? So, correspondingly, there is nothing to fear in the termination, cessation, and change of your whole life.

22. Make haste to look into your own ruling centre, and that of the universe, and that of your neighbour. Into your own, to ensure that your mind holds to justice; into that of the universe, to remind yourself of what whole you form a part; into that of your neighbour, to know whether ignorance or judgement rules, and to recognize at the same time that his mind is of one nature with your own.

23. Since you yourself are one of the parts that serve to perfect a social system, let your every action contribute to the perfecting of social life. Any action of yours, then, which has no reference, whether direct or indirect, to these social ends, tears your life apart, prevents it from being at one, and creates division, as does the citizen in a state who for his own part cuts himself off from the concord of his fellows.

24. Children’s fits of temper, and ‘little souls carrying their corpses around’, so that the journey to the land of the dead appears the more vividly before one’s eyes.*

25. For each object, look to the nature of its cause, and consider that in isolation from its material;* and then determine how long, at most, the object can subsist according to its specific nature.

26. You have endured a thousand miseries because you are not content to have your ruling centre play the part that it was formed to play. Surely that should be enough!

27. When another blames or hates you or people give voice to such feelings, look to their souls, enter into them, and see what sort of people they are. You will then see that there is no need for you to tear yourself apart so that they will come to form this or that opinion of you. Nevertheless, you should be friendly towards them; for by nature, you and they are friends. And the gods themselves come to their aid in all manner of ways, through dreams, through oracles,* if only to gain the things on which their hearts are set.

28. The cycles of the universe are ever the same, up and down, from age to age. Either the mind of the whole takes a specific initiative on each occasion—and if that is so, you must welcome what it initiates—or else it took a single initiative at the beginning, and everything else has followed from that. As to the whole, if it be God, all is well; but if it is governed by chance, you should not on that account allow yourself to be governed by chance.

In a little while earth will cover us all, and then that too will change, and what arises from that will change and change to eternity, and that again to eternity. One who reflects on these repeated waves of change and transformation and how swiftly they ensue will feel nothing but contempt for all that is mortal.

29. The universal cause is a rushing torrent; it carries all things in its stream. How cheap are these creatures who turn to public affairs and, as they fondly imagine, act a philosopher’s part; like snotty children, one and all! Tell me, my friend, what are you to do? Do what nature demands of you at this very moment. So set to work, if you are able, and do not look around you to see if anyone will notice. You should not hope for Plato’s ideal state, but be satisfied to make even the smallest advance, and regard such an outcome as nothing contemptible. For who can change the convictions of others? And without that change of conviction, what else is there than the slavery of people who grumble away while making a show of obedience? Go on, then, and talk to me of Alexander and Philip and Demetrius of Phalerum. If they saw what universal nature wishes and trained themselves accordingly, I will follow them; but if they merely strutted around like stage heroes, no one has condemned me to imitate them.* The work of philosophy is simple and modest; do not seduce me into vain ostentation.

30. Look down from a height on the countless herds of men, and their countless rituals, and their various journeys through storm and calm, and the many different beings who are born, live together, and are gone. Imagine, too, the life lived by others long ago, and the life that will be lived after your departure, and the life that is being lived at this very moment among alien peoples; and how many are not even aware of your name, and how many will soon forget it, and how many who now, perhaps, are praising you will very soon be deriding you; and reflect that neither remembrance nor fame nor anything else whatever is worth a passing thought.

31. Imperturbability in the face of what comes to pass from a source outside yourself, and justice in actions that proceed from a cause within yourself; that is to say, impulses and actions which find their end in the very exercise of social duty because, for you, that is in accordance with nature.

32. You have the power to rid yourself of many superfluous troubles which exist only in your own imagination; and you will then create ample room for yourself to embrace the whole universe in your thoughts and encompass everlasting time, and to reflect on the rapid change in every part of every particular thing, and the briefness of the span of time between birth and dissolution, and how vast is the expanse of time that stretches before our birth and how equally boundless the time that will follow after our dissolution.

33. All that you now see will very swiftly pass away, and those who have watched it passing will swiftly pass away in their turn, and he who dies in extreme old age will be brought to a level with one who has died before his time.

34. What ruling centres these people have, and to what unworthy ends they have directed their efforts, and for what unworthy reasons they bestow their love and esteem! Imagine here that you were viewing their souls in their naked state.* When they suppose that their criticisms harm or their praises bring benefit, what utter presumption!

35. Loss is nothing other than change; and change is the delight of universal nature, according to whose will all things come to pass well. From time everlasting they have come to pass in like fashion, and into eternity other things again will pass in a similar way. So why do you say that everything has always come about badly and will always continue to do so, and that among such a host of gods no power, it would seem, was ever found to put this right, but the world is condemned to remain forever in the grip of uninterrupted evils?

36. How putrid is the matter* which underlies everything. Water, dust, bones, stench! Again, fine marbles are calluses of the earth, and gold and silver its sediments, and our garments matted hairs, and the purple, blood from a shellfish. Even our breath is another thing of this kind and changes from this to that.

37. Enough of all this miserable way of life, this whining and apishness. Why are you troubled? What is new in all this? What is there to disconcert you? Is it the causal aspect of things? Consider that. The material? Then consider that. Apart from these, there is nothing. But it is now high time, in your relations with the gods, that you became a simpler and a worthier man. It makes no difference whether you look into these matters for a hundred years or for three years.

38. If he did wrong, the ill lies with him; but perhaps he did not.

39. It is either the case that everything proceeds from a single intelligent source, as in a single body, and the part should not find fault with what comes about in the interest of the whole, or else there are simply atoms and nothing other than a random commingling and dispersal.* Why, then, are you troubled? Say to your ruling centre: are you dead, have you gone to ruin, have you become a wild beast, or a play-actor, are you running with the herd, are you feeding with it?

40. The gods either lack power or they have power. Now if they are powerless, why do you pray to them? But if they have power, why do you not pray to them to grant you the ability neither to fear any of these things nor to desire them, nor to be distressed by them, rather than praying that some of them should fall to you and others not? For surely, if the gods have any power to help human beings, they can help them in this. But perhaps you will object, ‘They have placed this in my own power.’ Well then, would it not be better to make use of what lies within your power as suits a free man rather than to strain for what lies beyond it in a slavish and abject fashion? In any case, who told you that the gods do not assist us even in things that lie within our power? Begin at least to pray so, and you will see. That man prays, ‘May I come to sleep with that woman,’ but you, ‘May I not desire to sleep with her.’ Another prays, ‘May I be rid of this man,’ but you, ‘May I no longer wish to be rid of him.’ Or another, ‘May I not lose my little child,’ but you, ‘May I not be afraid of losing him.’ In a word, turn your prayers round in such a way, and see what comes of it.

41. Epicurus says,* ‘When I was ill, my conversation was not devoted to the sufferings of my body, nor’, he says, ‘did I chatter about such matters to those who visited me but I continued to discuss the main elements of natural philosophy as before, and this point especially, how it is that the mind, while being aware of the agitations in our poor flesh, is unperturbed and preserves its specific good. Nor’, he says, ‘did I allow the doctors to assume grand airs, as though they were engaged in something important, but my life proceeded as well and happily as ever.’ So act as he did when you are ill, if you should be ill, and in any other circumstance; for the principles that one should never abandon philosophy in the face of anything whatever may happen to one and that one should not chatter with the ignorant and those who have no understanding of nature are principles that are held in common by every school.

Concentrate alone on what you are presently doing, and on the instrument through which you are doing it.

42. Whenever you are shocked* by anyone’s wrong behaviour, ask yourself at once, ‘Is it then possible that there should be no bad people in this world?’ It is quite impossible. So you should not demand the impossible: this person is one of those bad people who must necessarily exist in the world. And keep this argument at hand for when you meet a rogue, a traitor, or any other kind of villain; for as soon as you remind yourself that the class of such persons cannot fail to exist, you will view them more kindly as individuals. It is also helpful to reflect at once on this further point: what virtue has nature granted to us to meet the wrong in question? For she has granted us gentleness to use against the unfeeling, and in every other case, another such antidote; and generally speaking, it is within your power to show someone who has gone astray the error of his ways (for every wrongdoer is someone who has missed the goal set down for him and thus has gone astray). Besides, what harm have you suffered? For you will find that none of these people with whom you are so angry has done anything of such a nature that your mind will be made any worse; and it is in your mind that what is truly bad for you and harmful has its whole existence. Is it really such a bad or extraordinary thing that one who is ignorant should act according to his ignorance? See whether you yourself are not to blame, for failing to see that this person would commit this fault. For by virtue of your reason, you had the resources to conclude that this would probably be the case and yet it escaped you, and you are surprised that he committed the fault.

But above all, when you condemn somebody for disloyalty or ingratitude, turn your attention to yourself; for the fault is clearly your own, whether for trusting that a man of such a character would keep his word, or for the fact that when you did a favour, you did not grant it unconditionally and in the belief that you would immediately reap your full reward from the very action itself. For tell me, man, when you have done a good turn, what more do you want? Is it not enough that in doing this, you have acted according to your own nature, that you should go on to seek a reward for it? It is just as if the eye sought compensation for seeing, or the feet for walking. For as these were made to perform a particular function, and, by performing it according to their own constitution, gain in full what is due to them, so likewise, a human being is formed by nature to benefit others, and, when he has performed some benevolent action or accomplished anything else that contributes to the common good, he has done what he was constituted for, and has what is properly his.


BOOK 10

1. Will there ever come a day, my soul, when you are good, and simple, and at one, and naked, and clearer to see than the body which envelops you?* Some day, will you enjoy a loving and affectionate disposition? Some day, will you be satisfied and want for nothing, yearning for nothing, and desiring nothing, animate or inanimate, to cater to your pleasures? And not wish for more time to enjoy them for longer, or a more pleasing place or country or climate, or more agreeable company? Or will you be contented instead with your present circumstances and delighted with everything around you, and convince yourself that all you have comes to you from the gods, and that all that is pleasing to them is well for you and will be well, and that they will give you what is needed to protect the perfect living being, the good and the just and the beautiful, which generates, upholds, and embraces all things, and takes them into itself when they are dissolved to allow others of like nature to come into being? Will there ever come a day when you are so much a member of the community of gods and human beings as neither to bring any complaint against them nor to incur their condemnation?

2. Observe what your nature requires of you, in so far as you are merely governed by physical nature, and then do it and accede willingly, if your nature as a living creature will suffer no damage. Next you must observe what your nature as a living creature requires of you, and accept that fully, if your nature as a rational living creature will suffer no damage. Now every rational being, by virtue of its rationality, is also a social being. So apply these rules, and trouble yourself no further.

3. Everything that happens either happens in such a way that you are fitted by nature to bear it or in such a way that you are not. If, then, it comes about in such a way that you are fitted by nature to bear it, make no complaint, but bear it as your nature enables you to do; but if it comes about in such a way that you are not fitted by nature to bear it, again you should make no complaint, for it will soon be the end of you. Remember, however, that you are fitted by nature to bear everything that you can render bearable and endurable through the exercise of your judgement, by suggesting the idea to yourself that your interest or your duty demands it.

4. If he goes wrong, instruct him in a kindly manner, show him what he failed to see: but if you are unable to, blame only yourself, or not even yourself.

5. Whatever happens to you was preordained for you from time everlasting, and from eternity the web of causation was weaving together your own existence and this that happens to you.

6. Whether there are merely atoms or a universal nature,* let it be postulated first that I am a part of the whole which is governed by nature, and secondly, that I am bound by a tie of kinship to other parts of the same nature as myself. If I keep those thoughts in mind, I shall never, in so far as I am a part, be discontented with anything allotted to me from the whole, for nothing which benefits the whole brings harm to the part. For the whole contains nothing that does not contribute to its own good, and while this is a characteristic that all natures share in common, universal nature has this further characteristic, that there is no cause outside itself which could compel it to generate anything that is harmful to itself. If I remember, then, that I am a part of such a whole, I shall be well contented with all that comes to pass; and in so far as I am bound by a tie of kinship to other parts of the same nature as myself I shall never act against the common interest, but rather, I shall take proper account of my fellows, and direct every impulse to the common benefit and turn it away from anything that runs counter to that benefit. And when this is duly accomplished, my life must necessarily follow a happy course, just as you would observe that any citizen’s life proceeds happily on its course when he makes his way through it performing actions which benefit his fellow citizens and he welcomes whatever his city assigns to him.

7. Every part of the whole,* everything that is naturally contained in the universe, must necessarily perish (if the word is understood here in the sense of ‘suffer change’). Now if this were naturally a bad thing for the parts as well as being a necessity, the world would not be well administered, considering that all its parts are subject to change and have been constituted to perish in a variety of ways. Could it be that nature herself would have undertaken to bring evil to her own parts, and made them such that they were not only liable to fall into a bad state but necessarily would fall into it? Or could this have come about without her being aware of it? Both proposals are equally incredible.

But what if we put nature to one side, and explain matters by saying that all this is naturally so? Even in that case, it would be absurd to maintain that the parts of the whole are naturally subject to change, and yet at the same time be surprised or aggrieved at such change as if something unnatural were coming to pass, especially when every object at its dissolution is merely resolved into the elements of which it is composed. For this occurs through the dispersal of the elements from which it was compounded or through a transformation of the solid into the earthy, and the spiritual into the airy, so that these two are re-absorbed into the reason of the whole, whether the universe is consumed periodically by fire or renews itself eternally by constant permutations.

And do not imagine that what is solid or of the nature of vital spirit in your present composition dates to the time of your birth. For all this was taken in only yesterday or the day before as an influx from foodstuffs or the air breathed in. It is this which it has taken in, then, which changes, and not that which your mother gave birth to. And even if it is granted that your changing body is very closely bound up with your individuality, there is nothing in that, I think, which contradicts my present argument.

8. When you have given yourself these titles,* good, modest, truthful, prudent, sympathetic, high-minded, make sure that you never exchange them for others; and if you should ever lose these titles, return to them with all speed. Remember, moreover, that ‘prudence’ should suggest to you the attention needed to apprehend each object with due accuracy, and freedom from negligence; ‘sympathy’, the willing acceptance of all that is allotted to you by universal nature; and ‘high-mindedness’ the elevation of the thinking part of you above the smooth or violent agitations of the flesh, and above a petty desire for fame, and the fear of death, and everything else of that kind. So if you preserve the right to give yourself these titles, without wishing too strongly that they should be awarded to you by others too, you will be another man and will have embarked on a new life. For to continue to be as you have been hitherto, and suffer the lacerations and defilements of such a way of life, is the part of one who is utterly insensitive and clings to mere existence, like the half-devoured beast-fighters in the arena* who, covered as they are with wounds and blood, beg none the less to be kept alive until the morrow to be flung in just the same state to the same claws and teeth.

Embark, then, on these few titles, and if you can abide in them, abide as one who has made his passage to the Isles of the Blest;* but if you feel that you are falling away and losing your hold, then withdraw undismayed to some corner where you can recover your grip, or even depart from life altogether, not in anger, but simply, freely, and modestly, having accomplished at least one fine action in your life, to have taken leave of it in such a fashion. When it comes, however, to remembering these titles, it will help you greatly if you are ever mindful of the gods and remember that it is not flattery that they desire, but that all rational beings should strive to resemble them, and that as the fig tree does the work of a fig tree, the dog the work of a dog, and the bee the work of a bee, so should a human being do the work of a human being.

9. Cheap comedy, war, excitement, lethargy, servitude—day by day these will wipe away those sacred principles of yours, which you form and retain with the help of natural philosophy. In all that you undertake, you must look on things and act in such a way that at the same time you ensure that the duties imposed on you by circumstances are accomplished and your powers of thought are fully exercised, and that the self-confidence which arises from a proper understanding of each particular thing is maintained with discretion, but without concealment. When will you find your delight in simplicity? In gravity? In knowing the nature of each particular thing, and the place that it occupies in the universe, and how long it naturally persists, and of what elements it is composed, and who can possess it, and who can bestow it or take it away?

10. A spider is proud when it has caught a fly, and one man when he has caught a little hare, another a little fish in his net, another boars, another bears, and another some Sarmatians.* Now if you look into their judgements, are these not simply brigands?

11. Acquire a method* to examine systematically how all things are transformed from one to another, and direct your attention constantly to this area of study, and exercise yourself in it, for nothing is so conducive to elevation of mind. Someone who does this has stripped away his body, and, reflecting that in no time at all he will have to leave all this behind and depart from the company of human beings, he offers himself up without reservation to justice as regards that which is accomplished by him and to universal nature as regards what happens otherwise. As to what others may say or think of him or do against him, he gives that not a thought, but is satisfied if he can achieve these two things, to act justly in what he is presently doing, and to welcome what is presently assigned to him. And he has put aside every distraction and care, and has no other desire than to hold to the straight path according to the law, and by holding to it, to follow God.

12. What need is there for conjecture when it is within your power* to consider what ought to be done, and, if you see the proper course, to follow it with a cheerful heart and never a backward glance? Or if you fail to see it, to suspend your judgement,* and consult your ablest advisers; or if something further should stand in the way of that, to move forward with due care as far as your present resources allow, holding firm to whatever seems just? For there is nothing better than the attainment of justice, since the only true failure is to fail in that. He is leisurely, and yet quick to act, joyous, and yet self-composed, the person who follows reason in all things.

13. The moment you awaken from your sleep, ask yourself this question: will it make any difference to me if someone else criticizes me for actions which were just and right? It will make no difference at all. Or have you forgotten what these people who assume grand airs when praising or blaming others are like in their beds or at table, and what actions they commit, and what sort of things they flee from or pursue, and how they thieve and plunder not with their hands and feet, but with the most precious part of themselves, the part in which there emerges, if only a person wishes it, faith and modesty, truth and law, and a good guardian-spirit within?

14. To nature who bestows all things and takes them all back, a person of true culture and modesty will say: ‘Give what it pleases you to give, and take what it pleases you to take’; and say so in no defiant spirit, but as one who only obeys her designs and thinks nothing but good of her.

15. Small is the span of time now left to you. Live as on a mountaintop; for what matter whether you live here or there, if everywhere you live in this great city of the universe? Let people see, let them study, a true man who lives according to nature. If they cannot bear with him, let them kill him! For it were better to die than to live such lives as theirs.

16. No more of all this talk about what a good man should be, but simply be one!

17. Continually picture to yourself the whole of time and the whole of substance, and reflect that every particular part of them, when measured against substance overall, is but a fig-seed, and when measured against time, but the single turn of a drill.

18. Look carefully at every existing thing and reflect that its dissolution is already under way and it is in the course of change and, as it were, of decay or dispersal, or is dying in whatever way its nature appoints.

19. Think what they are like when they eat, sleep, copulate, relieve themselves, and so forth; and then when they play the lord and master and give themselves such airs or give way to anger and criticize others from a height. And yet but a short time before, how many masters they were slaving for, and with what ends in view; and in no time at all they will be reduced to a similar state.

20. What universal nature brings to each thing is to the benefit of that thing, and to its benefit at precisely the time that she brings it.

21. ‘The earth loves showers, and the holy ether loves [to fall in showers].’* And the universe loves to create whatever is to be; so I will say to the universe, ‘Your love is my love too.’ Is that not also implied in the expression, ‘This loves* to come about’?

22. Either you continue to live in this world, and you are used to that by now; or else you take yourself out of it, and that by your own desire; or else you die, and your service is completed. There is no other alternative; so be cheerful then.

23. Always be clear about this, that the countryside there is no different from any other, and that all things here are just as they would be on a hilltop, or by the seashore, or wherever you choose. For you will find that Plato’s words are wholly to the point: ‘penned in a sheepfold on the mountain’ and ‘milking his bleating flocks’.*

24. What does my ruling centre mean to me, and what use am I presently making of it, and to what end am I employing it? Is it devoid of reason? Is it detached and severed from sociability? Or is it so fused and blended with my poor flesh as to move at one with it?

25. One who flees from his master is a runaway slave; now the law is our master, and one who departs from it is therefore a runaway slave. And likewise one who, yielding to grief, anger, or fear, wishes that something had not come about, or were not coming about, or should not come about, of what has been ordained by the power which governs all things; for that too is law, assigning to each of us what is due to him; and one who yields to fear or distress or anger is therefore a runaway slave.

26. A man spills his seed into a womb, and passes on his way; and then another cause takes it up, and works on it, and creates a newborn child. What a thing from such a start! And again, the body passes some food down its throat, and another cause takes it up and creates sensation and impulse, and in a word, life and strength, and how many other wonders too! Picture, then, these things that come about in such concealment, and see the power behind them, as we see the power that causes things to fall down or rise up, not indeed with our eyes, but none the less clearly for that.

27. Constantly reflect on how all that comes about at present came about just the same in days gone by, and reflect that it will continue to do so in the future; and set before your eyes whole dramas and scenes ever alike in their nature which you have known from your own experience or the records of earlier ages, the whole court of Hadrian, say, or of Antoninus, the whole court of Philip, or Alexander, or Croesus;* for in every case the play was the same, and only the actors were different.

28. Look on anyone who is pained or discontented at anything that comes to pass as being like a little pig kicking and squealing at the sacrifice. So also is one who alone on his bed* silently laments the chains that hold us down. Reflect, too, that it is granted to a rational creature alone to yield of his own free will to what must come about; as for merely yielding to it, that is a necessity for all.*

29. As you engage in each particular action, stop and ask yourself this question: is death something terrible because I would be deprived of this?

30. When you are shocked at another’s wrongdoing,* pass on at once to consider what similar faults you are committing on your own account; as when you judge, for instance, that money is a good, or pleasure, fame, and the like. If you turn your mind to this, you will soon forget your anger, because it will occur to you at the same time that the other person is acting under compulsion— for what else can he do? Though if you can, free him from this compulsion.

31. When you see Satyrion, Euryches, or Hymen, bring to mind a follower of Socrates, and when you see Eutychion or Silvanus, think of Euphrates, and when you see Tropaeophorus, think of Alciphron, when you see Severus, think of Crito or Xenophon, and when you consider yourself, think of one of the Caesars, and in every case, follow a similar procedure.* And then allow this thought to strike you: ‘Where are they now? Nowhere, or nowhere that we can say.’ For in this way you will constantly observe that all things human are mere smoke and nothingness; and all the more so, if you call to mind that what has once changed will never exist again throughout unending time. Why, then, are you troubled? Why are you not content to pass your brief existence in a decent manner? What material and what a field of action you are running away from! What is all this except a training ground for a reason which has examined with accuracy and scientific care all that life embraces? Wait, then, until you have assimilated these truths too, as a robust stomach assimilates every kind of food and a blazing fire turns whatever you cast into it into flame and light.

32. Let it be impossible for anyone to say of you truthfully that you are not sincere, that you are not a good man; rather let him be a liar who supposes any such thing of you. And this is wholly within your power: for what can prevent you from being good and sincere? Only, you must resolve to live no longer unless you are such a person; for it is not reason’s will that you should continue to live if you are not so.

33. Given the material that is granted to you, what is the soundest thing that can be done or said? For whatever that may be, it is in your power to do or say it, and you should not try to excuse yourself by saying that you are being prevented. You will never stop complaining until the time comes when to use the material that is submitted and falls to you means just the same to you as sensual indulgence means to the pleasure-seeker. For you should regard as an enjoyment all that you are able to accomplish in accordance with your own nature; and everywhere that is within your reach. Now to realize its own form of movement on every occasion is not granted to a cylinder, nor to water, nor to fire, nor to anything else that is governed by nature or irrational soul; for there is much that prevents them and stands in their way. But mind and reason can find their way through every obstacle as their nature and their will dictate. Set before your eyes this ease with which reason can make its way through everything (as fire moves upwards, or a stone downwards, or a cylinder down an incline) and look for nothing beyond; for all other obstacles either relate to that corpse, our body, or else cannot break us or do us any harm whatever without the decision and assent of reason itself. Otherwise the person affected would at once become bad. In all other created things, at any rate, wherever any of them is visited by any evil, that which suffers it becomes worse as a result; whereas here, if one may say so, a human being becomes better and more praiseworthy by making proper use of whatever befalls him. And you should remember in general that nothing harms one who is by nature a citizen which does not harm the city, and that nothing harms the city which does not harm the law; and of these things which we call misfortunes, not one of them harms the law; and accordingly, because it causes no harm to the law, it brings no harm to the city or the citizen.*

34. For one who has been bitten by true principles, the briefest and most commonplace saying will be sufficient to remind him that he must be free from sorrow and fear. For instance:

‘Leaves that the wind scatters to the ground,
Such are the generations of men.’*

And what are your children but leaves, and leaves too these people who acclaim you with such conviction and sing your praises, or, on the contrary, curse you, or reproach you in secret and gibe at your expense; and leaves likewise those who will transmit your fame when you are gone. For all of these ‘arrive with the spring’, and then the wind brings them down, and the forest puts forth others in their place. This fleeting existence is the common lot of all things, and yet you pursue and flee each thing as though it will last for ever. A little while, and you will close your eyes; and he who carried you to your grave will soon be lamented by another.

35. A healthy eye should look at all that can be seen and not say, ‘I want green things alone,’ for that is the mark of a diseased eye. And a healthy sense of hearing or smell should be ready for all that can be heard or smelled; and a healthy stomach should accept every food, as a mill accepts everything which it has been constructed to grind. Accordingly, a healthy mind should be ready for all that comes about; but the mind which cries ‘Let my children be safe and sound!’ or ‘Let everyone praise me whatever I do!’ is like an eye that seeks only for green, or teeth that seek only for what is tender.

36. No one is so blessed by fortune that there will not be some people standing by his deathbed who will welcome the evil that is coming to him. Suppose that he was serious-minded and wise;* there is sure to be someone there at the last who will say of him, ‘What a relief to be finally freed from this pedant; not that he was ever harsh with any of us, but I could sense that he was silently condemning us.’ So much for the serious man; but in our own case how many other things there are which would make many people glad to see the end of us. So when you come to die, you will keep this in mind, and your departure will be easier if you reason with yourself, ‘I am leaving the kind of life in which even those who were close to me, for whom I toiled, prayed, and took so much care, even they want to see the end of me, hoping, it would seem, to win some relief as a result of my death.’ So why should anyone hold out for a longer stay in this world? You must not, however, on that account, depart thinking any less kindly of them, but preserve your true character as one who is friendly, well disposed, and gracious. And again, do not depart as if you were being dragged away, but rather, you should withdraw from them as one who is dying a happy death as his soul slips painlessly from his body. For it was nature who bound you to them and made you at one with them, but now she is severing the knot. I am severed, indeed, from those who are my family and friends, but without a struggle and without constraint. For this too is one of the things that nature ordains.

37. Acquire the habit with regard to every action, so far as possible, performed by someone else, of enquiring within yourself, ‘What is his aim in performing this action?’ But begin with yourself, and examine yourself first of all.

38. Remember that the power that pulls our strings* is that which is hidden within us: that is [the source of our action] and our life, and that is, if one may say so, the person himself. When picturing its nature, never confuse it with the fleshly vessel that encloses it or these organs moulded around us; for these are mere instruments like an axe, differing only in this, that they are attached to us as part of ourselves. For in truth, these parts are of no more value without the cause that set them to work or brings them to rest than the shuttle to the weaver, or the pen to the writer, or the whip to the charioteer.


BOOK 11

1. The properties of the rational soul are these: it sees itself, it articulates itself, it shapes itself according to its will, it reaps for itself the fruit it produces (in contrast to the fruits of plants and their counterparts in the animal kingdom, which are harvested by others), and it achieves its proper end, wherever the boundaries of its life may be set; for in that respect it is unlike a dance or a play or the like, in which the whole action is rendered imperfect if anything cuts it short. Rather, in every part of the whole, and wherever its end overtakes it, it realizes what it has proposed to itself fully and completely, so that it can say, ‘All that is mine, I have.’ And what is more, it traverses the whole universe and the void which encircles it and surveys its form, and reaches out into the endlessness of infinite time, and comprehends and reflects upon the periodical rebirth of the whole, and perceives that those who will come after us will see nothing new, just as those who came before us saw nothing more, but that in a sense a forty-year-old, if he has a modicum of understanding, has seen all that has been and all that ever will be because it is ever the same. A property, too, of the rational soul is love of one’s neighbour, and truthfulness, and modesty, and to regard nothing as of higher value than itself (which is also a property of law, and there is thus no difference between right reason and the reason that underlies justice).

2. You will feel contempt for the delights of song, and also for dancing and wrestling, if you analyse the melodious strain into its individual notes, and ask yourself with regard to each, ‘Would this be enough to overcome me?’ You would surely be ashamed to admit it, as you would with dancing too, if you followed an equivalent course with regard to each movement or posture, and likewise with wrestling. In general, then, except with regard to virtue and all that arises from it, remember to pass to the component parts,* and by this analysis learn to feel contempt for them; and also apply this procedure to your life as a whole.

3. How excellent is the soul which is ready, if the need arises, to be released from the body at any moment, whether to be extinguished or dispersed, or to continue its existence. But this readiness must spring from a specific judgement, rather than mere contrariness as with the Christians,* and should be considered, and grave, and, if you want to convince others too, be free of any trace of theatrical bravado.

4. Have I done something useful to my fellows? Then I have already profited. May you keep this thought ever at hand and never cease from such action.

5. What is your profession?* To be a good person. And how is this to be achieved, except on the basis of theoretical principles, some relating to universal nature and others to man’s specific constitution?

6. In the first place tragedies* were brought on to the stage to remind us of what comes to pass in life and that it is natural that such things should come about, and that what enchants you on the stage should not distress you on the greater stage of life. For it can be seen that such events must necessarily run such a course, and that even those who cry, ‘Ah Cithaeron!’* must still endure them. The tragic poets have also provided some helpful sayings. This, for instance, is particularly good: ‘If the gods have neglected me and my two sons, this too has its reason,’ and again: ‘Do not be angry with outward events,’ and this: ‘Our life must be reaped like a ripe ear of corn,’ and many another like them.

After Tragedy, Old Comedy* was brought on to the stage; it was marked by an instructive freedom of language, and through its very outspokenness it performed no small service in reminding us to beware of arrogance. And such liberties were also adopted by Diogenes, with a similar end in view.

After this, one should consider what Middle Comedy was like, and then why New Comedy was introduced, and how it gradually declined into an ingenious imitative art. That these authors too have provided some helpful sayings is commonly recognized; but considering its general approach, what was poetry and drama of this kind really aiming to achieve?

7. With what clarity it strikes you that no other calling in life so favours the practice of philosophy as that in which you now find yourself.*

8. It is impossible to cut a branch from the branch to which it is attached unless you cut it from the tree as a whole;* and likewise, a human being cut off from a single one of his fellows has dropped out of the community as a whole. Now in the case of the branch, someone else cuts it off, but a human being cuts himself off from his neighbour of his own accord, when he comes to hate him and turns his back on him; and he fails to see that by doing this, he has cut himself off from society as a whole. There remains, however, this great gift from Zeus, who first organized human society, that we have the power to come together again with our neighbour, and again become an integral part of the whole. But if this process of separation is often repeated, it becomes difficult for the part that withdraws to reunite with the others and recover its place. And as a general rule, the branch that grew with the tree from the beginning and shared in its life by remaining at one with it is not at all the same as that which has been grafted onto it again after being cut off, whatever the gardeners may tell you. Grow on the same tree with them, but do not share their principles.

9. Those who stand in your way as you advance along the path of right reason will never be able to divert you from sound action; so let them be no more successful in making you renounce your kindliness towards them. Rather, you should keep a careful watch on both points alike, that you should not only remain steadfast in your judgement and your action, but are also to be gentle towards those who attempt to hinder you or aggravate you in any other way. For it would be a sign of weakness to be harsh with them, just as it would be to turn aside from your course of action and give way as a result of fear; for both are equally deserters, the coward who yields to fear and the man who is estranged from one who was formed by nature to be his relation and friend.

10. ‘In no case is nature inferior to art’;* for the arts merely imitate natural things. And if that is so, the nature which is the most perfect and comprehensive of all cannot be deficient in technical proficiency. Now all the arts create the lower for the sake of the higher, so universal nature surely does the same. And this accounts for the origin of justice, and it is from justice that all the other virtues spring; for justice will not be maintained if we value indifferent objects, or are readily deceived, and are hasty in our judgement, and lacking in constancy.

11. They do not come to you, the objects whose pursuit or avoidance causes you such disquiet, but in a certain sense you go to them; so if you will only let your judgement about them remain at rest, they too will remain unmoved, and you will be seen neither to pursue them nor to avoid them.

12. The sphere* of the soul remains faithful to its form when it neither reaches out towards anything outside itself nor contracts inwards, and when it is neither dispersed abroad nor sinks back into itself, but shines forth with a steady light by which it sees the truth of all things and the truth within itself.

13. Will someone feel contempt for me? Let him look to that. But I for my part will look to this, that I may not be discovered doing or saying anything that is worthy of contempt. Will someone hate me? Let him look to that. But I will be kind and good-natured to everyone, and ready to show this particular person the nature of his error, not in a critical spirit, nor as if I were making a display of my tolerance, but sincerely and kindheartedly, like the great Phocion* (if he really meant what he said). For that is how one should be within one’s heart, to show oneself to the gods as one who is neither disposed to be angry at anything nor to make any complaint. For what harm can come to you if you are presently doing what is appropriate to your nature, and you welcome what is presently appropriate for universal nature, as someone who is supremely anxious that by one means or another the common benefit should be brought to fruition?

14. They despise one another, yet they fawn on one another; they want to climb over one another, yet they grovel to one another.

15. How corrupt and two-faced is one who claims, ‘I intend to be fair and honest in my dealings with you.’ What are you up to, my friend? There is really no need for this preamble. The matter will soon become plain. It should be written on your face,* it should ring out immediately in your voice, and shine out at once in your eyes, as the loved one at once knows everything about his lovers from the manner of their glance. In short, a good and honest person should resemble one who smells like a goat in this respect, that anyone who comes near him is immediately aware of it whether he wishes it or not. But the mere pretence of simplicity is like an open blade. There is nothing more odious than the friendship of the wolf for the lamb; avoid this above all. A good, straightforward, and kindly person reveals these qualities in his eyes, and they will not escape you.

16. Always live the finest of lives; and the power to do so lies in one’s soul, if one is indifferent to things that are indifferent. And a person will be indifferent if he examines each of them as a whole and in its separate parts, and bears in mind that none of them creates any opinion in us about itself nor does it make any move towards us, but that all of them remain motionless and it is we who create judgements about them and, so to say, inscribe them on our minds (although it is possible for us not to inscribe them, and if we do so unawares, we can immediately wipe them off again). Bear in mind, too, that we shall have to attend to these matters for only a short while, and then our life shall be over. And after all, what trouble can they bring? If they are in accordance with nature, rejoice in them, and let them be no hardship to you; and if they are contrary to nature, seek for what your own nature requires and strive towards that, inglorious though it may be; for everyone can be pardoned for seeking his own good.

17. Consider each thing’s origin, and from what materials it is formed, and what it is changing into, and what it will be like after it has changed, and that it will come to no harm as a result.

18. First, consider how you stand* in relation to them, and how we were born to help one another, and, from a different angle, how I was born to preside over them, as the ram over his flock, or the bull over his herd. And then go back to first principles: if all things are not mere atoms, nature must be the power that governs the whole, and if that be so, lower things exist for the sake of the higher, and the higher for one another.

Secondly, consider what kind of beings they are, at table, in bed, or elsewhere; above all, what compulsions they are subject to because of their opinions, and what pride they take in these very acts.

Thirdly, consider that if they are acting rightly in what they do, there is no reason for you to be annoyed, but if they are acting wrongly, it is plain that they are doing so involuntarily and through ignorance. For as no soul is ever willingly deprived of the truth, so neither is it willingly deprived of the capacity to deal with each person as he deserves. At any rate, people are upset if they hear themselves spoken of as unjust, callous, avaricious, or, in a word, as people who offend against their neighbours.

Fourthly, consider that you for your own part also commit many wrongs, and are just the same as they are; and that even if you do refrain from certain kinds of wrongdoing, you have at least the inclination to commit such wrongs, even if cowardice, or concern for your reputation, or some other vice of that kind, saves you from actually committing them.

Fifthly, that you cannot even be certain that what they are doing is wrong; for many actions are undertaken for some ulterior purpose, and as a general rule, you must find out a great deal before you can deliver a properly founded judgement on the actions of others.

Sixthly, when you are annoyed beyond measure and losing all patience, remember that human life lasts but a moment, and that in a short while we shall all have been laid to rest.

Seventhly, that it is not people’s actions that trouble us (for those are a matter for their own ruling centres) but the opinions that we form about those actions. So eliminate your judgement that this or that is of harm to you, make up your mind to discard that opinion, and your anger will be at an end. And how are you to do this? By reflecting that wrong done to you by another is nothing shameful to yourself; for unless action of which one should be ashamed is the only true evil, it would follow that you too must commit many wrongs and become a brigand and one who will stop at nothing.

Eighthly, that the anger and distress that we feel at such behaviour bring us more suffering than the very things that give rise to that anger and distress.

Ninthly, that kindness is invincible, if it be sincere and not hypocritical or a mere façade. For what can the most insulting of people do to you if you are consistently kind to him, and, when the occasion allows, gently advise him and quietly put him on the proper course at the very time when he is attempting to do you a mischief. ‘No, my son, we were born for something other than this; it is not I who am harmed, it is you, my son, who are causing harm to yourself.’ And show him tactfully, in general terms, that this is so, and that not even bees behave in such a fashion nor any other creature of a gregarious nature. But you must do so in no sarcastic or reproachful spirit, but affectionately and with a heart free from rancour, and not as if you were lecturing him like a schoolmaster, or trying to impress the bystanders, but as one person to another even if others should happen to be present.

Remember these nine rules as if you had received them as a gift from the Muses, and begin at last to be a human being, while you still have life in you. And you should be as careful not to flatter people as you are careful not to become angry with them, because both faults are against the common interest and lead to harm. And when you do become angry, be ready to apply this thought, that to fly into a passion is not a sign of manliness, but rather, to be kind and gentle, for in so far as these qualities are more human, they are also more manly; and it is the man who possesses such virtues who has strength, nerve, and fortitude, and not one who is ill-humoured and discontented; for the nearer a man comes in his mind to impassibility, the nearer he comes to strength, and as grief is a mark of weakness, so is anger too, for those who yield to either have been wounded and have surrendered to the enemy.

And if you will, accept this tenth gift from Apollo, the leader of the Muses, namely, that it is sheer madness to expect the bad to do no wrong; for that is to wish for the impossible. But to allow that they should do wrong to others, yet demand that they should do no wrong to yourself, is senseless and tyrannical.

19. There are four principal lapses of the ruling centre which you must guard against at all times, and, whenever they are detected, wholly extirpate, reminding yourself with regard to each: this idea is not necessary; this other leads to a loosening of social ties; or again, what you are about to say does not come from your heart (and to say something that does not come from your heart you must consider to be altogether out of place). And the fourth lapse which should cause you to reproach yourself is this, that the more divine part of you* has been overpowered and has succumbed to what is inferior and perishable in you, your body, and its gross pleasures.

20. Although the elements of breath and fire* which enter into your composition have a natural tendency to rise upwards, they are nevertheless obedient to the ordering of the whole, and are held fast here within your composite being. And likewise all the earthy elements in you and the watery, although they incline downwards, are yet held up and maintain a position which is not natural to them. Thus even the elements obey the whole, and when they have been assigned to a particular post, remain there by compulsion until the signal sounds from there for their subsequent release. So is it not strange, then, that the intelligent part of you alone should be recalcitrant and discontented with its position? Yet no constraint is imposed on it, but only what accords with its nature, and, for all that, it refuses to comply and takes the opposite course. For to move towards unjust and dissolute behaviour, and sorrow, anger, and fear, is nothing other than to cut oneself off from nature. And whenever your ruling centre complains at anything that comes to pass, at that moment too it deserts its proper station; for it was created for holiness and service to the gods no less than for justice to man. For these affections too have to do with good fellowship, and, indeed, are of higher dignity than the practice of justice.

21. ‘He whose aim in life is not always one and the same cannot himself remain one and the same throughout his life.’* This saying is defective, unless you specify in addition what the nature of this aim should be. For since not everyone shares the same opinion about all the things that, in one way or another, are held to be good, but only about certain of them, namely, those that relate to the common good, the aim that we set for ourselves should therefore be the common and civic good. For he who directs every impulse of his own towards this end will be consistent in his actions and, by virtue of that, remain ever the same in himself.

22. The mountain mouse and the town mouse,* and the alarm and agitation of the latter.

23. Socrates used to call the opinions of the masses Lamiae—bogeys to frighten children.*

24. At their festivals, the Spartans would place seats in the shade for their visitors, while they themselves would sit down wherever they could.

25. The excuse that Socrates sent to Perdiccas* for refusing to come to his court, ‘I want to escape the most wretched of ends,’ in other words, ‘I want to receive no benefits when I am not in a position to return them.’

26. The writings of the Epicureans* lay down this precept, that one should constantly call to mind the example of one of the ancient sages who lived a life of virtue.

27. The Pythagoreans* used to say that, first thing in the morning, we should look up at the sky, to remind ourselves of beings who forever accomplish their work according to the same laws and in an unvarying fashion, and to remind ourselves too of their orderliness, purity, and nakedness; for nothing veils a star.

28. Think of Socrates dressed only in a loincloth* when Xanthippe had taken his cloak and gone outside; and what he said to his friends when they were shocked and drew back at seeing him dressed in such a fashion.

29. In writing and reading, you cannot be the instructor before you have been instructed. How much more so in the art of living!

30.    ‘You were born a slave, you have no voice.’*

31.    ‘—and my heart laughed within me.’*

32.    ‘They will heap reproaches on virtue, uttering wounding words.’*

33. It takes a madman to seek a fig in winter; and such is one who seeks for his child when he is no longer granted to him.*

34. Epictetus used to say that when you kiss your child you should say silently ‘Tomorrow, perhaps, you will meet your death.’—But those are words of ill omen.—‘Not at all,’ he replied, ‘nothing can be ill-omened that points to a natural process; or else it would be ill-omened to talk of the grain being harvested.’

35. The green grape, the ripe cluster, the dried raisin; at every point a change, not into non-existence, but into what is yet to be.

36. No one can rob us of our free will, said Epictetus.

37. He said too that we ‘must find an art of assent, and in the sphere of our impulses, take good care that they are exercised subject to reservation, and that they take account of the common interest, and that they are proportionate to the worth of their object; and we should abstain wholly from immoderate desire, and not try to avoid anything that is not subject to our control’.

38. ‘So the dispute’, he said, ‘is over no slight matter, but whether we are to be mad or sane.’

39. Socrates used to say, ‘What do you want? To have the souls of rational or irrational beings?’ ‘Of rational beings.’ And of what kind of rational beings, those that are sound or depraved?’ ‘Those that are sound.’ ‘Then why are you not seeking for them?’ ‘Because we have them.’ ‘Then why all this fighting and quarrelling?’


BOOK 12

1. All those things which you hope to attain by a circuitous route, you can secure at this moment, if you do not deny them to yourself; I mean, if you leave all the past behind you and entrust the future to providence, and, concerning yourself with the present alone, guide that to holiness and justice; to holiness, so that you may love what is allotted to you, for nature brought it to you, and you to it; and to justice, so that you may speak the truth freely and without equivocation, and conform in your actions to what is lawful and equitable. And do not allow yourself to be hindered by another’s evil or opinion or words, and still less, the sensations of the flesh that has congealed around you (for the part that suffers the ill must see to that). If then, when the time for your departure draws near, you have put all else behind you and you honour your ruling centre alone and what is divine within you, and if what you hold in fear is not that some day you will cease to live, but rather that you may never begin to live according to nature, you will be a man who is worthy of the universe that brought you to birth, and you will no longer be a stranger in your native land, wondering at what happens day after day as if it were beyond foreseeing, and hanging on to one thing after another.

2. God views the ruling centre of each one of us stripped of its material casing* and of the husk and dross that envelop it; for with his mind alone, he touches only on what has emanated and been drawn into us from himself. And if you too make it your habit to do this, you will rid yourself of the many distractions that affect you; for one who disregards the poor flesh that envelops him will surely waste no time in gaping after fine clothes and housing, and glory, and all such externals and make-believe.

3. There are three things of which you are composed: body, breath, and mind.* Of these, the first two are your own in so far as it is your duty to take care of them; but only the third is your own in the full sense. So if you will put away from yourself—that is to say, from your mind—all that others do or say, and all that you yourself have done or said, and all that troubles you with regard to the future, and all that belongs to the body which envelops you, and to the breath conjoined with it, or is attached to you independently of your will, and all that the vortex whirling around outside you sweeps in its wake, so that the power of your mind, thus delivered from the bonds of fate, may live a pure and unfettered life alone with itself doing what is just, desiring what comes to pass, and saying what is true—if, I say, you will put away from your ruling centre all that accretes to it from the affections of the body, and all that lies in the future or in time gone by, and make yourself, in Empedocles’ words, ‘a well-rounded sphere rejoicing in the solitude around it’,* and strive to live only the life that is your own, that is to say, your present life, then you will be able to pass at least the time that is left to you until you die in calm and kindliness, and as one who is at peace with the guardian-spirit that dwells within him.

4. I have often marvelled at how everyone loves himself above all others, yet places less value on his own opinion of himself than that of everyone else. At all events, if a god or some wise teacher presented himself and told him not to entertain any thought or idea in his mind without stating it aloud as soon as he had conceived it, he would not abide it for even a single day. So much greater is our respect for what our neighbours think of us than what we think of ourselves!

5. How can it be* that the gods, who have ordered all things well and with good will towards the human race, have overlooked this single point, that some people, and those too of the finest character—who have, so to speak, established the closest pacts with the divine, and by holy deeds and sacred rites have become most intimately engaged with it—should, once they have died, never return to life, but be utterly extinguished? If this is indeed the case, you may be sure of this, that if it ought to have been otherwise, the gods would have made it so; for if that had been just, it would also have been feasible, and if it had been in accordance with nature, nature would have brought it about. So from the fact that it is not so, if indeed it is not, you may be well assured that it ought not to have been so. For you yourself can see that by delving into this matter, you are debating a point of justice with God. Now we should not be arguing in such a way with the gods unless they were perfectly good and just; and if that is the case, they would not have allowed anything in the ordering of the universe to be unjustly and irrationally neglected.

6. Practise even at the things that you have lost all hope of achieving. For the left hand, though inefficient at everything else through lack of practice, is more powerful than the right when it comes to gripping the bridle; for it has had good practice at that.

7. Consider what you should be like in both body and soul when death overtakes you, and the brevity of life, and the abyss of time that yawns behind it and in front of it, and the fragility of everything material.

8. Look at the underlying causes of things, stripped of their covering; and consider what your actions are aiming at, and what pain, pleasure, death, and fame truly are, and who is really to blame if a person is disturbed within, and how no one can be obstructed by another, and that everything turns on opinion.

9. In the application of one’s principles, one should resemble a pancratiast,* and not a gladiator. For the gladiator lays aside the sword which he uses and then takes it up again, but the pancratiast always has his fist and simply needs to clench it.

10. See things in their true nature, analysing them into matter, cause, and relation.*

11. How excellent is this power that human beings have to do nothing other than what God will applaud, and to welcome all that the gods may assign to them.

12. For what comes about in accordance with nature, the gods must not be blamed, since they do no wrong either voluntarily or involuntarily; nor should human beings be blamed, since they commit no wrong except against their will; so no one is to be blamed.

13. How ridiculous and ignorant of the world is one who is surprised at anything that comes to pass in life.

14. Either an ineluctable destiny and an order that none may overstep, or a providence that can be appeased, or an ungoverned confusion subject to nothing but chance.* If, then, an inexorable necessity, why struggle against it? If a providence that allows itself to be appeased, make yourself worthy of aid from the divine. And if an ungoverned confusion, be glad that in such a swirl you have a mind that provides leadership. And if the swirl should carry you away, let it carry away your poor flesh, and breath, and all the rest: but your mind it will not carry away.

15. If the light of a lamp shines forth without losing its radiance until it is extinguished, shall truth and justice and self-control be extinguished in you before you reach your end?*

16. If you gain the impression that somebody has done wrong, ask yourself this, ‘How can I be sure that this really was wrong?’ And even if he did do wrong, how do I know that he has not condemned himself for it, and is thus like one who is tearing at his own face? One who would wish the wicked not to do wrong is like one who wants a fig tree not to produce bitter juice in its fruit, or babies not to cry, or horses not to neigh, or anything else that cannot be otherwise than it is. Now what else can a person do, if he has such a character? So if you have the spirit for it, cure his character.

17. If something is not right, do not do it, if something is not true, do not say it; for you should keep your impulses under your own control.

18. Always consider exactly what it is that is creating an impression in your mind, and unfold its nature by analysing it into its cause, its matter, its relation, and its natural duration within which it must reach its cessation.*

19. Realize at last that you have something more powerful and more divine within you than the things that give rise to your passions and set you moving like a puppet. What is your mind taken up with at the present moment? Is it not fear? Suspicion? Appetite? Or something else of that kind?

20. Firstly, never act at random and without clear reference to an end; and secondly, refer* your action to no other end than the common good.

21. In no great while you will be no one and nowhere, and nothing that you now behold will be in existence, nor will anyone now alive. For it is in the nature of all things to change and alter and perish, so that others may arise in their turn.

22. All turns on judgement, and that rests with you. So when you will, pluck out the judgement, and then, as though you had passed the headland, the sea is calm, and all is still, and there is not a wave in the bay.

23. Any particular activity, whatever it may be, which comes to an end at its proper time, suffers no evil because it has come to an end; nor has the person who performed the action suffered any evil merely because his action has come to an end. So correspondingly, the aggregate of all actions that constitute a human life suffers no evil merely because it has come to an end, if it has done so at the proper time, nor is he hard done by who brings this chain of actions to an end at the proper time. That due time and limit is laid down by nature, sometimes by our individual nature, as in old age, but in any event by universal nature, who by the constant changing of her parts keeps the whole universe forever young and in the vigour of its prime. Now what is advantageous to the whole is always entirely good and timely; so it follows that for each individual, the cessation of his life is nothing bad or dishonourable, for it is neither subject to his own choice nor contrary to the common benefit; rather, it is good, because it is timely for the universe, and brings benefit to it as it is benefited by it. For thus he is truly god-borne who is borne along the same path as God and moves in his thoughts towards the same ends.

24. You should always keep these three thoughts at hand:* firstly, with regard to your actions, that you must never act without a definite aim, or otherwise than Justice herself would have acted; and bear in mind that whatever happens to you from outside is due either to chance or to providence, and that one should neither blame chance nor bring accusations against providence. Secondly, remember what manner of a being each of us is from his conception to his first breath, and from his first breath until he surrenders his soul, and from what elements he is composed and into what elements he will be dissolved. And thirdly, if you were suddenly raised aloft and looked on human affairs from above in all their diversity, with what contempt you would view them, seeing at the same time what a host of beings* live all around in the air and the ether, and that however often you were raised aloft, you would behold the same things, ever unvarying, ever as short-lived—and it is in these that you set your pride!

25. Cast out the judgement, and then you are saved. So what is preventing you from casting it out?

26. Whenever you take exception to something, you have forgotten that all things come to pass in accordance with the nature of the whole, and that the wrong committed is another’s, not your own, and that everything that comes about always did and always will come about in such a way and is doing so everywhere at this present moment; and you have forgotten how close is the kinship which unites each human being to the human race as a whole, for it arises not from blood or seed but from our common share in reason. You have forgotten, moreover, that the intellect of each of us is a god and has flowed from there,* and that nothing is our very own, but that our child, our body, our very breath have come to us from there, and that all turns on judgement; and that the life of every one of us is confined to the present moment and this is all that we have.

27. Let your thoughts constantly dwell on those who have been greatly aggrieved at something that came to pass, and those who have achieved the heights of fame, or affliction, or enmity, or any other kind of fortune; and then ask yourself, ‘What has become of all that?’ Smoke and ashes and merely a tale, or not even so much as a tale. Also give thought to everything such as this, Fabius Catullinus in the country, Lusius Lupus in his gardens, Stertinius at Baiae, Tiberius at Capri, and Velius Rufus,* and, in general, the pursuit of any obsession accompanied by conceit; and how cheap is all that man strains for, and how much worthier it is of one who aspires to wisdom to show himself in all simplicity, in relation to the material that is granted to him, as just, temperate, and obedient to the gods; for the pride that prides itself on its freedom from pride is the most objectionable pride of all.

28. To those who ask, ‘Where have you seen the gods, or what evidence do you have of their existence, that you worship them so devoutly?’, I reply first of all that they are in fact visible to our eyes,* and secondly, that I have not seen my own soul, and yet I pay it due honour. So likewise with the gods; from what I experience of their power at every moment of my life, I ascertain that they exist and I pay them due reverence.

29. Our security in life is to see each thing as it is in its full nature, in both its material and its causal aspect; and to do what is right and speak what is true with all our heart. What remains but to enjoy one’s life, linking one good act to another, so that not even the smallest space is ever left between?

30. There is one light of the sun,* even though it is interrupted by walls, and mountains, and countless obstacles besides. There is one common substance, even though it is divided into countless individual bodies, each with its own particular qualities. There is one soul, even though it is divided amongst countless natures, each with its own limitations. There is one intelligent soul, though it may appear to be divided. Now of the things which we have mentioned, the other parts, such as breath and material objects, are insentient and have no fellowship with one another; yet even these are held together by the principle of unity and the gravitation which draws things to their like. But it is a peculiar property of mind that it tends towards what is akin to it and combines with it, and the feeling of common fellowship suffers no division.

31. What is it that you seek? The mere continuation of your life? To experience sensation, then, and impulse? To grow, and cease from growing? To make use of your tongue, and your mind? And what is there in that which strikes you as worth desiring? But if all these things are worthy of contempt, take the final step, and follow reason, follow God. But to value those other things militates against that, as it does to feel distress at the thought that you will be robbed of them by death.

32. How small a fraction of infinite and unfathomable time has been assigned to each one of us. For all too swiftly it is swallowed up in eternity. And how small a part of universal substance, how small a part of universal soul. And how small is this clod of earth that you are creeping over when set against the earth as a whole. Bearing all of this in mind, imagine nothing to be of any great moment apart from this, that you should act as your own nature directs, and endure whatever universal nature brings.

33. How is your ruling centre employing itself ? For everything rests on that. All else, be it within your control or outside it, is merely dead matter and smoke.

34. What should rouse us most strongly to feel contempt for death* is the fact that even those who judge pleasure to be good and pain to be bad have scorned death none the less.

35. One to whom that alone is good which comes in good season, to whom it is all the same whether he performs a greater or a lesser number of actions according to right reason, to whom it makes no difference whether he looks upon the world for a longer or a shorter period of time—to such a person not even death can hold any terror.

36. My friend, you have been a citizen of this great city [of the universe]. What difference* if you live in it for five years or a hundred? For what is laid down in its laws is equitable for all. Where is the hardship, then, if it is no tyrant or unjust judge who sends you out of the city, but nature who brought you into it? It is just as if the director of a show,* after first engaging an actor, were dismissing him from the stage. ‘But I haven’t played all five acts, only three!’ Very well; but in life three can make up a full play. For the one who determines when it is complete is he who once arranged for your composition and now arranges for your dissolution, while you for your part are responsible for neither. So make your departure with a good grace, as he who is releasing you shows a good grace.


APPENDIX
A SELECTION FROM THE CORRESPONDENCE BETWEEN MARCUS CORNELIUS FRONTO AND MARCUS AURELIUS

THIS selection from the letters between Marcus and Fronto is designed to complement the Meditations by offering a different perspective on Marcus’ life and character. Fronto was one of a number of distinguished people who contributed to the education of Marcus and his (adopted) brother Lucius Verus, when they were being prepared for their role as joint emperors. Fronto (95–c.167) was from a well-off family, probably of ‘equestrian’ rank, in Roman North Africa. Born in Cirta (now Constantine) in Numidia, he completed his education in Rome and became a successful advocate in the Roman law courts. He also had a political career at Rome, holding public offices under the emperor Hadrian (117–38), and becoming consul in 143, under Antoninus Pius (138–61). He played an active role both in the senate, where he made a number of important speeches, and as an associate of the imperial court under Hadrian, Antoninus, and Marcus Aurelius (emperor 161–80). There are some parallels between the lives of Fronto and Cicero (106–43 BC). Both were ‘new men’, whose background was not that of the traditional Roman aristocratic elite, but who rose through oratory to prominence in public life. In antiquity, Fronto was compared to Cicero in the quality of his speech-making, of which we have only a few short and incomplete examples.1

Fronto’s correspondence was rediscovered in the early nineteenth century. The collection of letters were found in ‘palimpsest’, which means that the original parchment was washed and reused, making it difficult to recover fully the original writing underneath. As one might expect, this means that our text is in a poor state, with many gaps and continuing uncertainties about the correct reading of the sections we do have. We do not know who put the letters together; but they are not in chronological order (although some letters can be dated, with varying degrees of precision), and they do not seem to have been intended for publication. However, the correspondence helps to illuminate the literary and social life of a period for which we do not have much direct evidence. Many of the letters express Fronto’s thoughts about the value of oratory and about literary expression. He advocated making one’s style more striking by avoiding imitation of the great writers of the ‘Golden Age’ of Latin literature (such as Cicero or Virgil) and making selective use of the vocabulary of earlier Latin writers such as Ennius, Plautus, and the elder Cato. The collection also includes some shorter speeches and fragments of speeches, as well as a draft of a historical work; and quotations or versions of his speeches are preserved by later ancient writers.2

The datable letters were written between 139 (when Marcus was 18 and studying oratory with Fronto, then 44) and Fronto’s death, probably in the plague of 166–7, when Marcus had been emperor for six years. The letters have a number of addressees, including Antoninus Pius and Lucius Verus; but many are between Marcus and Fronto. The letters are written in a very affectionate, emotionally charged style, by modern tastes; and one scholar has recently suggested that the two men had an erotic, perhaps even sexual, relationship, in the manner of Greek educational pederasty.3 However, a relationship of that kind between a distinguished Roman orator and public figure and a future emperor would have been highly problematic; and the Meditations indicate a strongly negative attitude towards pederasty.4 Although the relationship between the two men does seem to have been, largely, warm, many of Fronto’s letters to other addressees are written in what strikes us as a very fulsome or emotionally extravagant style. This reflects, in part at least, the delicacy—or fragility—of relationships between leading members of the Roman elite (which Fronto had joined) and the imperial family, whose power was immense, even if it was exercised with restraint as it was by Antoninus and Marcus. In one case, when Fronto risked annoying Marcus by prosecuting Herodes Atticus (another of Marcus’ teachers), the letters show the strain put on the friendship and the finesse with which both sides handled the situation.5 A rather lavish emotional tone seems to have been one of the means by which such potentially fraught relationships were negotiated.

It has sometimes been claimed that the letters between Fronto and Marcus enable us to chart an intellectual or spiritual journey, in which Marcus was initially drawn towards oratory and was later ‘converted’ to philosophy, leading to a cooler relationship to Fronto. However, there are problems with this view, since Marcus’ engagement with philosophy started even before the period of study of oratory with Fronto,6 and Marcus continued to show a very active interest in oratory, as a necessary instrument of government, after he became emperor.7 A more plausible picture is that Marcus responded to Fronto’s enthusiastic commendation of oratory (especially when he was studying intensively with him in 139–45), but that he was, increasingly, drawn to philosophy as a source of ethical support, as is obvious in the Meditations. To put the relationship in context, Marcus had a total of eighteen tutors, covering a range of subjects, of whom Fronto was the teacher of Latin oratory. The most influential of all these people was Junius Rusticus, who taught him Stoic philosophy and who remained a close confidant of the emperor; his special role is clearly indicated in the Meditations.8 However, Marcus’ fondness for Fronto is also signalled, though more briefly, in the Meditations (1.11); and the letters give us a unique point of access to their relationship.

The thirty-one letters included here date from the periods of 139–61 (between Marcus’ adoption by Antoninus and his accession as emperor), and 161–7 (the early years of his period as emperor, prior to Fronto’s death). The Meditations, though they cannot be dated definitely, seem to belong to the period 168–80, when Marcus was campaigning in Germany.9 Although some of the letters reflect the attitudes of Marcus, as expressed in the Meditations, they also show other sides of his personality. Letters 15 and 16 in this selection, by Marcus and Fronto respectively, indicate the moral seriousness that is pervasive in the Meditations: Letter 21 shows the powerful impact of Stoic writings (in this case, those of the early Stoic, Aristo) on his convictions about how one should live. The letters from Fronto (as well as those to him from Marcus) reflect the qualities attributed to the older man in the Meditations (1.11), notably his desire to combat the insincerity of court manners and the presence of a ‘natural affection’ that is not characteristic of Roman aristocrats.10

However, the correspondence also shows features not evident in the Meditations. These include Marcus’ lasting interest in improving his oratorical style especially through Fronto’s direction and advice.11 They also show Marcus as deeply, and emotionally, concerned with the health and well-being of his teacher and Fronto’s family, as well as his own.12 The tone of the letters is often light or playful, even rather brash and unruly in one case (Letter 6, on Marcus charging on horseback into a flock of sheep). It is not surprising to find rather different aspects of Marcus’ character brought out in these different kinds of writings; and there is nothing in these letters that is in direct conflict with the private reflections of the Meditations. But the letters help to make us aware that the Meditations are written with a very specific purpose in mind and that the ‘voice’ of that work is not Marcus’ only way of expressing himself.13 The letters offer us another voice and thus another point of access to this thoughtful and principled person, who seems genuinely to have kept alive in his life the recognition that he was a human being first and a member of the imperial family second.

The letters given here are arranged, as far as possible, in chronological order, with the dates listed, though these are often very approximate and speculative. The dates are mainly based on E. Champlin, Fronto and Antonine Rome (Cambridge, Mass., 1980), appendix A (pp. 131–6). The translation is based on the Latin text of M. P. J. van den Hout, M. Cornelius Fronto: Epistulae (Teubner edition, Leipzig, 1988); the text followed is mostly close to that of C. R. Haines, The Correspondence of Marcus Cornelius Fronto (Loeb Classical Library edition, 2 vols., Cambridge, Mass., 1919–20). The heading for each letter gives the reference to both these editions: e.g. pp. 72–3; 1.196–7 means pages 72–3 of van den Hout’s edition and volume 1, pp. 196–7, of Haines’s edition. These references are also given in the List of Letters Translated.

1. Marcus to Fronto AD 139/140s (p. 42; 1.18–21)

Greetings, my best of masters.

If you manage to get a little sleep after the wakeful nights of which you have been complaining, do write to me, I beg you; and this I beg of you above all, to take good care of your health. Then get rid of that axe of Tenedos* with which you are threatening us, hide it away somewhere, and do not give up your intention of pleading law-cases—or if you do, may all other mouths fall silent too.

You say that you have pieced together something or other in Greek which pleases you more than almost anything that you have written. Yet aren’t you the one who gave me a good telling off not long ago for writing something in Greek? But I really do have to write something in Greek now, more than ever. You ask me why? I want to test whether what I have not learned may stand me in better stead, seeing that what I have learned is letting me down. Now if you really loved me, you would have sent me that new piece that you profess to be so pleased with. All the same, I am reading you whether you like it or not, and it is that alone, indeed, which keeps me going.

This is a bloody theme which you have sent me. I have not yet read the extract from Coelius which you sent, nor do I intend to read it until I have tracked down the underlying idea for myself.* But my Caesar speech* holds me gripped in its crooked claws. Now at last I appreciate how much work it takes to properly shape a few lines each day on one’s lathe,* and to spend a long time writing something worthwhile. Goodbye, breath of my life. How should I not burn with love for you when you have written such things to me? What am I to do? I cannot desist. This time last year it was my lot, at this very place, to be burning with a desire to see my mother. This year it is you who have kindled this desire in me. My lady* sends her greetings.

2. Marcus to Fronto AD 139–153 (pp. 72–3; 1.196–7)

To my master.

This is how I have spent the last few days. My sister* was seized all of a sudden by such pain in her private parts that she was a terrible sight to behold. My mother grew so agitated at this also that she accidentally knocked her side against a corner of the wall, causing as much grief to us as to herself through this blow. As for me, when I went to lie down, I found a scorpion in my bed; I managed to kill it, however, before lying down on it. If you are in better health, that is a consolation. My mother is now better, the gods be thanked. Farewell, my best and sweetest of masters. My lady* sends her greetings.

3. Marcus to Fronto AD 139–161 (pp. 60–1; 1.174–7)

M. Caesar to his master M. Fronto, greetings.

After I climbed into the carriage, after I said goodbye to you, we did not have too unpleasant a journey, though we did get a bit wet from some rain. But before arriving at the villa, we made a detour of about a mile from the road to call in at Anagnia.* Then we had a look at that ancient town which, tiny though it is, contains many antiquities, including temples and religious cults beyond counting. There was not a corner that did not have a shrine or sanctuary or temple, and there are many books, too, written on linen, relating to matters of cult. Then at the gateway, as we were leaving, we saw inscribed there twice over the words: PRIEST, DON THE SAMENTUM. I asked one of the local people what the latter word meant. He replied that in the Hernician dialect,* it meant the skin of the sacrificial victim which the priest pulls over his pointed cap* when he enters the town. We also learned plenty of other things which we were happy to know, but the one thing that we were not happy about was that you were not with us, that was our main regret.

And now for your part, after leaving, did you head for the Aurelian region or for Campania?* Do be sure to write and tell me, and whether you have begun the wine-harvest, and whether you have brought masses of books to your villa, and this too, whether you are missing me—but that is a silly question for me to ask, since you are sure to be. Now if you are missing me and if you love me, you will write to me regularly, to comfort and relieve me. For I would ten times rather pick through your letters than through all the vines of Mounts Massicus and Gaurus, for these Signian clusters* are much too rank and their grapes too sour, and the wine from them is thus more drinkable than the fresh grape-juice. It is besides far more agreeable to chew these grapes when they are dried than when they are fresh; indeed I would much prefer to trample them with my feet than munch them with my teeth. But all the same, may they be gracious and forgiving, and grant me a merciful pardon for these humorous comments. Farewell, most loving, most delightful and eloquent man, my sweetest master. When you see the unfermented wine seething in the cask, let it remind you that my longing for you is welling up in just the same way in my breast, and overflowing and foaming over. Fare ever well.

4. Marcus to Fronto AD 139–161 (p. 51; 1.78–81)

To his master, from his Caesar.

I hardly need tell you how much I enjoyed reading those speeches of Gracchus,* for you will know that very well, since it was you who encouraged me to read them, with that more learned judgement of yours and considerate nature; but so that your book may not be returned to you on its own without any company, I have added this letter. Goodbye my sweetest master and most friendly of friends, to whom I will be indebted for whatever I come to know of literature. I am not so ungrateful as not to appreciate all that you have done for me, by letting me see the extracts that you have made, and by never ceasing to lead me down the right path each day, and by opening my eyes, as the expression goes. I love you as you deserve.

5. Marcus to Fronto AD 139–161 (pp. 1–2; 1.80–3)

M. Caesar to my master Fronto.

How can I find adequate words to express this bad luck of mine, or sufficiently reproach this all too harsh necessity that keeps me tied down here when my heart is so uneasy and shackled by so much anxiety, and does not allow me to run off at this moment to my Fronto, to my most beautiful of souls, especially when he is in such poor health, and so be able to go right up to him, and take him by the hands, and massage that poor foot* of his, so far as may be possible without hurting it, and ease it in the bath, holding him up as he steps in? And do you call me your friend when I do not break off everything to fly off right away? In truth, it is really I who am the more lame, with this bashfulness of mine, or rather, laziness. As for me, what am I to say? I am afraid of saying something that you would not wish to hear; for you have certainly always done all that you could, with those jokes of yours and most witty observations, to distract me from my worries, and to show that you can endure all your troubles with unwavering steadfastness of mind. As to where my own mind has got to, I don’t know; except that I know this, that it has set off on its way to you, I know not where. For pity’s sake, take care that, through all kinds of self-restraint and abstinence, you drive away this ill health and go to the waters.* If at any time, now please, I beg, quickly write to me straight away and so restore some calm to my mind. In the meantime I shall carry your letter around with me, sad though it is. Goodbye, my most delightful Fronto; or rather, it would be more proper for me to put it like this: O you kind gods, who are everywhere, grant good health, I beg you, to my most delightful and dearest Fronto; let him enjoy good health for all his days with his body in good shape and unimpaired; grant that he may be well and so be able to be with me. Sweetest of men, goodbye.

6. Marcus to Fronto AD 139–161 (p. 34; 1.150–3)

But what, you ask, was the story? When my father arrived home from the vineyards, I climbed onto my horse, as usual, and set off along the road, and had ridden some little way when, right there in the road, I came upon a flock of sheep, all huddled together in the way that they do when there is little space; with them there were four dogs and two shepherds, but that was all. Then one shepherd said to the other, on seeing a crowd of horsemen coming, ‘Watch out for those riders there, they’re just the kind to do a lot of plundering.’ On hearing this, I dug my spurs into my horse and galloped right in among the sheep. Panic-stricken, the sheep scattered, running off this way and that, bleating and blundering around. A shepherd hurled his crook at us, and it fell on the man who was riding behind me. We cleared right off. And so that’s how the man who was worried about losing his sheep came to lose his crook. Do you think I have made this up? Every word of it is true; and I could indeed write more to you about it if the messenger were not summoning me to my bath. Goodbye, my sweetest master, most noble and exceptional of men, my joy, delight, and pleasure.

7. Marcus to Fronto AD 139–161 (p. 63; 1.184–5)

Hail, my sweetest master.

At last the messenger is setting off, and at last I can send you a three-day chronicle of my doings. But I am really in no state to say anything, having used up all my breath in dictating almost thirty letters. As to the opinion that you have just stated to me about letters, I have not yet passed it on to my father. But when, with the aid of the gods, we arrive in Rome, remind me to tell you something about the matter. You and I are so much up in the clouds, however, that neither will you remind me nor I tell you; and yet some thought does need to be given to this. Goodbye, my—but what am I to say when whatever I say is not sufficient?—my desire, my light, my pleasure.

8. Marcus to Fronto AD 139–161 (pp. 63–4; 1.185–7)

To my master, greeting.

Your brother has just brought me the good news of your arrival. Goodness, how I am longing for you to be able to come, if only your health will permit it, for I am hoping that the pleasure of seeing you will contribute something to my own health too—Euripides says, I think, ‘Sweet it is to look into the eyes of a well-wisher.’* As to my present state of health, you will be able to judge that easily enough from my shaky handwriting. It is true that as regards my strength, that is beginning to come back, and nothing remains, besides, of the pain in my chest; but the ulcer is working on my windpipe. We are trying some treatments and are taking care that nothing should prevent them from achieving their effect; but I feel that nothing serves to make long illnesses more bearable than the awareness that one is receiving attentive care from the doctors, and is complying absolutely with their instructions.* It would be shameful, besides, that a disorder of the body should outlast an effort of the mind for the recovery of one’s health. Farewell, my most delightful of masters. My mother sends her greetings.

9. Fronto to Marcus AD 139–161 (p. 85; 1.186–7)

To my Lord.

I have been afflicted, my Lord, during the night with widespread pain in my shoulder, elbow, knee, and ankle. Accordingly, I have been unable to write to you about this very thing in my own hand.

10. Fronto to Marcus AD 139–161 (p. 64; 1.186–9)

To my Lord.

I have received your letter, so elegantly written, in which you say that the time that has passed since I have written has caused you to long for my letters. So Socrates was right, then, in his opinion that ‘pleasures are usually linked to pains’, when he maintained in prison that the pain caused by his tight shackles was balanced out by the pleasure of being freed from them.* It is just the same with us, to the degree that absence causes us distress, we gain as much gratification from the longing that it provokes; for longing is born from love.* Love is reinforced, then, by longing, which is by far the best thing in friendship. As for what you ask with regard to my health, I have already written to you previously about the pain in my shoulder, which was so violent that I was unable to write the very letter in which I was informing you of it, but, contrary to my usual practice, had to make use of [another’s hand].

11. Fronto to Marcus AD 140–143 (pp. 53–4; 1.70–5)

[Fronto to my Lord.]

. . . and doves, accompanied by wolves and eagles, followed the singer, forgetting any thought of ambushes, talons, and teeth. This legend surely signifies, when rightly interpreted, that he [Orpheus*] was a man of remarkable genius and exceptional eloquence who bound a multitude of followers to him from admiration of his virtues and gifts as a speaker, and that he influenced his friends and followers in such a way that, although they were drawn together from different nations and differed in their customs, they came to live together in harmony nevertheless, adapting to one another to share a common life, the gentle with the fierce, the peaceable with the violent, the meek with the proud, the timid with the cruel. And then, little by little, they all cast aside their implanted vices and pursued virtue, learned integrity, and exchanged shamelessness for a sense of shame, haughtiness for deference, malice for kindliness. If anyone had the natural ability to unite his friends and followers in mutual love, you can surely fulfil that task with much greater ease because you were innately predisposed to all the virtues before being trained in them. For before you were old enough to be ready for such instruction, you were already accomplished and perfected in every sort of excellence, being a good man before puberty, and a skilled speaker before donning the robes of manhood.* But truly of all your virtues this is the most admirable, the ability that you have to unite all your friends together in harmony. Nor will I conceal that I think this to be far more difficult than taming the savagery of lions and wild beasts with a lyre; and you will succeed the more easily in this endeavour if you set out to extirpate and utterly eradicate this one particular vice: that your friends should not be envious and jealous of one another, or think that when you show attention or favour to one of them, this is therefore lost to another and taken away from him. Envy among human beings is a pernicious evil and most deadly scourge, as harmful to the envious as to those who are envied; but if you banish it from your circle, you will enjoy friendships that are as benevolent and harmonious as those that you enjoy at present. If, on the other hand, you allow it to spread to any extent, it will cost great trouble and great effort to extinguish it.*

But let us speak, I beg you, of better things. I love Julianus*—from whom indeed this discussion originated—I love all who cherish you; I love the gods who watch over you; I love life because of you; I love literature together with you; and, above all, I glut myself with love for you.

12. Marcus to Fronto early AD 140s (p. 85; 1.52–5)

Hail, my best of masters.

What, am I to be studying when you are in pain, especially when you are suffering that pain because of me? Should I not rather, of my own accord, inflict every kind of unpleasantness on myself? By heaven, I deserve it. For what else brought on that pain in your knee, which grew worse last night, so you write, if not Centumcellae,* not to say myself? What, then, should I do, when I cannot see you and am tormented by such worry? And besides, even if I really wanted to study, the court-cases would prevent me, for those, according to people who know, will take up whole days.* I am sending you today’s maxim all the same, and the day before yesterday’s commonplace.* Yesterday we wasted away the whole day in travelling, today it is difficult to get anything done apart from the evening maxim. ‘And are you sleeping’, you will ask, ‘the whole night through?’ Well, I am certainly capable of it, since I am a sound sleeper; and it is so cold in my bedroom that I can hardly put my hands outside the covers. But what really did more to drive any thought of studying from my mind was the consideration that, through my excessive love of literature, I brought misfortune on you at Centumcellae, as events have proved. And so goodbye to all the Catos, Ciceros, and Sallusts,* provided only that you are well, and I may see you, though with never a book in hand, back in good health again. Goodbye, my greatest joy, my sweetest master. My lady greets you. Send me three maxims and commonplaces.

13. Marcus to Fronto AD 140s (pp. 62–3; 1.180–3)

Greetings, my sweetest master.

I went to sleep rather early last night because of a slight cold, which now seems to have abated. So I spent the time from five in the morning till nine partly in making some notes from Cato’s Agriculture,* and partly in writing—less lamentably, thank heaven, than yesterday. And then, after paying my respects to my father,* I swallowed down some water mixed with honey as far as my throat and then spat it out again, and so nursed my throat, an expression that I prefer to ‘gargled’ since it is found in Novius,* I think, and elsewhere. After taking care of my throat I went off to my father, and stood by him as he offered sacrifice; and after that it was time for lunch. What do you suppose I ate? Just a scrap of bread, as I watched the others gobbling down beans, onions, and sprats filled with roe.* After that we toiled away at gathering grapes; we worked up a sweat, sang rustic songs, and, as the poet has it, ‘left only a few high-hanging clusters as survivors of the vintage’.* Shortly after midday we returned home.

I did only a little work and pretty worthless it was too. Then I chatted for some time with my dear mother as she sat on the bed. My conversation ran like this: ‘What do you suppose my Fronto is doing at present?’ Then she: ‘What do you suppose my Cratia is doing?’ Then I: ‘What about our sweet sparrow, the little Cratia?’* While we were chattering in this way, and arguing as to which of us loved one or another of you the more, the gong sounded, indicating that my father had gone to take his bath. So we ate our dinner after bathing in the barn where the winepress is kept—I don’t mean we bathed in the barn, but that we ate our meal there afterwards; and enjoyed listening to the country-folk as they joked with one another. And then, after coming back, and before turning over onto my back to snore, I am acquitting myself of my task of giving you, my sweetest master, this account of my day; and if I could miss you more than I do, I would be happy to be tormented a bit more than I am. Keep well for me, my Fronto, wherever you are, most honey-sweet, my love, my delight. What is it between you and me? I love you, absent though you are.

14. Marcus to Fronto AD 140s (pp. 61–2; 1.178–81)

Greetings, my most respected master.

We are well. Today I studied from three in the morning until eight, eating my meal bit by bit; and from eight to nine I walked up and down very contentedly in front of my bedroom in my sandals. Then I put on my boots and military cloak—for that is how we had been instructed to come—and went off to pay my respects to my Lord.* We went out hunting and did dashing deeds. Some boars were bagged, at least that is what we heard, since we never had a chance to see any ourselves; but we did climb up quite a steep hill and then, in the afternoon, made our way back home. And I back to my books. So with my boots pulled off and with my clothes thrown aside, I dallied for about two hours on my bed, reading Cato’s speech* On the Property of Pulchra and another in which he prosecuted a tribune. ‘Hey there,’ you’ll be saying to your slave-boy, ‘be off as fast as you can and fetch me those speeches from the library of Apollo.’* All in vain, since those volumes too have followed me here. So you’ll have to work your wicked way with the librarian of Tiberius’ library,* and will need to pay a little something, which he can share out with me when I get back to town. As for me, after reading those speeches, I wrote a little piece of my own, but it was thoroughly wretched, fit only to be offered up to the water-nymphs or fire-god.* ‘Truly have I been unfortunate in what I wrote this day’,* a miserable piece worthy of a hunter or vine-dresser, whose rustic ditties were resounding through my bedroom, a noise as hateful and tiresome to me as that of a lawyer droning in the courts. But what have I said here? No, I haven’t spoken out of turn, for my master is a true orator. I think I must have caught a chill, whether from wandering around in my sandals in the early hours or from writing badly I don’t know. What I do know is this, being a runny-nosed sort of fellow in general, I seem to be more snotty than ever today. So I’ll pour the oil on my head* and go off to sleep, for I’m not intending to pour a single drop of oil into my lamp today, so exhausted am I from riding and sneezing. Keep well for me, dearest and sweetest of masters, whom I am longing to see—I may dare say— even more than Rome itself.

15. Marcus to Fronto AD 140s (pp. 44–5; 1.14–17)

To my master.

I have received two letters from you at the same time. In one of them you criticized me, accusing me of having expressed a thought in a slipshod manner, while in the other you tried to encourage me in my efforts by means of praise. Well then, I swear to you on my life, and on my mother’s and your own, that it was the first of these letters that aroused the greater joy in me, and while reading it, I repeatedly exclaimed, ‘Oh how lucky I am!’ ‘Are you so lucky then,’ someone will ask, ‘to have someone to teach you how to write a maxim more clearly, more succinctly, more elegantly?’ No. That is not at all why I account myself so lucky. So why, then? Because I learn from you to speak the truth.* This—speaking the truth—is a really difficult thing, for gods and mortals alike; indeed, there is no oracle so truth-speaking that it does not contain within it something oblique and not quite straight which may serve as a trap for the unwary, who, interpreting its response in accordance with their own wishes, come to appreciate its deceptiveness only when the time is past and the business is done. But there is profit in oracles, and it is of course the custom to excuse such things as pious error and a result of thoughtlessness. Your criticisms or guiding reins, however, show me the right path at once without trickery or invented words. And so I have to be grateful to you if you teach me both to tell the truth better and to hear it. A double reward, then, is your due, even though you will make every effort to ensure that I cannot pay. If you will not accept any payment, how can I repay you in like measure except through my obedience? . . . Farewell . . . My lady sends her greetings.

16. Fronto to Marcus AD 140s (p. 66; 1.206–7)

On occasion,* in your absence, I have criticized you in quite severe terms in front of a small circle of my most intimate friends. There was a time when I would do so, for instance, when you entered public gatherings with a more gloomy expression than was fitting, or pored over a book at the theatre or during a banquet (I am speaking of a time when I myself did not yet keep away from theatres and banquets). On such occasions, then, I would call you an insensitive man who failed to act as circumstances demanded, or sometimes even, in an impulse of anger, a disagreeable person. But if anyone else had disparaged you in such a way in my hearing, I would not have been able to listen to him without losing my temper. It was easier for me to speak in this way myself than to put up with other people speaking ill of you, just as I could more easily strike my dear daughter Cratia myself than see her struck by another.

17. Marcus to Fronto August AD 143 (pp. 30–1; 1.140–5)

Since I last wrote to you, nothing has occurred that would be worth writing to you about, or that would bring you any pleasure at all to  know about. For we have passed virtually all our days in almost exactly the same manner—the same theatre, the same tedium, the same longing for you. But why do I say the same? No, my longing is renewed day by day and swells, and as Laberius remarks about love, in his own manner and inimitable style, ‘Your love grows as fast as a leek and as firmly as a palm-tree.’* What he says here about love I am applying, then, to my longing for you. I would like to write more to you, but nothing suggests itself.

But look now, here is something that has come to mind. We have been listening to some panegyrists here, Greeks naturally, but wondrous creatures, such that I, who am as far distant from Greek literature as my own Caelian hill is from the land of Greece, could hope nevertheless, by comparison with them, to be able to vie even with Theopompos (for he, so I hear, was the most eloquent of the Greeks). So I then, who am virtually a yokel, have been impelled to write in Greek by men who are, in the words of Caecilius, robustly ignorant.*

The weather in Naples* is pleasant enough but frightfully variable. At every moment of the hour it gets colder or warmer or more harsh. To start with, at midnight, it is quite warm, as at Laurentum; then, however, at cockcrow, it is chilly, as at Lanuvium; and now, in the quiet hour before dawn, and at dawn itself, and in the half-light until sunrise, it is cold, much as at Algidus; after that, the morning is sunny, as at Tusculum; then it is scorching at midday, as at Puteoli; but when the sun has descended to take its bath in the Ocean, the temperature finally gets milder, in the same way as at Tibur; and things continue in the same way during the evening and into the night at bedtime, until, as Marcus Porcius* says, ‘the dead of night hastens swiftly down’.

But why am I heaping together all these Masurian* idiocies when I promised to write only a few brief words? And so farewell, kindest of masters, most honourable consul;* and in so far as you love me, long for me to just the same degree.

18. Fronto to Marcus August AD 143 (p. 32; 1.144–7)

To my Lord.

I have sent my Cratia to celebrate your mother’s birthday with her, and I have asked her to stay there until I arrive. For at the very moment at which I have taken my final oath and laid down my consulship, I will climb into my carriage and fly down to join you. In the meantime I have given my word to Cratia that she will be in no danger of starving, since your mother will naturally share with her client-lady the titbits that you have sent her. Nor is my Cratia a greedy eater, as the wives of us courtroom hacks* are reputed to be. She could live happily enough on your mother’s kisses alone. But what will become of me now? There is not a single kiss left for me anywhere in Rome. All my riches, all my joys, are at Naples.

Tell me, I beg you, what is that procedure that allows one to lay down a magistracy a day early? What if I am ready to swear my final oath by more gods if I can swear myself out as many days earlier? And what is this oath that I have to swear, that I am resigning my consulship? Truly, I will happily swear that I have long been wanting to resign my consulship, so as to be able to embrace Marcus Aurelius.*

19. Fronto to Marcus AD 145–147 (p. 75; 1.210–11)

To my Lord.

I have slept late. I am sending you a theme; the subject is a serious one: a consul of the Roman people has taken off his purple-bordered toga and put on an armguard, and, among the young people at the festival of the Quinquatria, has killed a lion in the sight of the Roman people.* He is denounced before the censors. Put in proper order and develop. Farewell, sweetest Lord. Give my greetings to your lady.

20. Marcus to Fronto AD 145–147 (pp. 75–6; 1.210–11)

Reply:

When did this take place and was it at Rome? Do you mean that it took place at Albanum under Domitian?* With a theme like this, besides, it will take more effort to make the event credible than to arouse the anger demanded. It strikes me as being an incredible theme, and I would certainly have preferred one of the kind I asked for. Write back at once about the time of the event.

21. Marcus to Fronto AD 146/7 (pp. 67–8; 1.214–16)

Gaius Aufidius is giving himself airs, he is praising his own judgement to the skies, and maintaining that no juster man ever came (not to exaggerate his claim) from Umbria to Rome.* In short, he would rather win praise as a judge than as an orator. When I laugh, he gives me a disdainful look; it is easy, he says, for someone to sit yawning beside a judge, but to act as a judge is truly splendid work. This is aimed at me! But the business has turned out nicely. Very good, I am pleased.

Your arrival makes me happy and nervous at the same time. Why it makes me happy hardly needs asking; as to why it worries me I will confess to you, so help me god. Because I have not yet made the slightest progress on what you set me to write, although I have had plenty of spare time. Aristo’s books* are a source of joy to me at present, and at the same time a torment; when they show me a better way, then of course they bring me joy, but when they show me how far my character falls short of these better things, your pupil blushes over and over again and grows angry with himself because, at the age of twenty-five, I have not yet absorbed any of these excellent teachings and purer principles into my soul. And so I punish myself, get angry, depressed, and envious of others, and go without food. While preoccupied by these concerns, I have been putting off the duty of writing from one day to the next. But I will think up something soon, and as a certain Athenian orator once advised the assembly of the Athenians, ‘occasionally the laws must be allowed to sleep’. I will allow Aristo’s works a short rest, asking their pardon, and after having first read a few of Cicero’s lesser speeches, will turn my full attention to that stage poet of yours.* I can write only on the one side or the other, however, because when it comes to defending both sides of the question, Aristo will surely never sleep so soundly as to allow me to do that.* Farewell, my best and most honoured master. My lady sends her greetings to you.

22. Fronto to Marcus AD 147–161 (p. 72; 1.192–3)

To my Lord.

After your departure I was seized by a pain in the knee, mild enough, it is true, for me to be able to walk with due caution and use a carriage. Tonight the pain has set in more violently, but not so badly that I cannot easily bear it when lying down, if it does not get any worse. I hear that your Augusta* is in a bad way. I earnestly pray to the gods to grant her good health. Farewell, my sweetest Lord. Give my greetings to your lady.

23. Marcus to Fronto AD 148 (p. 78; 1.230–1)

To my master.

May you celebrate your birthday in good health now and remain strong ever afterwards, my master, and may you be full of joy and find all your wishes granted. This, my solemn prayer, grows ever more fervent, as my capacity for love grows greater and the length of our sweet intimate friendship increases. Farewell, my master, most delightful to me. My mother greets you. Greet Cratia and kiss her in my name.

24. Marcus as emperor to Fronto AD 161 (p. 86; 2.30–5)

A good year, good health, and good fortune, these are what I ask from the gods on your birthday, which is a hallowed day for me, and I am confident that they will grant my prayers, for I am commending to their benevolence one whom they, of their own accord, already wish to assist and judge worthy of their aid. As you pass over other joyful things in your mind, my master, on this your celebratory day, count up for yourself those who dearly love you: and among them, place your pupil in the first rank, and there too the Lord my brother,* as people who love you most earnestly. Farewell, and may you enjoy perpetual good health for many a year, my master, and the great joy of seeing your daughter, grandchildren, and son-in-law* fit and sound too.

Our Faustina is recovering her health. Our little chick Antoninus* is coughing somewhat less. All of us in our little nest are offering up prayers for you, each to the extent that his age allows. Next year, and again the year after, and onward into a lengthy old age, may you enjoy good health, most delightful master. I beg of you—and do grant my wish—not to go to the trouble of travelling to Lorium for Cornificia’s birthday.* If the gods please, you will see us in Rome within a few days. But after your birthday, if you love me, take some quiet rest during the ensuing night, without giving thought to any business, however urgent. Grant this to your Antoninus,* who asks it most earnestly and with all his heart.

25. Marcus to Fronto AD 161–167 (p. 73; 1.194–5)

To my Lord.

Victorinus has just told me that your lady is more feverish than yesterday. Cratia reported that everything was going better. The reason why I have been unable to see you is that I have been weakened by a cold. Tomorrow morning, however, I will pay you a visit. At the same time I will also call in on your lady if that is convenient.

26. Marcus as emperor to Fronto AD 161–167 (p. 103; 2.156–7)

To my master, greeting.

While delighting in this healthy country air, I felt that I was lacking something very important, the confidence that you too are in good health, my master. So I pray to the gods that you may meet this need. But this country holiday means government for me; that is, the business of urban life. In short, my urgent duties, from which I escape for only part of the night, do not even permit me to spin out this letter for a little longer. Farewell, my most delightful master. If by any chance you have made a selection from the letters of Cicero, in whole or part, do share them with me, or else tell which I should make a particular point of reading to improve my powers of expression.

27. Fronto to Marcus as emperor AD 161–167 (p. 104; 2.156–9)

To my Lord.

For five days now I have been seized with pain in all my limbs, but especially in my neck and groin. As far as I can remember, I have extracted from Cicero’s letters only passages which contain some discussion about oratory, philosophy, or the state; in addition, if some expression seemed particularly elegant or particularly noteworthy, I have jotted it down. I have sent you the extracts I have at hand. Three books—one to Brutus and two to Axius*—you should have copied, if you think it would be useful, and then return to me, since I have made no copies of my extracts from those. I think all of Cicero’s letters are worth reading, however, even more than his speeches in my view. There is nothing more perfect than the letters of Cicero.*

28. Marcus as emperor to Fronto AD 162 (p. 234; 2.19–20)

To my master, greeting.

I have just received your letter, which I shall enjoy reading shortly, for I have some business hanging over me at present which cannot be refused. In the meantime, my master, I can report briefly, since I am busy, some news that you would like to hear, that our little girl is better and is running around inside the bedroom.

After dictating these words I read your letter from Alsium, my master, at a moment that I had to myself, while the others were dining and I had lain down at eight o’clock, satisfied with only a light meal. ‘I can see you’ve taken a lot of notice of my advice!’ you will say. A lot, my master, for I have complied with your advice, and will read it the more often so that I may follow it the more often. For the rest, who knows better than yourself what a very demanding thing a sense of duty is? But I ask you, what is this that you say at the end of your letter, that you have had pain in your hand? You won’t have suffered with it any more, my master, if the gods are gracious and grant my prayers. Farewell, my best of masters, most affectionate man.

29. Fronto to Marcus as emperor AD 163 (p. 91; 2.118–21)

To my Lord Antoninus Augustus.

I have seen your little chicks,* and never in my life will any sight have brought me greater joy, because they so resemble you in their features that no likeness could be more alike. Truly I have made my way directly to Lorium by a short cut, thus avoiding the slippery road, thus avoiding the steep ascents: I have seen you all the same not only opposite me but in more than one place, whether I turned to the right or to the left.* I found them, thanks be to heaven, in quite good colour and in strong voice. One was holding a piece of shining white bread, like the son of a king, the other a piece of black bread, just as befits the off spring of a philosopher father.* I pray to the gods to preserve the sower, to preserve the seeds, and to preserve the field that brings forth crops so true. For in hearing their little voices, so sweet and so pretty, I came to recognize, I know not how, the clear and harmonious sound of your own speech. Soon, then, if you do not take care, you will be finding me a touch too full of myself, for I have those whom I can love in place of you, not only with my eyes but with my ears too.

30. Marcus as emperor to Fronto AD 163 (p. 92; 2.120–3)

To my master, greeting.

I saw my little ones when you saw them; I saw you too when reading your letter. I beg you, my master, continue to love me as you do, love me just as much as you love those little ones of ours: and I have not yet said all that I wanted to say, do love me as you have loved me. What has led me to write to you in this way is the wonderfully delightful nature of your letter. As to the elegance of its style, what should I say? Except that you speak Latin, while the rest of us speak neither Greek nor Latin? Write frequently, I beg you, to the Lord my brother; he very much wants me to get you to do this, and his desires make me intemperate and demanding. Goodbye, my most delightful master. Give my greeting to your grandson.

31. Marcus as emperor to Fronto AD 165 (p. 235; 2.220–3)

To my master, greeting.

I have just heard about what has happened; and when every single pain in your joints has always been a torment for me, how do you suppose I feel when you are suffering heartache? In my anguish, no other thought occurred to me than to ask you to keep safe for me the sweetest of masters, in whom I find greater solace for this life than you can obtain from anyone for your sorrow.

I have not written this with my own hand because it was still trembling after my evening bath. Goodbye,* my most delightful master.
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BOOK 1

This book, alone in the work, is systematically arranged, as a record of debts to other people (and to the gods, 1.17), which have helped to take forward the ethical development or journey that is the main theme of Med. (see Introduction, p. xv). With each comment (‘From . . .’), we need to supply the idea, ‘I have learned to value the following quality’ or ‘I have received the following benefit’. On Book 1 in general, especially the people named, see P. Hadot and C. Luna (eds.), with translation in French and notes, Marc Aurèle:Écrits pour lui-même , vol. 1, Budé series (Paris, 1998), notice. See also Rutherford, chs. 2–3.

grandfather: Marcus Annius Verus, a distinguished Roman politician of Spanish origin, relative of the emperor Hadrian, who adopted Marcus after his father’s death in Marcus’ childhood.






father: also called Marcus Annius Verus, who died probably in 124 when Marcus was 3 years old.






mother: Domitilla Lucilla, a rich and educated woman who brought Marcus up after his father’s death. Marcus speaks warmly about her in 1.17.






great-grandfather: on his mother’s side, Lucius Catilius Severus.






tutor: unnamed; presumably a slave, unlike the distinguished scholars mentioned later.






Greens . . . Blues. . . gladiators: competitions between rival racing chariot-teams (Greens and Blues) and gladiators (fighting either with light or heavy shields) aroused huge public enthusiasm; this enthusiasm is criticized by Stoics such as Seneca and Epictetus and ‘sickens’ Marcus (6.46).






Diognetus: Marcus’ painting instructor; the other instructors named are not known to us.






Rusticus: Quintus Junius Rusticus, distinguished politician, consul for the second time in 162; descended from Quintus Arulenus Junius Rusticus, a politican and adherent of Stoicism, who opposed the emperor Domitian and was executed for this in 93. (For Marcus’ admiration for Stoic ‘martyrs’ of this type, see second note on 1.14). Since Epictetus was a key influence on Med., Rusticus evidently played an important role in turning Marcus to philosophy; see also 1.17 and Rutherford, 103–7.






Apollonius: of Chalcedon on the Bosporus, Stoic philosopher and ‘sophist’ (orator and teacher of oratory), here presented very positively, but described in other sources as pretentious.






Sextus: of Chaeronea (in Boeotia, in central Greece), Platonist philosophy teacher, nephew of Plutarch, a famous intellectual and biographer.






live in accordance with nature: the Stoic ethical ideal, taken to mean a life of virtue (which also constitutes happiness); see LS 63 A–C.






Alexander the grammarian: from Cotiaeum in Phrygia in Asia Minor, expert on literature especially Homer; also taught the famous sophist Aelius Aristides.






Fronto: Marcus Cornelius Fronto (c.95–c.166), leading politician and orator, who taught Marcus oratory. For a selection of their correspondence, see Appendix. This chapter does not mention the teaching in oratory, perhaps because the focus here is on philosophically informed ethics. The chapter on Rusticus is much warmer, presumably for the same reason.






patricians. . . natural affection: a similar point is made in the correspondence with Fronto (Haines, 1.280, 2.154).






Alexander the Platonist: a philosopher and orator from Seleucia (in Asia Minor) who became Marcus’ Greek secretary.






Catulus: Cinna Catulus, a Stoic teacher whose lectures Marcus may have attended.






Athenodotus and Domitius: the former is one of Fronto’s teachers, the latter is not known to us.






Severus: consul in 146, whose son married one of Marcus’ daughters.






Thrasea . . . Brutus: famous examples of people who suffered because they tried to apply their philosophically based ethical principles in politics. Thrasea Paetus, a Stoic, was forced to kill himself under the emperor Nero (66). Two men called Helvidius (relatives) were executed under Vespasian (74) and Domitian (93) respectively. Cato, fighting on the Republican side, killed himself rather than surrender to Julius Caesar (46 BC). Brutus, Cato’s son-in-law, one of the assassins of Julius Caesar (44 BC), killed himself soon after his defeat at Philippi (42 BC). Dio is probably the Syracusan who, influenced by Plato’s teachings, tried unsuccessfully to improve or replace the rule of the tyrant Dionysius II in the mid-fourth century BC.

Figures such as Thrasea and Helvidius are sometimes characterized as the ‘Stoic opposition’ to imperial rule. This is misleading as Stoicism was not opposed to imperial rule as such but only to its abuse; Stoics believed that all types of regime, including monarchy, could be conducted in a virtuous way; see M. T. Griffin, Seneca: A Philosopher in Politics (Oxford, 1976, 2nd edn., 1992), 363–6.






government founded on equity: a Stoic as well as Roman ideal; see LS 67 on Stoic political thought and Introduction, pp. xx–xxi, on Marcus’ political ideals.






Maximus: Claudius Maximus, consul c.142; as governor of the province of Africa in 158 he presided over the trial of the writer and intellectual Apuleius; he is described in Apuleius’ Apology as philosophically educated and wise; he is mentioned again in 1.16, 17.






[adoptive] father: Antoninus Pius, Marcus’ uncle, who adopted Marcus and Verus as heirs and successors in 138 at Hadrian’s order. On Antoninus, see also 1.17 and 6.30.






pederastic love affairs: Roman traditional ethics (by partial contrast with Greek) disapproved of homosexuality; there is an implied contrast with the pederasty of some previous emperors, especially Hadrian, whose love for the young Bithynian Antinous was notorious.






council: not the Roman senate, but an advisory group used by all emperors.






genuine philosophers: Marcus presents Antoninus as someone who, while supportive of philosophers who put their principles into practice, acted virtuously on the basis of his character and traditional Roman ethics rather than philosophy.






Lorium . . . Lanuvium . . . Tusculum: Lorium (in Etruria) and Lanuvinum (in Latium), both places not far from Rome, are associated with Antoninus’ family; we know nothing else about the incident at Tusculum, which is also in Latium.






Socrates: famous philosopher (469–399 BC), main figure in many of the dialogues of Plato (427–347 BC), celebrated for his consistent and principled lifestyle. The references here are to Socrates’ ability to enjoy, or refrain from, food and drink (Plato, Symposium 176c, 220a).






gods: here and throughout Med., Marcus treats the practices (e.g. prayer, prophecy) of conventional Graeco-Roman religion as compatible with Stoic theology; this is a standard Stoic view, by contrast with Epicurean rejection of conventional religion: see Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 2. In Stoicism, the divine element (characterized as ‘god’, ‘gods’, ‘Zeus’, ‘providence’) represented the element of order and rationality in the cosmos and in human beings (the ‘guardian-spirit within us’, as Marcus often puts it); see LS 46 and 54, also 63 C(3).






good sister: Anna Cornificia Faustina, Marcus’ only sibling, probably two years younger than him; she died in 152, leaving two children from her marriage.






grandfather’s concubine: Marcus was brought up in the house of his grandfather (Marcus Annius Verus) after his father’s early death; his grandfather took a concubine (mistress) following his wife’s death.






brother: Lucius Aelius Verus, adopted along with Marcus by Antoninus Pius in 138, played an active role in government, as (junior) co-emperor until his death from illness in 69.






children: Marcus and his wife had a number of children (fourteen in all, seven of whom died in early childhood); his only surviving son was Commodus, his successor as emperor. Marcus’ comment here restricts itself to the ‘god-given’ aspect of children (i.e. their being physically and mentally sound or not), and need not indicate any lack of affection for the children themselves.






proficient at rhetoric: Marcus’ letters to Fronto (see first note on 1.11) show that Marcus was influenced by Fronto’s advocacy of oratory as well as by his teacher’s character. But it is also clear from 1.7 and 1.17 (and Fronto’s letter Haines, 1.216) that Marcus was at some point decisively drawn towards philosophy, rather than oratory, especially by Rusticus, and remained so inclined.






advance my tutors to the honours: Marcus made Rusticus consul in 162 and prefect of the city in the following year, but Rusticus was not especially young then.






Apollonius, Rusticus, and Maximus: see notes on 1.7, 1.8, and 1.15. Apollonius and Rusticus drew Marcus to philosophy, and Rusticus and Maximus led political lives influenced by philosophical education.






life according to nature: the Stoic ideal, here combined with conventional religious practice (see first note on 1.17 above).






Benedicta or Theodotus: presumably a female and male slave in the household of Marcus’ adoptive father, Antoninus; sexual relations with such slaves would have been permissible; on Marcus’ self-restraint in sexual matters, see second note on 1.16.






wife: Faustina, daughter of Antoninus, to whom Marcus was married from 145 till her death in 175. Though she was rumoured to have had an affair with Avidius Crassus, and to have supported Crassus’ unsuccessful revolt in 175, Marcus writes of her with affection and respect.






oracle at Caieta: oracle of Apollo, 75 miles south-east of Rome (circumstances not known).






syllogisms. . . speculations about matters in the heavens: Marcus makes it plain that he did not complete the full Stoic philosophical curriculum of logic (or dialectic), ethics, and physics (study of nature). Since Stoicism stressed the interdependence of these three areas of study (LS 26), his understanding of the philosophy is thus incomplete, though he is strongly committed to Stoic ethics (see 7.67, 8.1, and Introduction, pp. xxii–xxiii).






BOOK 2

Quadi. . . Gran: Books 2 and 3 have headings indicating they were written during Marcus’ campaigns in Germany; the Quadi were among the tribes Marcus was fighting in the 170s and the Gran is a tributary of the Danube.






Say to yourself: this passage assumes the standard Stoic view that emotions depend on beliefs and that adopting certain kinds of belief, such as seeing all human beings as your brothers, enables you to avoid defective emotions such as anger; see Introduction, pp. xix–xx.






flesh and a bit of breath and the ruling centre: this threefold division is a distinctive feature of Med. ‘Breath’ is the Greek psuchē, often translated as ‘soul’, but here treated as meaning ‘breath’ (or ‘life’ or ‘vitality’). ‘Breath’ is sometimes identified (negatively) in Med. with the body (e.g. 5.33, 8.56, 9.36, 12.3, 14) and is sometimes identified (positively) with the mind (e.g. 6.32, 8.45, 10.1). ‘Ruling’ or ‘governing centre’ (hēgemonikon) is ‘mind’.

This threefold division differs from the standard Stoic view that psychological processes are also physical and are functions of an animating ‘breath’ (pneuma); see LS 47, 53. However, the division is probably best taken as an essentially ethical one (Marcus urges himself to identify with his rational and potentially virtuous mind or ‘ruling centre’), rather than indicating the deliberate adoption of a non-standard, Platonic-style view of psychology. See Introduction, pp. xviii–xix.






old man: age and impending death are common themes in Med., e.g. 2.6, 4.17, 37, 7.70, 10.15, 34, and 12.1. Marcus died in 180 at the age of 59 and Med. were probably written in his last decade.






like a puppet: a favourite image in Med. (3.16, 6.16, 28, 7.3, 29, 10.38, 12.19), based on a picture of human psychology in Plato, Laws 644d–645b.






Providence: on Stoic ideas on providence and the gods, see first note on 1.17.






as befits a Roman and a man: on Marcus’ typical combination of Roman (specific) and universal ethical norms, see Introduction, pp. xx–xxi.






Theophrastus: (c.371–287 BC) succeeded Aristotle as head of the Lyceum (or Peripatos) in 322 BC. The relevant work of Theophrastus has been lost but the comment seems to be based on Aristotle’s relative evaluation of types of ‘weakness of will’ (akrasia), Nicomachean Ethics 7.6. The distinction between appetite (epithumia) and anger (thumos) is common in Platonic and Aristotelian ethical psychology. Stoic ethics, by contrast, treats all wrongdoing as on the same level, as expressing ‘folly’, which means the failure to achieve perfect ‘wisdom’ (LS 61 S–U). This is why Marcus describes drawing evaluative contrasts between different failings as ‘speaking in a more or less popular sense’.






If, on the other hand, they do not exist: this suggestion is put forward here only as a hypothesis to be rejected. On Stoic thinking on gods and providence, see first note on 1.17. On the ‘providence or atoms?’ theme see note on 4.27, and Introduction, pp. xxii–xxiii.






the poet says: the quotation is a fragment of Pindar (fr. 292 Snell), the famous fifth-century Greek poet, cited by Plato, Theaetetus 173e.






the guardian-spirit within him: ‘guardian-spirit’ (daimōn) represents not just the human mind or ‘ruling centre’ (see first note on 2.2), but also the ‘divine’ element in human beings, namely the capacity for rational agency directed towards achieving virtue or wisdom, exercised both in relation to oneself and to others. See also first note on 1.17.






Even if you were to live: this chapter builds on the stock Graeco-Roman genre of the ‘consolation’ (attempt to relieve grief at death); philosophical practical ethics aimed to replace conventional with philosophical consolation (see Cicero, Tusculan Disputations book 3, esp. 3.76, for a survey of approaches). Stoics, like Epicureans, denied that length of life is in itself a good thing; what matters is quality of life, i.e. for Stoics aspiring to virtue (and thus happiness).






recur in cycles: Stoics believed that all events in the world form a series of recurrent cycles (LS 52). On Marcus’ preoccupation with death and dissolution, see Rutherford, 244–50. For similar expressions of this theme, see e.g. 3.3, 10, 4.32, 6.47, 7.49, 10.27, 12.27.






‘Everything is what you suppose it to be’: these words were both spoken by Monimus (a fourth-century BC Cynic) and retorted to him, intending to show that his claim is ‘self-refuting’ (it is just ‘what he supposes’). But Marcus suggests that the comment has a possible inner meaning. He refers to his recurrent theme (e.g. 3.8, 4.39, 5.26, 8.47) that what matters is not what happens to us externally but the formation of correct judgements about things (i.e. judgements which are in line with what is rational or ‘natural’); for this theme cf. Epictetus, Handbook 5.






The human soul . . . to conform to the reason and law of the most venerable of cities and constitutions: Marcus here combines two central Stoic ideas, that we are all part of the ‘body’ of the cosmos (morally as well as physically) and also fellow citizens of the world community (LS 67) (cf. 4.4, 23, 12.36).






flux . . . stream in flow: images evocative of Heraclitus are combined with those that suggest the Cynics (e.g. ‘dream and delusion’, ‘fame . . . oblivion’), to reinforce the essentially Stoic point that death and dissolution are ‘matter of indifference’, and that what is important is maintaining ‘the guardian spirit within us’, i.e. our capacity for virtuous rationality. See Introduction, pp. xviii–xiv.






BOOK 3

Written in Carnuntum: as in Book 2, this heading suggests that the book was written on campaign: Carnuntum is just south of the border between Germany and the Roman province of Pannonia.






the right moment . . . to depart from life: as well as arguing that length of life was not necessarily a good thing (cf. first note on 2.14), Stoics also maintained that suicide was ‘well reasoned’ if performed for friends or

country or to avoid mutilation or incurable illness (LS 66 G–H and vol. 1, pp. 428–9), cf. 5.29, 8.47.






by-products of natural processes: the Stoics believed that there were certain necessary by-products of the rational, providential character of the cosmos, which we can learn to recognize (LS, vol. 1, p. 332), cf. 6.36 and 8.50.






Hippocrates: Greek founder of medicine, dated to the fifth century BC, but few certain facts are known about him.






Chaldaean: (i.e. Babylonian) astrologers.






Alexander . . . Caesar: Alexander the Great (356–323 BC), Pompey (106– 48 BC), and Julius Caesar (100–44 BC) were famous Greek and Roman generals.






Heraclitus: thinker of the sixth–fifth century BC.






Democritus was killed by lice, and Socrates by lice of quite another kind: Democritus (born c.460 BC) is here confused with Pherecydes, a sixth-century BC thinker supposed to have been eaten by lice; the other ‘lice’ are the Athenian court who condemned Socrates to death in 399 bc.






one who is manly and mature, a statesman, a Roman, and a ruler: see note on 2.5.






as Socrates used to say: here and elsewhere (e.g. 3.16, 6.16, 28, 8.41), Marcus contrasts ‘impulses’ (hormai), as well as sensations, to the ‘judgements’ of reason (‘the guardian-spirit enthroned within you’). As in 2.2, Marcus’ language recalls the mind–body contrast of Plato’s Phaedo. However, elsewhere (e.g. 8.1) Marcus expresses the orthodox Stoic view that human ‘impulse’ (i.e. motivation to action) depends on belief or judgement (LS 65 A–K), and this is also implied here: reason ‘has subjected your impulses to its own authority’. So, as in 2.2, Marcus seems to be using Platonic language to underline an essentially Stoic idea. This is that virtue (the supreme expression of human rationality) is the only good, and that to recognize this is to enable your ‘ruling centre’ (‘guardian-spirit’) to determine your impulses.






‘But the higher is that which brings me benefit’: this kind of dialogue about values is typical of Epictetus’ Discourses; also ‘examination’ recalls Epictetus’ stress on the idea of examining our impressions to ensure that our desire is directed only at virtue (which is ‘up to us’) and not at ‘indifferents’, such as those mentioned by Marcus here (wealth, pleasure), which are not up to us). See e.g. Epictetus, Discourses 1.4.1–5, 3.2.1–5, Handbook 1.






To the preceding pieces of advice: this whole chapter is analysed in detail in the Introduction, (pp. xvi–xviii) as an example of Marcus’ philosophical style in Med.






notebooks . . . extracts: the notebooks may be the Meditations themselves; the other works are not otherwise known.






They have no idea: ‘they’ means, presumably, ordinary, unthoughtful people. The satirical style recalls Heraclitus (cf. the style of 4.29); see also quotations from Heraclitus in 4.46.






body, soul, intellect . . . judgements: this opening sentence restates the distinction between three aspects of human nature given in 2.2 (see first note on 2.2), and then adds functions (‘sense-impressions . . . impulses . . . judgements’) correlated with these three aspects. Both here and in 2.2, the language suggests Platonic-style mind–body dualism, but this is not really what Marcus has in mind (see first note on 3.6).






puppet-strings: see third note on 2.2.






catamites: androgunoi (‘effeminates’), passive homosexuals, taken to mean men who give themselves up to any available pleasure, however debased.






a Phalaris or a Nero: Phalaris, tyrant of Acragas (sixth-century BC), was famous for cruelty. Nero, Roman emperor (54–68), was famous for both cruelty and a colourful sex-life. These two are coupled together as tyrants who are ‘tyrannized’ by their bad impulses.






God: in this translation, we use ‘God’ when Marcus speaks of one god and ‘gods’ or ‘the gods’ when he uses the plural form. In general, Marcus assumes the Stoic view that God or the gods (the distinction between singular or plural is not a significant one for Stoicism) constitute a purposive agency at work within the universe (see LS 46, 54). Our use of the capitalized ‘God’ should not be taken to imply that Marcus has in mind the transcendent, but personal, God of Judaeo-Christianity or Islam.
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sets out to attain its primary objects, but not without reservation: wishing to obtain ‘primary objects’ or ‘preferables’ (e.g. good health) but with ‘reservations’ (e.g. ‘if nothing prevents it’) is a standard part of the Stoic ethical ideal. See LS 58 and B. Inwood, Ethics and Human Action in Early Stoicism (Oxford, 1985), 119–26, 165–75, on wishing ‘with reservation’.






People seek retreats: the idea that you can only retreat ‘into yourself’, not elsewhere, is a recurrent theme of ancient philosophy, e.g. Seneca (another Stoic), Letters 28.






when people do wrong, they do so involuntarily: a Socratic paradox, developed by the Stoics in their ideas about folly and wisdom; see also 7.22, 63.






‘either providence or atoms’: see note on 4.27.






‘The universe is change . . .’: the concluding quotation in this chapter is no. 85 of the sayings of Democrates. These sayings are generally included in the works of the well-known fifth-century BC thinker Democritus (this one is listed as fr. 115 D Diels-Kranz), though scholars do not think they were all actually composed by Democritus.






the world is a kind of state: a closely argued statement of the idea of rational, universal law, apparently based on the thought of the most important Stoic theorist, Chrysippus (c.280–c.206 BC), except that the Stoic ideal is normally that of a city of gods and humans; cf. Cicero, On Laws 1.23, 33.






If souls continue to exist: despite seeing human psychological functions as physical (see first note on 2.2), Stoics sometimes suggested that all, or at least some, souls might survive physical death at least until the end of the present time-cycle. Marcus here considers this possibility, without rejecting it, but seems more inclined to see souls, like bodies, as re-absorbed, more or less quickly, into the totality of the universe. See also 6.24, 7.32, 8.25, and 58, and Rutherford, 248–50.






‘Dear city of Cecrops’: Aristophanes (fr. 112); (Cecrops was a mythical king of Athens. The passage implies that we should combine allegiance to our local (e.g. Athenian) and universal city (‘city of Zeus’); cf. 2.5 and 6.44.






‘. . . contentment of mind’: the quotation is Democritus (fr. B 3 Diels-Kranz).






an ordered universe, or a heterogeneous mass: one of the many statements of the two alternatives, that the universe is a providentially ordered whole (as Stoics believed) or a fortuitous combination of atoms (as Epicureans believed). Marcus sometimes suggests that we can live rational lives and achieve peace of mind whichever option is true; but sometimes, as here, he signals his acceptance of the Stoic world-view, which is pervasive in Med.; see Introduction, pp. xxii–xxiii.






an abscess on the body of the universe: for similar ideas about ‘estranging’ yourself (by bad actions or thoughts) from the city or body of the universe: see e.g. 2.16, 8.34, and 11.8.






no tunic: Marcus seems to be criticizing himself for having less commitment to his ideal than the Cynics, who idealized a life of extreme simplicity and had complete confidence in the validity of this way of life.






Vespasian . . . Trajan: Vespasian was emperor 69–79, Trajan, emperor 98–117. For this (recurrent) theme, see also e.g. 4.33, 48, 50, and 8.25.






Camillus . . . Augustus also: Camillus, Caeso, Volesus, and Dentatus were heroes of the early Roman Republic; Scipio is probably Publius Cornelius Scipio Africanus, who defeated Hannibal; on Cato, see second note on 1.14. Augustus was the first Roman emperor (lived 63 BC–AD 14).






Clotho: (‘the spinner’), one of three Fates (along with Lachesis and Atropos) who ‘weave’ human fates in Graeco-Roman mythology. Marcus uses this figure here as a symbol for the complex Stoic theory of fate (on which see LS 55, 62), which he assumes in Med. as a whole.






You are a little soul . . . around: this comment does not figure in the surviving works recording Epictetus’ teachings; it is now listed as Epictetus fr. 26 Schenkl, and is also cited in 9.24.






stream: for other river images, see 2.17, 5.23, and 6.15; the image may derive from Heraclitus (e.g. fr. B 49a Diels-Kranz); see also 4.46.






the saying of Heraclitus: quotations are from Heraclitus frs. B 76, B 71–4 Diels-Kranz.






Helice . . . Herculaneum: the first was a Greek city suddenly destroyed in 373 bc; Pompeii and Herculaneum were destroyed by the eruption of Vesuvius in AD 79.






like the headland . . . which yet stands firm: cf. the Roman Stoic image in Virgil, Aeneid 7.586–90.






Caedicanus . . . Lepidus: these names cannot be firmly identified.
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Asclepius: Greek god of healing, with a famous cult-centre at Epidaurus; his remedies (transmitted by dreams) were often bizarre, as in the case of Aelius Aristides, a second-century AD sophist. Marcus compares accepting such remedies with accepting the mysterious workings of fate.






Realities are concealed: a rather rapid and episodic chapter. Marcus moves from issues about knowledge generally (in Stoic terms, giving ‘assent’ to ‘sense impressions’) to achieving ethical knowledge; and so to the ethical misunderstandings (the failure to form correct impressions) of most people. This leads to his negative description of the majority of people and events (‘murk and filth’, etc.). This is qualified by the final, characteristic reassertion that it is within our power as humans to express our capacity for rational agency leading to virtue, i.e. what he calls our guardian-spirit. On Stoic thinking about knowledge, see LS 41.






You can gain: an uncharacteristically satirical chapter. It turns on the contrast between what Stoics regard as the only real good (virtue) and conventional so-called ‘goods’ (Stoic ‘indifferents’), e.g. wealth. But, Marcus suggests, we need to bear in mind the popular misuse of this notion to make sense of the ‘old verses’ quoted, which conclude with the rather coarse joke at the end of the chapter. Marcus also claims, less plausibly, that the usual offence felt at the joke by ‘even the average person’ depends on the fact that he too takes ‘goods’ to signify ‘virtue’ in the first instance. That all human beings have a natural capacity to form this conception of what ‘good’ means is a standard Stoic claim; see e.g. Epictetus, Discourses 1.22 (also LS 60).






the formal and the material: one version of a recurrent contrast in Med. between the active, causal, formal principle (animating soul, mind, god) and the passive material principle (body or matter). See e.g. 4.22, 7.29, 8.11, 9.25, 10.38, and 12.10; also LS 44, in which the two principles form part of a materialist world-view. For the Stoic belief in eternal recurrence of cycles of ‘finite periods’, each terminated by conflagration of the cosmos, see 10.7, 11.1, and LS 52.






it is possible to live at court: for the studied detachment from the idea that the royal life is inherently attractive, cf. 6.12 and 8.9 (more positively, 11.7). On Marcus’ Stoic political thinking, with which this chapter is consistent, see Introduction, pp. xx–xxi.






From one point of view: this chapter combines the Stoic ideas of (1) our natural kinship to other human beings, (2) wishing ‘with reservation’ (see note on 4.1), (3) making the best use of circumstances, e.g. by responding properly to events which are not ‘preferable’, and accepting them as fated.






the ruling and sovereign part of your soul . . . in your flesh: this contrast suggests the quasi-Platonic mind–body distinction implied sometimes elsewhere in Med. (see first note on 2.2). The next sentence suggests, however, the Stoic view that the human being functions as a (psychophysical) ‘unified organism’, but that the mind still has the capacity to form correct judgements about what is ‘good or bad’.






from the broad-pathed earth . . . Olympus: Hesiod, Works and Days 197.






poor soul: as sometimes elsewhere (see first note on 2.2), the soul (as animating force) is identified with the body (here, the blood, cf. 6.15).






to be extinguished or to depart: for similar alternatives, see 4.21 and note.






Do not allow yourself: the text of this passage may be corrupt, but the gist is that, even if you help those who have lost ‘indifferents’ (e.g. wealth) you should not share their false over-valuation of these, but act ‘like the old man’ (presumably in a mime or comedy) who maintained his grip on what is really important in life.
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will either evaporate . . . or else be scattered abroad: the alternatives are either (Stoic) that the cosmos is a unified whole, though it suffers period conflagration (‘evaporate’ means turn into fiery air), or (Epicurean) that it is eventually dispersed into its component atoms. See notes to 4.27, 5.13; on the Epicurean world-view, see LS 13.






Either a hotchpotch: see note on 4.27.






lay them naked: this brutal realism (cf. 2.2, 8.24, 37, 9.36) is the outcome of the method of stripping things to their essentials described in 3.11. The bluntness evokes Cynicism: see Rutherford, 143–7. The comment (mentioned below) of Crates (a Cynic of the fourth–third century BC) about Xenocrates (a fourth-century Platonist) is lost.






Most of the things: in this chapter, the central Stoic contrast between the value of virtue (the only real good) and of indifferents is stated in terms of a scale of types of things admired. In the first three stages are indifferents of increasing complexity and worth; in the final stage, we find rationality expressed in virtue, which alone merits unqualified admiration. For a related scale of natural kinds, see LS 57A.






At all times . . . you first drew it: another chapter strongly reminiscent of Heraclitus; see Introduction, p. xiii.






either taken back . . . or were scattered: see note on 6.4.






turned into a Caesar: for Marcus’ political ideals, see Introduction, pp. xx–xxi.






Antoninus: see first note on 1.16.






a body and a soul: this quasi-Platonic contrast between body and soul (for which see first note on 2.2) is combined with a restatement, strongly reminiscent of Epictetus, of the central Stoic contrast between virtue, which is within our control and indifferents, which are not. A further focus is on living in ‘the present’; cf. 3.10, 12.3, 36.






Mount Athos: a large promontory and mountain in northern Greece.






secondary effect. . . by-products: see note on 3.2.






Heraclitus: fr. B 75 Diels-Kranz.






Chrysippus: the main Stoic theorist; the reference seems to be to a comment preserved in Plutarch, Moralia 1065 d (= Stoicorum Veterum Fragmenta 2.1181). This suggests that funny lines in comedies, like vice in the universe (when seen from a providential standpoint), can serve a beneficial function; see further LS 54, esp. vol. 1, pp. 332–4.






If the gods: on whether the gods concern themselves with the good of individuals as well as that of the cosmos as a whole, see Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 2.164–7 and 3.86; on the uselessness of sacrifice and prayer if the gods do not care for individuals, see Cicero, ibid., 1.116, 122 (also LS 54).






As Antoninus: Marcus took on his (adoptive) father’s name when he became emperor in 161, and uses it here to symbolize his identity as emperor of Rome (his local rather than universal ‘city and fatherland’). For the idea of dual citizenship implied here and for Marcus’ political ideas in general, see Introduction, pp. xx–xxi.






to the benefit of the whole: here Marcus moves from the standard Stoic claim that all that happens to individuals benefits the whole (providentially) to the more dubious claim that what benefits one person also benefits others, and that ‘benefits’ means conferring preferable ‘indifferents’ such as health and wealth. The idea, presumably, is that my health and wealth benefits that of my friends and family. The more standard Stoic idea is that wise (not all) people are benefited by the goods (virtues) of all other wise people; see LS 60 P (and on ‘good’ and ‘benefit’, LS 60 as a whole).






displays in the amphitheatre: see second note on 1.5.






Think constantly: for the theme of this chapter, cf. 3.3, 4.48.






Philistion, Phoebus, and Origanion: unknown; they must be recently dead people.






Pythagoras . . . Menippus: Pythagoras (sixth century BC), like Heraclitus, was a Presocratic philosopher. Eudoxus was a fourth-century BC astronomer and mathematician, Hipparchus was a second-century astronomer, Archimedes a famous third-century mathematician, and Menippus an important Cynic writer (third century BC) , who originated the genre of Menippean satire.






not unconditional: on wishing ‘with reservation’, and on responding with the failure to obtain ‘indifferents’ with ‘equanimity’, see note on 4.1.






false opinions: on the influence on the foolish of false impressions or opinions, cf. 5.10, 12.
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pageantry. . . stage: the colourful images are Cynic; see also note on 12.36.






puppets: see third note on 2.2.






Upright: for this image, see also last sentence of 3.5 and 7.7. Marcus uses this image to convey the ideal of moral independence and self-sufficiency that he urges on himself.






gold or purple: these images imply exceptional virtue. The underlying thought is that, since all human beings are fundamentally capable of virtue (LS 61 L), for each of us to act virtuously is to express our own nature, though in our own specific way. For similar ideas, cf. Cicero, On Duties 1.107–17 (= LS 66 E) and Epictetus, 1.2 (esp. 1.2.18), which uses ‘purple’ in the same way.






Happiness . . . guardian-spirit . . . imagination: in traditional Greek thought, happiness (eudaimonia) is identified with good external (god-given) circumstances; in most Greek philosophies, it is identified with internal qualities such as virtue. This is described here, as elsewhere in Med., as the work of a good ruling centre (or guardian-spirit) within us. On the need to examine, and not be ‘pulled’ by, impressions or ‘imagination’ (phantasia), see 7.28 and second note on 3.6.






do wrong through ignorance: see second note on 4.3.






you will pity him and feel neither surprise nor anger: cf. 6.27, 7.22, 9.3. The point is not that the Stoics valued pity positively (strictly, it is an irrational emotion or ‘passion’, LS 65 E(4)). But Stoics should avoid the passionate reactions (e.g. anger) that result from overvaluing ‘indifferents’ (e.g. when someone wrongs you by taking your property); cf. Epictetus, Discourses 1.18, 28, esp. 1.28.9.






the material and the causal: see note on 5.13.






He: Democritus, fifth/fourth-century BC founder of atomic theory; the reference is to fr. B 9 or fr. 125 Diels-Kranz.






[it is not actually the case that]: the Greek text is difficult here; the present translation is based on a conjecture by M. Casaubon noted in A. I. Trannoy and d’A. Pueche (eds.), Marc-Aurèle: Pensées (Paris, 1953), 78.






dispersal . . . extinction: see notes on 4.21 and 4.27.






‘ “Do you suppose . . . Not in the least’ ”: the first of a series of quotations from Greek philosophy and literature. Citing passages of poetry that support philosophical claims is characteristic of Stoic thinkers, esp. Chrysippus (see P. De Lacy, ‘Stoic Views of Poetry’, American Journal of Philology 69 (1948), 241–71); also first note on 11.6. This quotation from Plato, Republic 486a, describes the ‘philosophical nature’ in a way that prefigures the Stoic ideal wise person.






‘It is a king’s part . . . ill spoken of’: Antisthenes, fr. 20c Caizzi, also quoted by Epictetus, Discourses 4.6.20.






‘Be not angry . . . nothing for it’: Euripides, Bellerophon, fr. 287, 1 ff ., Nauck, also quoted in 11.6.






‘To the immortal gods . . . joy’: source unknown.






‘Our lives must be reaped . . . is no more’: Euripides, Hypsipyle, fr. 757, 6 ff ., also quoted by Cicero, Tusculan Disputations 3.59, and alluded to in Epictetus, Discourses 2.6.11–14. It appears again in Med. 11.6.






‘If the gods . . . reason’: Euripides, Antiope, fr. 208, 1–2, also quoted in 11.6.






‘For fortune . . . the right’: Euripides, fr. 918, 3 ff .






‘Join them not . . . no agitation’: source unknown.






‘I for my part . . . granted to him’: passages from Plato, Apology 28b, 28d, and Gorgias 512d–e respectively. Passages of this type, depicting the Platonic Socrates as morally tough and uncompromising, were much quoted by Stoics, such as Epictetus, and were taken to anticipate Stoic thinking about virtue and ‘indifferents’ and about emotions. See further A. A. Long, Epictetus: A Stoic and Socratic Guide to Life (Oxford, 2002), ch. 3.






‘What springs . . . to the heavens above’: Euripides, Chrysippus, fr. 838, 9–11.






‘With meats . . . and not complain’: Euripides, Suppliants 1110–11, and an unknown passage.






‘Better at throwing his opponent’: this quotation recalls a Spartan anecdote. A defeated wrestler, told that his opponent was ‘the better man’, said, ‘No, better at throwing his opponent.’ Marcus adapts the idea of being ‘better’, making it refer to moral superiority.






One’s body: on bodily movements as expressive of character, cf. 11.15, also Cicero, On Duties 1.98, 126–7, 130–1.






‘No soul . . . deprived of the truth’: the quotation recalls Plato, Republic 382a–b, 412e–413a, and is related to the Socratic paradox that no one does wrong willingly (see second note on 4.3); see also Epictetus, Discourses 1.28.4.






this saying of Epicurus: Epicurus, fr. 447, paraphrased in 7.33; see LS 21, esp. C, for Epicurus’ theory of pleasure and pain.






Telauges: a little-known figure, who appeared in a lost Socratic dialogue by Aeschines. The point is that Socrates’ superiority does not inhere just in external behaviour but in character and understanding.






frosty night: see Plato, Symposium 220b–d.






the man from Salamis: see Plato, Apology 32c–d; Socrates ignored the order of the thirty tyrants who ruled Athens in 404–403 BC to arrest (without justification) Leon of Salamis.






used to strut through the streets: Aristophanes, Clouds 362, also quoted in Plato, Symposium 221b; see also note to 7.44–6.






Nature . . . to yourself: the translation assumes that the ‘compound’ is the combination of body and soul; despite being a compound of this kind, we can ‘circumscribe’ (separate off) our soul (and mind) in such a way as to ex33 our capacity for rationality and virtue and so ‘ensure that what is yours is subject to yourself’, i.e. that we control what is ‘up to us’; see first note on 2.2 and first note on 3.6. The ‘compound’ is sometimes taken to be the cosmos of which we are a part, but the point of the passage is less clear on this interpretation.






dialectic and natural philosophy: see last note on 1.17.






Universal nature: another version of the ‘providence or atoms’ theme (see note on 4.27). But here the second alternative is presented in a way that implies it is inconceivable, or at least implausible, that the ‘ruling principle of the universe’ should direct its efforts to things that are non-rational. The overall effect, then, is to reaffirm universal causation and the ‘calmer mind’ based on this. On fate and human agency, see also note on 10.33.
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philosopher: for Marcus’ limitations as a philosopher, see last note on 1.17.






Diogenes: the fourth-century BC founder of Cynicism, often contrasted with his contemporary, the king Alexander the Great, in attitude and lifestyle. For the matter–cause distinction, see note on 5.13.






Every nature: this chapter represents Marcus’ version of a standard Stoic idea: that, although all natural kinds have their own goodness and place in the cosmos viewed as a whole, ‘rational animals’ (i.e. adult humans) have a special status because they can base their responses and actions on rational impressions and assent. See LS, vol. 1, p. 322, LS 57 A, F.






material. . . formal cause: see notes on 3.11 and 5.13.






understanding of nature, of the passions, and of dialectic: a reference to the standard three-part Stoic division of the philosophical curriculum, namely physics, ethics, and logic (LS 26).






change your mind: on the importance of being corrected if you are mistaken, see also 4.12, 5.28, and 8.17.






Everything . . . purpose: Marcus rejects the Epicurean view that pleasure is the supreme good in life (LS 21) and does so from a Stoic (teleological) standpoint.






earth . . . but a point: cf. 3.10, 4.3, and 6.36.






oil, sweat, filth, greasy water: a graphic statement of Marcus’ quasi-Platonic rejection of (purely) physical reality. Here, this rejection is not counterbalanced by emphasis on the moral significance of this rejection (contrast in this respect 6.13).






Lucilla . . . Eudaemon: Lucilla is presumably Marcus’ mother, and Verus either his natural father or his brother (who died in 169). For Maximus, see note on 1.15. Secunda must be Maximus’ wife. Epitynchanus is not known. Diotimus is mentioned in 8.37 as mourning the emperor Hadrian (a freeman or lover?). Faustina is not Marcus’ wife, but his aunt, who died early in Antoninus’ reign. Celer taught Marcus oratory (not mentioned in Book 1). Hadrian may be a sophist of that name, rather than the emperor. Charax is possibly a philosopher. Demetrius is probably a Cynic thinker banished by Vespasian. Eudaemon: someone of this name was Marcus’ Greek secretary for a time.






vessel. . . divine cause: a variant of the matter–form or body–soul/mind distinction, which includes social relations as a third category; see first note on 2.2 and note on 5.13.






Speak: truthful openness was valued both in traditional Roman and Stoic ethics, and seems to have been characteristic of Marcus from an early age, leading Hadrian to call him Verissimus (‘most truthful’), adapting the family name Verus.






Agrippa . . . Areius . . . Maecenas: Agrippa and Maecenas were the two chief associates of the emperor Augustus; Agrippa was more effective as a general, Maecenas as a political leader, and the latter was also patron of poets such as Horace and Virgil. Areius was a Stoic philosopher, resident in Augustus’ court.






Pantheia: courtesan and mistress of Verus, Marcus’ brother.






Pergamos: unknown.






Chabrias or Diotimus: Diotimus is also mentioned in 8.37, otherwise both are unknown. They may have been freedmen or lovers of Hadrian.






‘well-rounded sphere’: Empedocles (Presocratic thinker, fifth century BC), B 27.4 Diels-Kranz, cited in support of the Stoic idea of the cosmos as a unified and harmonic whole and of the mind as ideally acting in accordance with the natural cosmos; the passage is also cited for this purpose in 11.12, 12.3.






soul: psuchē; here the term seems to be identified with ‘mind/governing centre’ (i.e. ‘guardian-spirit’, above), though elsewhere sometimes contrasted with it; see first note on 2.2.






ruling centre . . . citadel: a favourite Stoic image (see e.g. Cicero, Tusculan Disputations 2.58, and Epictetus, Discourses 4.1.86, 4.5.25 ff .); the image goes back to Plato, Republic 560b–c, Timaeus 70a–6.






first impressions: Marcus here adopts Epictetus’ recurrent theme that we should ‘examine our impressions’ before giving our assent (second note on 3.6). How to respond properly to a sick child is the main theme of Epictetus, Discourses 1.11. Marcus’ advice is that we should not supplement our initial impressions by adding judgements about ‘indifferents’ (e.g. ‘that my child’s life is at risk and that this is a bad thing’) which produce ‘passions’.






a sweet clear-flowing spring: cf. Plutarch, On Contentment (= Moralia 467 a, 477 b); the image fits the standard Stoic claim that all human beings have the capacity for virtue (e.g. LS 61 L).






in the air . . . in the mind: this comparison reflects the Stoic idea that the mind functions through ‘breath’ (pneuma). God (the divine mind) is associated in Stoicism with fire rather than air, but both air and fire are conceived as active, animating elements, by contrast with water and earth. See LS 46–7, esp. 47 D, H.






‘rays’ (aktines), because they are extended (ekteinesthai): a false etymology, but one that reflects Stoic use of etymologies to construct allegorical interpretations; see e.g. Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 2.63–9. This is an unusual instance of natural observation, momentarily recalling Lucretius (see his treatment of sunlight and shadow in On the Nature of the Universe 4.364–76). But Marcus’ interest is really in the moral conclusion, that our mind (compared here with the sun) should accept what we find (our fate) and so make the most of it.
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Whoever commits injustice: this chapter gives extended treatment to some characteristic Stoic themes. These are that the universe is permeated by order/fate/god; that all human beings have the natural capacity for virtue; that to mistake ‘indifferents’ for good or bad things is to go against our nature as rational beings and to fight against the rationality/fate/providence that permeates the universe and all events within it.






plague: although the point is a general one, it may have been sharpened by Marcus’ experience of the plague brought back from the east by Verus’ armies in 166–7.






All things that share in a common element: this chapter gives a distinctive note of ethical aspiration to some central ideas in Stoic physics. These ideas are: (1) that the universe is composed of the four elements, of which the highest is fire, seen as permeating and ‘designing’ the whole universe, and identified with God; (2) that all animals, including human (rational) ones, are naturally disposed to form bonds of association. See LS 46, esp. A–B, 47, and 57, and esp. A and F. Marcus presents the social instinct of animals as the ‘fiery’ element in their make-up, striving to express itself; for rational animals (adult humans), not to take this process further is to fail to express their higher, more ‘fiery’, nature.






The wrongdoing . . . author: cf. 7.29 and 9.38.






Children’s fits of temper . . . one’s eyes: the overall sense of this chapter is not clear. The opening phrase seems to offer a sardonic picture of human life. The phrase ‘little souls carrying their corpses around’, also quoted at 4.41, is a fragment of Epictetus (fr. 26 Schenkl), from a context now lost. The ‘journey to the land of the dead’ may signify the accounts of such journeys we find in (e.g.) Homer, Odyssey 11.






the nature of its cause . . . material: for this distinction, see note on 5.13.






dreams . . . oracles: see first note on 1.17.






creatures who turn to public affairs . . . to imitate them: this is Marcus’ longest chapter on political themes. The tone seems purely negative and cynical;

‘snotty children’ evokes Thrasymachus’ sneering criticism of Socrates in Plato, Republic 343a. But the chapter also sums up Marcus’ typical political stance that you should try to ex9 what nature requires by principled action in line with your own role and the traditions of your community (cf. his praise of Antoninus in 1.17 as an ideal ruler of this kind). See Introduction, pp. xx–xxi, on Marcus’ political ideals. Marcus distances himself, on the one hand, from those who engage in purely Utopian political theorizing (‘Plato’s ideal state’, as proposed in the Republic), and, on the other, from rulers such as Alex9r the Great who failed to fulfil the potential of human nature for rationality and virtue and who in this sense merely play-acted the human role (‘strutted around like stage heroes’). Marcus similarly dismisses Alexander’s father, Philip, and also Demetrius of Phalerum, ruler of Athens in 317–307 bc, who tried to combine philosophy and politics. (It is uncertain whether Marcus meant to refer to him or to Demetrius Poliorcētēs (‘Besieger of Cities’), one of the successors of Alexander, king of Macedon in 294–287. But the general point being made is the same in either case.)






in their naked state: cf. Plato, Gorgias 523, where God judges souls naked after their death; see also 12.2.






How putrid is the matter: cf. 6.13 and 8.24.






from a single intelligent source . . . dispersal: another version of the ‘providence or atoms’ theme (Introduction, pp. xxii–xxiii), but with no explicit preference for the idea of providence.






Epicurus says: Epicurus fr. 191, not found elsewhere, but consistent with the attitude of Epicurus’ deathbed letter (Diogenes Laertius 10.22), much cited in antiquity. The appeal of this attitude to Marcus is clear; he follows Seneca’s practice (Letters) in citing a philosophical opponent who recognizes the truth of certain ideas which are seen as better explained by Stoicism.






Whenever you are shocked: in this chapter we find extended treatment of a standard Stoic idea. We should avoid the reactive attitudes (e.g. anger, condemnation) that form a normal part of social interchange and are linked with an overvaluation of ‘indifferents’ (see note on 7.26). Instead, we should concentrate on doing what is ‘up to us’, i.e. exercising our capacity for rational expression of virtue, and trying to benefit others by urging them to do the same.






BOOK 10

my soul . . . the body which envelops you: for the soul–body distinction, see first note on 2.2.






atoms or a universal nature: the ‘providence or atoms’ theme again. Although there is no formal argument for providence, the chapter presupposes the truth of the Stoic providential world-view. The linkage between membership of the cosmos as a whole and participation in local citizenship is typical of Marcus’ political thinking.






Every part of the whole: the chapter combines the standard theme of Stoic natural teleology with a reference to the Stoic idea of periodic conflagration (‘consumed periodically by fire’) and eternal recurrence (see note on 5.13).






titles: the idea of following the ethical guidance of titles is also found in Epictetus, Discourses 2.10, though there the titles are social roles, not the virtues, which in Stoic theory form part of playing the role of a human being or rational animal (see Cicero, On Duties 1.98). It is by doing ‘the work of a human being’ (see end of this chapter) in this way that human beings can ‘resemble’ the gods, i.e. by expressing the rationality shared with gods (see also note on 7.15).






beast-fighters in the arena: for this negative attitude towards the games, see also 1.5 and 6.46.






Isles of the Blest: traditional image of the location of the dead.






Sarmatians: here Marcus seems to look down from a cosmic perspective at his own conquest of the German tribe of Sarmatians, a victory from which he took the title of ‘Sarmaticus’ in 175.






method: on this method, see Introduction, pp. xvii–xviii.






within your power: cf. Epictetus’ emphasis on the idea that virtue is ‘up to us’ or ‘within our power’ (e.g. Discourses 1.1 and Handbook 1).






suspend your judgement: for the idea that you should delay your desire until you are sure what you should desire, namely what is right or virtuous, cf. Epictetus, Discourses 1.4.1, and Handbook 2.






‘The earth loves showers . . . loves [to fall in showers]’: Euripides, fr. 989 Nauck, interpreted in the light of the Stoic idea of the universe (or its immanent divinity) as a positive and creative force (cf. LS 46 A) to which we should respond by exercising our own rationality.






loves: the Greek expression philei (‘loves to’) also means ‘is accustomed to’; the regular, accustomed patterns in nature express nature’s ‘love’ or desire to create order in the cosmos.






‘penned . . . flocks’: the quotation, from Plato, Theaetetus 174d, is obscurely linked with Marcus’ main theme, that change of place makes no real difference to one’s life. Plato’s comment is part of a sardonic description of a busy, exploitative ruler; it forms part of a contrast between the philosopher and the politician or worldly person.






Croesus: king of Lydia famous for wealth, overcome by the Persian king, Cyrus, in 547–546 bc.






alone on his bed: probably in illness.






Reflect . . . a necessity for all: this sentence combines two ideas: (1) that all people must yield to fate, whether they want to or not (cf. Cleanthes, in Stoicorum Veterum Fragmenta 1.527, Seneca, Letters 107.11, Epictetus, Handbook 53); (2) that rational animals (adult humans) can yield to fate freely, i.e. rationally, by accepting fate as providential. See also note on 10.33.






shocked at another’s wrongdoing: cf. note on 7.26. The idea that ‘fools’ are ‘compelled’ by their own mistakes, and by the passions or emotions that these produce, is common in Stoicism.






When you see . . . follow a similar procedure: the thought is that when you see a living person, you should think of a comparable dead person and so remind yourself of human mortality. Thus, the first three names (unknown) must be members of the contemporary Academy (followers of Socrates/Plato); Eutychion and Silvanus must be contemporary Stoics, like Euphrates, teacher of the younger Pliny (first century ad); Tropaeophorus and Alciphron cannot be identified. Severus (see first note on 1.14) is perhaps a friend of philosophers, like the friends of Socrates, Crito and Xenophon. Marcus compares himself with ‘one of the Caesars’ (i.e. Roman rulers from Julius Caesar to Nero).






Given the material . . . the citizen: the main point of this, relatively complex, chapter arises out of Stoic thinking on determinism. This is ‘compatibilist’ in seeing human agency and rationality as compatible with universal causation and fate. Physical objects (e.g. a cylinder on a slope) can only exercise their nature if there are no external obstacles to doing so. But human nature can express its distinctive (rational) character whatever the circumstances by putting apparent obstacles to good use (e.g. by accepting them as fated). In this way, human beings use their ‘material’, i.e. their rational nature, and in doing so, they exercise their ‘citizenship’ of the cosmic city, whose laws (rational principles) cannot be affected by events. For Stoic thinking on fate, see LS 55, 62, esp. 62 C–D on the cylinder example.






‘Leaves that the wind . . . generations of men’: Homer, Iliad 6.146–9, shortened; a famous passage. On Marcus’ thinking on the moral function of poetry, see note on 11.6.






serious-minded and wise: Marcus has in mind not himself (he turns to ‘our own case’ a bit later), but considers how people would react to a Stoic sage, if one ever existed except as an ideal for aspiration.






the power that pulls our strings: Marcus here reuses the puppet image (see second note on 3.16). Here he presents the strings as pulled not by impressions or passions but by the governing faculty, treated here as the ‘person himself’, which is also identified with the active cause, rather than the bodily instruments it uses. Interestingly, Plato, in his use of the image (Laws 644e–645c), also envisages human beings as yielding, ideally, to the ‘golden string’ of reason or law.






BOOK 11

pass to the component parts: for the method of analysis, see Introduction, pp. xvii–xviii.






contrariness as with the Christians: the phrase ‘as with the Christians’ is thought by some scholars to be a later addition to the manuscript.

If the words go back to Marcus, they reflect the same view that is shown in an ex3 of letters between Pliny, as provincial governor, and the emperor Trajan (Pliny, Letters 10.96, 97), that the Christians’ refusal to renounce their faith and to sacrifice to the emperor showed a perverse ‘stubbornness’ (pertinacia) which, in itself, merited punishment. This is the only reference to the Christians in Med.






your profession: this chapter presumes the Stoic conception of the telos (goal of life), which was sometimes defined in terms of realizing human (rational) nature and sometimes in terms of harmony with cosmic nature.






tragedies: Marcus here treats a theme more commonly discussed in works of literary theory, such as Aristotle, Poetics 4, and Horace, Art of Poetry 202–32. The strongly moralistic treatment of poetry (recalling Plato, Republic 2–3) is characteristic of Stoicism. See e.g. Epictetus, Discourses 1.28.






‘Ah Cithaeron!’: Sophocles, Oedipus the King 1391; for the other quotations, see 7.38–41 and notes.






Old Comedy: the preference for Old Comedy over New (Aristophanes rather than Menander) reflects Marcus’ fondness for Cynic-style outspokenness (note also the mention of Diogenes, the fourth-century BC founder of Cynicism). 11.7






no other calling in life . . . find yourself: see note on 5.16.






It is impossible to cut a branch . . . tree as a whole: see note on 2.16, also 8.34.






‘In no case . . . to art’: source of quotation unknown; cf. Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 2.81.






sphere: see note on 8.41.






Phocion: fourth-century BC Athenian politician and general, executed by his city after a successful but controversial career; before his execution, he was said to have sent his son the message not to bear a grudge against the Athenians for his death: Plutarch, Phocion 36.






on your face: on bodily appearance as an expression of character, see note on 7.60. On truthfulness, see note on 8.30.






consider how you stand: this is the longest chapter, and it deals with social ethics and emotion, themes central for Hellenistic and Roman works of practical ethics (e.g. Seneca, On Anger, or Plutarch, On the Control of Anger or On Contentment). Marcus’ treatment of anger (like Seneca’s) reflects his typically Stoic approach. He focuses on our natural sociability (taken as implying that we should not become angry with our fellow humans); on the importance of taking account of the mistaken beliefs that lead people to act in a way that arouses anger; and on the need to teach other people (tactfully) how to behave better rather than becoming angry at them.






more divine part of you: the governing centre or mind; for the quasi-Platonic contrast with the body, see first note on 2.2.






elements of breath and fire: Marcus starts from our nature as a combination of elements (on this Stoic idea, see LS 46–7), then gives a moralistic twist to this idea. The fact that the elements of our make-up remain fixed until they are naturally broken up is taken to provide an exemplary pattern for human action, and to encourage us to express our nature, though in our case in the form of the capacity for rationality and virtue.






‘He whose aim . . . throughout his life’: the advice to combine personal consistency with realizing our common human nature as social and rational creatures is similar to that of Cicero, On Duties 1.107–20 (the four- personae theory, based on the ideas of the second-century BC Stoic Panaetius), esp. 1.111–12.






The mountain mouse and the town mouse: for the fable of the town and mountain (or ‘country’) mouse, see Horace, Satires 2.6. The negative comment on the town mouse (cf. 7.3, ‘the scurryings of startled mice’) seems to reflect the more Cynic side of Marcus’ thought.






Socrates . . . children: cf. Epictetus, Discourses 2.1.15, referring to Plato, Phaedo 77e; both Epictetus and Plato refer to popular stories about the afterlife (though they do not use the term lamiae, which means monstrous female vampires).






Perdiccas: this is a slip for Archelaus, fifth-century ruler of Macedon and father of Perdiccas; the point of this passage is not very clear.






writings of the Epicureans: cf. Epicurus, fr. 210 Usener, cited in Seneca, Letters 11.8, 25.5–6.






Pythagoreans: for the idea of cosmic order as providing a normative pattern for human life, cf. Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 2.43, 56, also Plato, Timaeus 90c–d. The Pythagoreans (sixth/fifth-century BC Greek thinkers whose ideas were revived in the first and second centuries ad) are presented as also holding this idea.






Socrates dressed only in a loincloth: Socrates is normally presented as wearing only a cloak (himation) with a loincloth underneath, and not the usual tunic (chitōn). This anecdote, otherwise unknown, seems to depend on this point and on Socrates’ characteristic indifference to social convention.






‘You were born . . . no voice’: the point of this quotation is obscure.






‘—and my heart laughed within me’: Homer, Odyssey 9.413 (Odysseus pleased at his triumph over the Cyclops); the point of the quotation is unclear.






‘They will heap . . . wounding words’: Hesiod, Works and Days 186; the quotation is rendered more moralistic by inserting the word ‘virtue’.






It takes a madman . . . granted to him: this and the following six chapters are based on Epictetus, Discourses 3.24.86–7 (33); 3.24.88, 91 (34); 3.24.91–2 (35); 3.22.105 (and often elsewhere) (36); fr. 2 Schenkl (38); and an unknown passage (39).






BOOK 12

stripped of its material casing: for God seeing humans naked, see note on 9.34; for the mind–body distinction, see first note on 2.2.






body, breath, and mind: on this threefold division, see first note on 2.2. As sometimes elsewhere, breath (or soul, psuchē) is linked with the body.






‘a well-rounded sphere . . . around it’: see note on 8.41.






How can it be: Marcus meets the objection that it is wrong that the best and most ‘divine’ people should, none the less, be ‘utterly extinguished’ by death. He argues that, if this extinction does occur, it must be consistent with the providential goodness that is characteristic of the gods. Although some Stoics envisaged the temporary survival of all human souls, or those of the wise, no Stoic believed in the permanent immortality of human souls.






pancratiast: an ‘all-in’ wrestler and boxer who uses whatever part of his body is best for fighting with at any one time (unlike the gladiator, who may be caught without his sword). Marcus recommends being constantly ready to ‘fight’ for one’s principles.






matter, cause, and relation: see note on 5.13. The relevant type of relation or reference (anaphora) must be that which derives from our human nature, taken in the context of nature as a whole.






Either an ineluctable destiny . . . nothing but chance: another variant on the ‘providence or atoms’ theme. The second option considered is a providence that can be appeased by making ‘yourself worthy of aid from the divine’ (i.e. by self-improvement). If the second option is genuinely Stoic, it must be a version of the first one, suggesting that ‘ineluctable destiny’ still gives human beings the scope to exercise their inherent capacity for rationality and virtue. The third option is not entirely coherent, since the Epicurean world-view (‘ungoverned confusion’) is combined with a Stoic governing faculty and a quasi-Platonic mind– body distinction. So only the first (clearly Stoic) option, normally Marcus’ preferred one, emerges as wholly coherent.






If the light . . . you reach your end?: this sentence is printed here, and in other editions, as a separate chapter; although it forms a continuation of the thought of 12.14, and may originally have been written as part of the same entry.






Always consider exactly . . . its cessation: on the method, see Introduction, pp. xvii–xviii, also note on 12.10.






reference . . . refer: see note on 12.10.






keep these three thoughts at hand: the main underlying point in this chapter is the contrast between the divine (rational) elements in nature, which human beings partly share, and the transient and material elements. Humans can participate in the divine by just action and by accepting the power of providence. We are also capable of aspiring to a cosmic perspective (‘raised aloft’) from which the transient affairs in which we normally take pride seem relatively unimportant.






host of beings: this probably means the stars and other heavenly bodies, seen by Stoics as embodying cosmic order (LS 54); there may be a further (non-Stoic) adoption of the traditional idea that the heavens contain various divine spirits (daimones).






from there: ekeithen ; here and in 11.20 this phrase probably means ‘from the rational/divine/providential nature of the cosmos’.






Fabius Catullinus . . . Velius Rufus: the first is perhaps the Fabius of 4.50, otherwise unknown, as is Lusius Lupus. Stertinius is perhaps the rich doctor of Naples noted in Pliny, Natural History 29.5. Tiberius, emperor 14–37, spent most of his last ten years of power in Capri, in semi-retirement and, allegedly, depravity. Velius Rufus was a correspondent of Fronto (Haines 2.86–8).






visible to our eyes: as stars; see 8.19 and 11.27.






one light of the sun: on the unity of the cosmos, cf. 4.40.






contempt for death: the Epicureans, who regarded pleasure as the supreme good, also claimed that ‘death is nothing to us’ (LS 21, 24); see also note on 9.41.






What difference: on the unimportance in Stoicism of length of life, see first note on 2.14.






the director of a show: the image of life as a play is common in Med.; see e.g. 3.8, 7.3, 10.27, which combine Stoic ideas with Cynic images.






APPENDIX

For fuller notes on many of the letters included here, see A. Richlin, Marcus Aurelius in Love: Marcus Aurelius and Marcus Cornelius Fronto (Chicago, 2006), selected letters from the period 139–48, edited and translated, with an introduction and commentary. For a detailed commentary on all the surviving letters, with special attention to points of language, see M. P. J. van den Hout, A Commentary on the Letters of M. Cornelius Fronto (Leiden, 1999).

Champlin = E. Champlin, Fronto and Antonine Rome (Cambridge, Mass., 1980).

The notes in this section are keyed to page numbers.

Letter 1

axe of Tenedos: a proverbial expression (based on the myth of Tenes) signifying unflinching determination.






underlying idea for myself: Coelius (second century BC Roman historian) wrote a history of the Second Punic War, a theme involving much bloodshed. Marcus wants to tackle the speech for himself before looking at the sample of Coelius’ history Fronto has sent him as a model.






Caesar speech: we do not know whether this is a speech Marcus made to give thanks for being adopted as heir (and thus ‘Caesar’) by Antoninus or a set piece based on the writings or life of Julius Caesar; ‘crooked claws’ indicates that Marcus is ‘gripped’ by this project.






on one’s lathe: an image taken from Plato, Phaedrus 234e, where it is used for finely crafted expression.






My lady: this letter seems to be relatively early and thus probably written before Marcus’ marriage in 145. So the phrase must refer to his mother Lucilla or (if she was away at this time) Faustina, the wife of Antoninus.






Letter 2

my sister: Anna Cornificia Faustina, Marcus’ only sibling (probably two years younger than him) who died in 152 (see Med. 1.17).






My lady: either Marcus’ wife or his mother.






Letter 3

Anagnia: a town in Latium, just off the Via Latina.






Hernician dialect: the Hernici were one of the peoples of the region of Latium, the region near Rome, who were absorbed by the expansion and power of Roman culture.






pointed cap: a kind of skullcap worn by Roman priests.






for Campania: Fronto was heading towards the area near the Via Aurelia or around the bay of Naples.






these Signian clusters: the vines of Mounts Massicus and Gaurus were famous for their good quality, whereas Signian wine was bitter and used medicinally. Marcus seems to have been writing from Signia, which is near Anagnia. power of Roman culture.






Letter 4

Gracchus: Gaius Sempronius Gracchus (controversial second-century BC politician) was known for his vibrant oratorical style and was one of the earlier Republican writers whom Fronto advocated as models and urged Marcus to study.






Letter 5

poor foot: Fronto suffered from gout or arthritis; this is a recurrent topic in the letters.






waters: spa or mineral waters.






Letter 8

‘Sweet it is . . . a well-wisher’: Euripides, Ion 432.






with their instructions: the famous medical writer Galen, who was one of Marcus’ doctors from the mid-160s onwards, confirms Marcus’ readiness to take note of medical advice (though it is also clear that different doctors offered different advice); see Galen, On Prognosis (Kühn XIX.658–60), referring to an incident in 176.






Letter 10

Socrates . . . being freed from them: a reference to words spoken by Socrates in prison before his death, as presented in Plato, Phaedo 60b.






longing is born of love: the comment is quite general but it might evoke a key theme in Socrates’ account, namely, the idea of love as an expression of longing or need for what one lacks, in Plato, Symposium (199d ff .).






Letter 11

Orpheus: the great poet and singer of Greek myth, famous for his ability to attract and charm all nature (humans, animals, and plants) by the power of his song.






robes of manhood: Roman boys, in a rite of passage ceremony, stopped wearing the boy’s toga and put on the man’s toga at puberty; Marcus did this at the age of 15 in 136. The sentence also refers to a famous characterization by the elder Cato (234–149 BC) of the ideal orator as ‘a good man skilled in speaking’.






to extinguish it: on the face of it, this letter bears out one of the qualities that Marcus said he learned from Fronto in Med. 1.11: ‘to have some conception of the malice, caprice, and hypocrisy that accompany absolute rule’. But the letter is also skilfully designed to counteract any ill feeling against Fronto that might have arisen from malicious comments by others wanting favour with the imperial family or from conflict between them. This may also explain the very fulsome expression of affection (even by Fronto’s normal standards) at the close of the letter. See also the following note.






Julianus: probably the great legal expert, Publius Salvius Julianus. We know from other letters that Fronto visited him when he was sick, in an effort to please Marcus, and this gesture seems to have averted a potential crisis in the relationship between Marcus and Fronto. On this incident and another case involving Herodes Atticus, another close friend of Marcus, see Champlin, 103–5.






Letter 12

Centumcellae: on the coast of Etruria, north-west of Rome; Antoninus inherited a magnificent villa built there by Hadrian. Presumably Fronto’s condition was worsened by coming there to bring some books to Marcus (see ‘excessive love of literature’ later in the letter).






whole days: an important part of imperial duties consisted in judging court-cases, at Rome and elsewhere.






maxim . . . commonplace: these are standard rhetorical features that Marcus is practising, under Fronto’s instruction. A maxim (sententia) is a striking, epigrammatic phrase; a commonplace (locus communis) is a stock topic (e.g. a description of a storm or of pastoral simplicity) that could be used in many types of speech and adapted as occasion requires.






Catos, Ciceros, and Sallusts: Cato (presumably the elder Cato, 234–149 BC), the famous orator Cicero (106–43 BC), and Sallust, historian (86–35 BC). Cato and Sallust (who adopted a rather old-fashioned style for his time) are prime examples of the archaizing style that Fronto advocated.






Letter 13

Cato’s Agriculture: a manual on farming by the elder Cato, which included instructions on the vintage (which Marcus talks about later in the letter).






my father: Antoninus Pius, Marcus’ adoptive father and emperor.






Novius: early first-century BC author of Atellan (coarse, rustic) farces.






sprats filled with roe: presumably Marcus eats little because of his cold or his habitual self-restraint, rather than disdain for such simple rustic fare.






‘left only . . . the vintage’: this line may be from Novius’ play Harvesters.






little Cratia: Fronto’s wife or his daughter.






Letter 14

my Lord: Antoninus Pius.






Cato’s speech: the elder Cato again; none of this speech survives.






library of Apollo: founded by Augustus in 28 bc, on the Palatine in Rome; it was a very large and important collection.






Tiberius’ library: this was located in the House of Tiberius, where Marcus lived when he was in Rome; it was much smaller than the library of Apollo.






water-nymphs or fire-god: that is, fit to be erased by water or burned.






‘Truly . . . wrote this day’: Greek verse quotation, source unknown.






on my head: pouring on hot saltwater and then rubbing the head with oil is recommended for colds by the first-century AD medical writer Celsus.






Letter 15

speak the truth: Marcus’ strongly ethical response to having his literary style corrected reflects the moral seriousness that is pervasive in the later Meditations. The praise of Fronto’s truthfulness is consistent with Marcus’ commendation in Med. 1.11 of Fronto’s rejection of courtly intrigue (see note on Letter 11).






Letter 16

On occasion: this is a section of a letter (which mainly responds sympathetically to the illness of Marcus’ daughter). Fronto’s comments are carefully judged, combining criticism of Marcus for being too austere in his public persona with unswerving support for him. On the delicacy needed in relationships between courtiers and the imperial family, see Letter 11 and Champlin, chs. 7–8. Marcus’ distaste for the games and amphitheatre is also apparent in Med. 6.46 and 10.8.






Letter 17

as a palm-tree: quotation taken from the first-century BC comic playwright Laberius. The language, as well as being colourful, seems to carry sexual overtones, and this may be what Marcus means by Laberius’ distinctive style.






robustly ignorant: panegyrics are speeches of praise (a panegyric by Pliny for the emperor Trajan survives). Marcus was born and brought up on the Caelian hill, one of the seven hills of Rome. Theopompus was a fourth-century BC historian, well known for his rhetorical style. Caecilius Statius was a second-century BC comic playwright.






Naples: the bay of Naples was a fashionable area for rich Romans; the other places mentioned also had villas of famous Romans (e.g. Cicero’s at Tusculum and Hadrian’s at Tibur) and their weather patterns would be well known to Marcus and Fronto.






Marcius Porcius: the elder Cato again.






Masurian: Masurius Sabinus was a legal expert in Tiberius’ reign; Marcus was impatient of long-winded law-court arguments and legal intricacies, so the adjective implies the idea of tedious detail.






consul: Fronto was suffect consul in 143 (see second note on Letter 18 below).






Letter 18

courtroom hacks: Fronto playfully uses language which exaggerates the social distance between his family and the imperial one, describing his wife as a ‘client-lady’, a social and economic dependant, of Marcus’ mother, and himself as a ‘courtroom hack’, a low-grade commercial barrister, rather than an aristocratic orator and advocate, which is what he actually was. The ‘titbits’ suggest the share of the patron’s food that clients were entitled to, though the term may refer to personal affection here.






Marcus Aurelius: Fronto was suffect consul in July and August 143, thus achieving the highest possible office for a senator (apart from the consul ordinarius, which lasted a full year). In the Roman empire, magistrates were formally elected by the senate, but the emperor’s ‘nomination’ was the crucial factor. So, in effect, this two-month consulship was a great honour bestowed on Fronto by the emperor. The suggestion that he would like to lay down the consulship early so as to join the birthday party in the imperial household is intended as a graceful compliment to Marcus and not as an offer to be taken seriously.






Letter 19

a consul . . . in the sight of the Roman people: the Quinquatria, a festival of Minerva, took place five days after the Ides of March (i.e. on 19 March). For a consul to play the role of a gladiator in the amphitheatre and kill animals there would be considered socially and politically demeaning. The censors were senior magistrates, ex-consuls, whose wide-ranging powers included punishing disgraceful behaviour by removing someone from the senate or even taking away his citizenship.






Letter 20

under Domitian: Acilius Glabrio, consul in 91, was forced by Domitian (emperor 81–96) to fight animals in the arena at the emperor’s villa, presumably as a way of disgracing him; he was subsequently exiled and later executed for plotting against the emperor but the indignation aroused by his execution helped to bring about Domitian’s assassination in 96. Marcus evidently knows about this set of events, but still regards this as ‘an incredible theme’ for a rhetorical exercise.






Letter 21

Umbria to Rome: Victorinus, who later became Fronto’s son-in-law; his family came from Umbria (central Italy). Marcus’ report of Victorinus’ criticisms of the practice of legal oratory (as distinct from acting as a judge, which was part of Marcus’ imperial duty) bears on the question of the value to be placed on oratory, a topic discussed below.






Aristo’s books: Aristo (third-century BC) was an early and unorthodox Stoic who subsequently broke with the Stoic school. He focused on ethics (whereas other Stoics studied physics and logic too and aimed to integrate them with ethics) and maintained a particularly rigorous version of Stoic ethics. Med. 1.7 stresses the moral impact of the later Stoic teacher Epictetus (c.55–c.135), but here the young Marcus emphasizes the effect of Aristo instead.






stage poet of yours: this may be Plautus, whose style Fronto recommended.






allow me to do that: this letter is an important piece of evidence for the scholarly debate about whether Marcus was ‘converted’ to philosophy from rhetoric and about the effect of any such conversion on his relationship to Fronto, his main teacher of rhetoric (see introduction to this appendix, pp. 123–4). It seems clear that Marcus was at this time wrestling with the competing claims of ethical philosophy (especially as presented by the Stoic thinker Aristo) and oratory. But Marcus certainly continued his education in oratory, which was crucial for his future role as emperor, and also continued his warm relationship with Fronto. He closes the letter by declining to practise the rhetorical ex57 of controversia (writing speeches on both sides of a dispute), which he sees as incompatible with the moral seriousness he associates with Aristo; but we do not know how permanent this decision was.






Letter 22

Augusta: Faustina, Marcus’ wife, who received this title after the birth of her first son in 147. In the same year Marcus received tribunician power and imperium (military authority) and was thus marked as Antoninus’ co-emperor and successor.






Letter 24

the Lord my brother: Lucius Verus, Marcus’ brother by adoption and joint emperor.






son-in law: Victorinus, who also figures in Letter 21.






Antoninus: one of twin sons born to Marcus and his wife Faustina in August 161; Antoninus died aged 4 but the other twin, Commodus, survived and became emperor on Marcus’ death.






Cornificia’s birthday: Marcus’ daughter, whose birthday was celebrated at Lorium, one of the residences inherited by Marcus from Antoninus.






Antoninus: Marcus became emperor in 161 and now uses his father’s name.






Letter 27

Axius: the name is unexpected; we might have expected ‘Atticus’, to whom we have many surviving letters from Cicero; but ‘Axius’ is what the manuscripts contain and is printed in the editions of Haines and van den Hout.






the letters of Cicero: Fronto is generally complimentary about Cicero’s style and is especially enthusiastic about the letters of Cicero. But he rejects the most distinctive feature of Cicero’s oratorical style (the flowing period), preferring a more staccato style (more like Cicero’s letters, in fact), and this preference can be linked with his advocacy of pre-Ciceronian prose writers such as the elder Cato.






Letter 29

little chicks: the twin sons born in 161 to Marcus (see Letter 24 above, and third note). Sadly, one died young and the other (Commodus) survived to become a disastrous emperor, which lends pathos to Fronto’s hopes for their future in this letter.






to the right or to the left: Fronto means he sees Marcus in his own person and that of his two sons.






philosopher father: brown bread is simple rustic fare, and so fitting for the son of an austere philosopher father, Marcus.






Letter 31

Goodbye: this seems to be one of the later surviving letters between the two men; Fronto died probably in 167.
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This list identifies a selection of the main themes of the Meditations and the passages where these themes are found (cited by book and chapter). Also included are some important names. The list is based on the themes discussed or mentioned in the Introduction and Explanatory Notes. For a much fuller set of indices to the Meditations, including themes treated, see the Penguin Classics translation by M. Hammond and D. Clay (London, 2006), 216–54.
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death (survival after?) 4.21, 5.33, 6.24, 7.32, 8.25, 8.31, 8.58, 12.5
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god/gods (and Stoic theology) 1.17, 2.11, 6.44, 8.57, 12.2, 12.5, 12.28
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happiness 7.17

Heraclitus 2.17, 3.3, 3.15, 4.43, 4.46, 6.15, 6.42

Judgements: false, effect on the foolish of 5.10, 5.12, 6.57, 10.30, 11.18;

importance of changing wrong ones/forming correct ones 2.15, 3.8, 4.12, 4.39, 5.26, 5.28, 5.36, 7.14, 8.16, 8.17, 8.47, 8.49
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physical world, distaste for 5.10, 6.13, 8.24, 8.37, 9.36

Platonic/Platonic-style language 2.2, 3.6, 5.26, 6.32, 7.35, 7.63, 8.24, 8.45, 9.34, 10.23, 10.38
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or atoms? 2.11, 4.3, 4.27, 6.4, 6.10, 6.44, 7.75, 9.39, 10.6, 11.18, 12.14

psychology 2.2, 3.6, 3.16, 5.26, 5.33, 6.32, 8.45, 8.56, 10.1, 10.38, 12.3

puppet, as image for human psychology 2.2, 3.16, 6.16, 6.28, 7.3, 7.29, 10.38, 12.19
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scala naturae (spectrum of natural kinds) 8.7, 9.9, 11.7, 12.24

self-address 7.17, 8.40, 10.1

Socrates 1.16, 3.3, 3.6, 4.3, 7.44–6, 7.66, 7.67, 11.23, 11.28

soul, survival of after death 4.21, 7.32, 8.25, 8.58

soul/mind–body relationship 2.2, 3.6, 5.26, 5.33, 6.32, 7.67, 8.45, 8.54, 10.38, 11.19, 12.3, 12.14

sphere ‘well-rounded’, mind like 8.41, 11.12, 12.3

‘stripping’ method (analysis of essentials) 2.12, 3.11, 6.13, 7.29, 9.34, 10.11, 11.2, 11.16, 12.2, 12.18, 12.29

virtue/good 3.11, 10.8;

and ‘indifferents’ 3.6, 3.11, 4.1, 5.12, 5.36, 6.13, 6.32, 6.45, 6.50, 7.26, 9.42

wishing with reservation 4.1, 5.20, 6.50

wrongdoing, involuntary 4.3, 7.22, 7.63




1 References not otherwise specified are to the books and chapters of the Meditations.






2 The main sources for Marcus’ life, apart from the Meditations and the correspondence with Fronto, are Cassius Dio 71–3 (ad c.164–c.229) and the biography of Marcus in the Historia Augusta (late fourth century ad). Artistic records of his reign include a victory column celebrating his victories in 169–76, a mounted equestrian statue (both in Rome), and numerous busts and coins.






3 On the survival of the work, see the final section of the Introduction.






4 On the form and date of the work, see R. B. Rutherford, The Meditations of Marcus Aurelius: A Study (Oxford, 1989), ch. 1.






5 On Stoic practical ethics in this period, see C. Gill, ‘The School in the Roman Imperial Period’, in B. Inwood (ed.), Cambridge Companion to the Stoics (Cambridge, 2003), 33–58, esp. 40–4.






6 Seneca, Letters 89.14 (LS 56 B). LS = A. A. Long and D. N. Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 1987).






7 Epictetus, Discourses 3.2.1–5 (LS 56 C).






8 See 3.11, discussed below; also 2.12, 6.13, 7.29, 9.34, 11.16, 12.2, 29.






9 See P. Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life: Spiritual Exercises from Socrates to Foucault, trans. M. Chase (Oxford, 1995), J. Sellars, The Art of Living: The Stoics on the Nature and Function of Philosophy (Aldershot, 2003).






10 See e.g. 7.17, 8.40, 10.1. The idea of thought as internalized dialogue goes back to Homer and Plato (e.g. Theaetetus 189e–190a). On self-address in the Meditations, see Rutherford, Meditations, 8–21, and on thought as internal dialogue in Homer and Plato, C. Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy, and Philosophy: The Self in Dialogue (Oxford, 1996), ch. 1 and pp. 245–60.






11 M. Foucault, The Care of the Self, trans. R. Hurley (London, 1990), part 2; cf. A. A. Long, Stoic Studies (Cambridge, 1996), ch. 12 (on Epictetus), and C. Edwards, ‘Self-Scrutiny and Self-Transformation in Seneca’s Letters’, Greece and Rome, 44 (1997), 22–38.






12 See further C. Gill, The Structured Self in Hellenistic and Roman Thought (Oxford, 2006), ch. 6, esp. 371–91 (centred on Epictetus), and, on ancient and modern conceptions of ‘self’, Gill, Personality, introduction, pp. 107–31, and ch. 7. See also M. Trapp, Philosophy in the Roman Empire: Ethics, Politics and Society (Aldershot, 2007), ch. 4.






13 On Marcus’ varied styles, see Rutherford, Meditations, esp. ch. 4.






14 See 5.10; for references to Chrysippus, see 6.42, 7.19.






15 1.17 (end), 7.67, also 8.1.






16 On this question, see discussion on pp. xxii-xxiii.






17 See J. Dillon and A. A. Long, The Question of ‘Eclecticism’: Studies in Later Greek Philosophy (Berkeley, 1988).






18 See Long, Stoic Studies, chs. 1–2.






19 On Cynicism, see W. Desmond, Cynics (Stocksfield, 2008); on Epictetus’ relationship to Socrates, Plato, and Cynicism, see A. A. Long, Epictetus: A Stoic and Socratic Guide to Life (Oxford, 2002); on Seneca and Epicureanism, see J. M. Cooper, ‘Moral Theory and Moral Improvement: Marcus Aurelius’, ch. 13 in his Knowledge, Nature, and the Good: Essays on Ancient Philosophy (Princeton, 2004), 338–46.






20 On these topics, see (1) LS 61, 63, (2) 65, (3) 57, 67. For overviews of Stoic ethics, see B. Inwood and P. Donini, ‘Stoic Ethics’, and M. Schofield, ‘Social and Political Thought’, in K. Algra, J. Barnes, J. Mansfeld, and M. Schofield (eds.), The Cambridge History of Hellenistic Philosophy (Cambridge, 1999), 675–738, 739–70, esp. 756–68, J. Sellars, Stoicism (Chesham, 2006), ch. 5, and C. Gill, ‘Cynicism and Stoicism’, in R. Crisp (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of the History of Ethics (Oxford, forthcoming).






21 See LS 13, 26, 54; also Gill, Structured Self, 145–66, and J. Annas, ‘Ethics in Stoic Philosophy’, Phronesis, 52 (2007), 58–87.






22 On Stoic methods of practical ethics, see pp. x–xi above.






23 See ‘human beings as citizens . . .’ and ‘one of my own kind, a relation and companion’.






24 On 3.11 as an example of Marcus’ thinking on ethics, see further C. Gill, ‘Marcus Aurelius’, in R. Sorabji and R. W. Sharples (eds.), Greek and Roman Philosophy 100 BC–200 AD, Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies, London University, Supplement 14, 2 vols. (London, 2007), vol. 1, pp. 175–87, esp. 179–84.






25 See e.g. 2.2, 5.26, 5.33, 12.3.






26 Cf. Epictetus, Discourses 1.3.3, 2.22.9. See Gill, Structured Self, 96–100, Gill, ‘Marcus Aurelius’, 176–9, and Gill, ‘Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations: How Stoic and How Platonic?’, in M. Bonazzi and C. Helmig (eds.), Platonic Stoicism—Stoic Platonism: The Dialogue between Platonism and Stoicism in Antiquity (Leuven, 2007), 189–207.






27 See e.g. 8.24, 37 (end), where the link with Stoic ideas is less clear.






28 On ‘preferable indifferents’, see LS 58.






29 See e.g. 7.14, 8.40, 49; cf. Epictetus, Discourses 2.17.23–6, 3.3.17–19. On Stoic thinking on emotions, see LS 65 and M. Graver, Stoicism and Emotion (Chicago, 2007).






30 See e.g. 2.1, 6.6, 7.22, 65.






31 See 7.48, 9.30, 11.1, 12.24; a similar view is implied in Marcus’ repeated comments on the transience of human life (e.g. 2.12, 14, 3.3, 4.32).






32 See 8.26, 10.1, 12.29; on Stoic thinking on ‘good emotions’, see LS 65 F. See T. Engberg-Pedersen, ‘Marcus Aurelius on Emotions’, in J. Sihvola and T. Engberg-Pedersen (eds.), The Emotions in Hellenistic Philosophy (Dordrecht, 1998), 305–37, and on similar ideas in Epictetus, Long, Epictetus, 244–54.






33 See Seneca, On Leisure 4.1 = LS 67 K. On Marcus’ political ideals, see C. Gill, ‘Stoic Writers of the Imperial Era’, in C. Rowe and M. Schofield (eds.), The Cambridge History of Greek and Roman Political Thought (Cambridge, 2000), 597–615, esp. 611–15, G. Reydams-Schils, The Roman Stoics: Self, Responsibility, and Affection (Chicago, 2005), 86–9, referring esp. to Meditations 9.29.






34 See e.g. P. Noyen, ‘Marcus Aurelius, The Greatest Practician of Stoicism’, L’Antiquité classique, 24 (1955), 372–83, who thinks Marcus’ legislation was informed by his enlightened Stoic views, and G. R. Stanton, ‘Marcus Aurelius, Emperor and Philosopher’, Historia, 18 (1969), 570–87, who argues that Marcus acted in a more conventionally Roman way in his political life (e.g. in his choice of his son Commodus as his successor).






35 On Stoic writing on these topics in the Roman empire, see further Gill, ‘Stoic Writers’, 601–7, Reydams-Schils, Roman Stoics, chs. 3–5, esp. pp. 147–59; on ‘true freedom’, see Epictetus, Discourses 4.1, and Long, Epictetus, 27.






36 See e.g. 2.3, 4, 9, 14, 5.8, 30, 6.9; cf. Epictetus, Discourses 1.6, 16.






37 See e.g. 2.11, 4.27, 6.10, 11.18, and possibly 9.39.






38 6.44, 10.6, 12.14; also, though less emphatically, 6.24, 7.32, 8.25.






39 See J. M. Rist, ‘Are You a Stoic? The Case of Marcus Aurelius’, in F. Meyer and E. P. Saunders (eds.), Jewish and Christian Self-Definition, 3 vols. (Philadelphia, 1982), vol. 3, pp. 23–45, 190–2, esp. 29–30, E. Asmis, ‘The Stoicism of Marcus Aurelius’, in W. Haase and H. Temporini (eds.), Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt, II.36.3 (Berlin/New York, 1989), 2228–52, esp. 2249–52, J. Annas, ‘Marcus Aurelius: Ethics and its Background’, Rhizai, 2 (2004), 103–19, Cooper, ‘Moral Theory and Moral Improvement’.






40 See A. S. L. Farquharson (ed.), The Meditations of Marcus Aurelius Antoninus (Oxford, 1944), introduction. For details of other editions, translations and interpretative studies of the Meditations, see Select Bibliography.




1 See E. Champlin, Fronto and Antonine Rome (Cambridge, Mass., 1980) (subsequently referred to as ‘Champlin’), chs. 1–6.






2 See Champlin, 1–4, and the editions of Fronto’s writings by Haines and Van den Hout cited on p. 126.






3 A. Richlin, Marcus Aurelius in Love: Marcus Aurelius and Marcus Cornelius Fronto (Chicago, 2006), selected letters from the period 139–48, edited and translated, with an introduction and commentary.






4 See Explanatory Notes (below), second note on Med. 1.16 and tenth note on 1.17.






5 On the conflict involving Marcus, Fronto, and Herodes Atticus, see Champlin, 104–7, and on Fronto’s relationship with members of the imperial court, Champlin, 94–117.






6 Antoninus Pius was concerned about Marcus’ preoccupation with philosophy at the time of his adoption of Marcus as son and successor (along with Lucius Verus) in 138 (Marcus was 17), and there were indications of Marcus’ wish to live a ‘philosophical’ life even at the age of 12 (133).






7 See A. R. Birley, Marcus Aurelius: A Biography (London, 1966, 2nd edn., 1987), chs. 4–5, Champlin, 121–30, R. B. Rutherford, The Meditations of Marcus Aurelius: A Study (Oxford, 1989), 105–6, M. P. J. van den Hout, A Commentary on the Letters of M. Cornelius Fronto (Leiden, 1999), pp. viii–ix.






8 Med. 1.7, 17; also Champlin, 107, 118–21.






9 Books 2 and 3 have headings showing that Marcus was in Germany when these were written.






10 The first quality is indicated in Letter 11 (though this is also a carefully judged and crafted piece of courtly correspondence) and in the openly critical Letter 17.






11 See e.g. Letters 1, 4, 12–15, 19–20, 27.






12 In Stoic theory, such things as one’s health and that of one’s family, are ‘matters of indifference’ by contrast with the absolute value of virtue, though they are also naturally ‘preferable’; see Introduction to the Meditations, pp. xv–xvi.






13 See Introduction to the Meditations, pp. viii–xiii.
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