
 

 

The Epistles of Seneca 
I  On Saving Time  

 
 Greetings from Seneca to his friend Lucilius. 
 Continue to act thus, my dear Lucilius—set yourself free for your own sake; gather and save your time, 
which till lately has been forced from you, or filched away, or has merely slipped from your hands. Make yourself 
believe the truth of my words,—that certain moments are torn from us, that some are gently removed, and that 
others glide beyond our reach. The most disgraceful kind of loss, however, is that due to carelessness. Furthermore, 
if you will pay close heed to the problem, you will find that the largest portion of our life passes while we are doing 
ill, a goodly share while we are doing nothing, and the whole while we are doing that which is not to the purpose. 
What man can you show me who places any value on his time, who reckons the worth of each day, who understands 
that he is dying daily? For we are mistaken when we look forward to death; the major portion of death has already 
passed. Whatever years lie behind us are in death's hands. 
 Therefore, Lucilius, do as you write me that you are doing: hold every hour in your grasp. Lay hold of to-
day's task, and you will not need to depend so much upon to-morrow's.    While we are postponing, life speeds by. 
Nothing, Lucilius, is ours, except time. We were entrusted by nature with the ownership of this single things so 
fleeting and slippery that anyone who will can oust us from possession. What fools these mortals be! They allow the 
cheapest and most useless things, which can easily be replaced, to be charged in the reckoning, after they have 
acquired them; but they never regard themselves as in debt when they have received some of that precious 
commodity,—time ! And yet time is the one loan which even a grateful recipient cannot repay. 
 You may desire to know how I, who preach to you so freely, am practising. I confess frankly: my expense 
account balances, as you would expect from one who is free-handed but careful. I cannot boast that I waste nothing, 
but I can at least tell you what I am wasting, and the cause and manner of the loss; I can give you the reasons why I 
am a poor man. My situation, however, is the same as that of many who are reduced to slender means through no 
fault of their own: every one forgives them, but no one comes to their rescue. 
 What is the state of things, then? It is this : I do not regard a man as poor, if the little which remains is 
enough for him. I advise you, however, to keep what is really yours; and you cannot begin too early. For, as our 
ancestors believed, it is too late to spare when you reach the dregs of the cask. Of that which remains at the bottom, 
the amount is slight, and the quality is vile.    Farewell. 
 

II   On Discursiveness in Reading 
 
 Judging by what you write me, and by what I hear, I am forming a good opinion regarding your future. You 
do not run hither and thither and distract yourself by changing your abode; for such restlessness is the sign of a 
disordered spirit. The primary indication, to my thinking, of a well-ordered mind is a man's ability to remain in one 
place and linger in his own company. Be careful, however, lest this reading of many authors and books of every sort 
may tend to make you discursive and unsteady. You must linger among a limited number of master-thinkers, and 
digest their works, if you would derive ideas which shall win firm hold in your mind. Everywhere means nowhere. 
When a person spends all his time in foreign travel, he ends by having many acquaintances, but no friends. And the 
same thing must hold true of men who seek intimate acquaintance with no single author, but visit them all in a hasty 
and hurried manner. Food does no good and is not assimilated into the body if it leaves the stomach as soon as it is 
eaten; nothing hinders a cure so much as frequent change of medicine; no wound will heal when one salve is tried 
after another; a plant which is often moved can never grow strong. There is nothing so efficacious that it can be 
helpful while it is being shifted about. And in reading of many books is distraction. 
 Accordingly, since you cannot read all the books which you may possess, it is enough to possess only as 
many books as you can read. " But," you reply, " I wish to dip first into one book and then into another." I tell you 
that it is the sign of an over-nice appetite to toy with many dishes;   for when they are manifold and varied, they cloy 
but do not nourish. So you should always read standard authors; and when you crave a change, fall back upon those 
whom you read before. Each day acquire something that will fortify you against poverty, against death, indeed 
against other misfortunes as well; and after you have run over many thoughts, select one to be thoroughly digested 
that day. This is my own custom; from the many things which I have read, I claim some one part for myself. 
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 The thought for to-day is one which I discovered in Epicurus; for I am wont to cross over even into the 
enemy's camp,—not as a deserter, but as a scout. He says : " Contented poverty is an honourable estate." Indeed, if it 
be contented, it is not poverty at all. It is not the man who has too little, but the man who craves more, that is poor. 
What does it matter how much a man has laid up in his safe, or in his warehouse, how large are his flocks and how 
fat his dividends, if he covets his neighbour's property, and reckons, not his past gains, but his hopes of gains to 
come? Do you ask what is the proper limit to wealth? It is, first, to have what is necessary, and, second, to have what 
is enough.    Farewell.   
 

IV   On the Terrors of Death 
   
Keep on as you have begun, and make all possible haste, so that you may have longer enjoyment of an improved 
mind, one that is at peace with itself. Doubtless you will derive enjoyment (luring the time when you are improving 
your mind and setting it at peace with itself; but quite different is the pleasure which comes from contemplation 
when one's mind is so cleansed from every stain that it shines. You remember, of course, what joy you felt when you 
laid aside the garments of boyhood and donned the man's toga, and were escorted to the forum; nevertheless, you 
may look for a still greater joy when you have laid aside the mind of boyhood and when wisdom has enrolled you 
among men. For it is not boyhood that still stays with us, but something worse, boyish-ness. And this condition is all 
the more serious because we possess the authority of old age, together with the follies of boyhood, yea, even the 
follies of infancy. Boys fear trifles, children fear shadows, we fear both. 
 All you need to do is to advance; you will thus understand that some things are less to be dreaded, precisely 
because they inspire us with great fear. No evil is great which is the last evil of all. Death arrives; it would be a thing 
to dread, if it could remain with you. But death must either not come at all, or else must come and pass away. 
 "It is difficult, however," you say, "to bring the mind to a point where it can scorn life." But do you not see 
what trifling reasons impel men to scorn life? One hangs himself before the door of his mistress; another hurls 
himself from the house-top that he may no longer be compelled to bear the taunts of a bad-tempered master; a third, 
to be saved from arrest after running away, drives a sword into his vitals. Do you not suppose that virtue will be as 
efficacious as excessive fear? No man can have a peaceful life who thinks too much about lengthening it, or believes 
that living through many consulships is a great blessing. Rehearse this thought every day, that you may be able to 
depart from life contentedly; for many men clutch and cling to life, even as those who are carried down a rushing 
stream clutch and cling to briars and sharp rocks. 
 Most men ebb and flow in wretchedness between the fear of death and the hardships of life; they are 
unwilling to live, and yet they do not know how to die. For this reason, make life as a whole agreeable to yourself by 
banishing all worry about it. No good thing renders its possessor happy, unless his mind is reconciled to the 
possibility of loss; nothing, however, is lost with less discomfort than that which, when lost, cannot be missed. 
Therefore, encourage and toughen your spirit against the mishaps that afflict even the most powerful. For example, 
the fate of Pompey was settled by a boy and a eunuch, that of Crassus by a cruel and insolent Parthian. Gaius Caesar 
ordered Lepidus to bare his neck for the axe of the tribune Dexter; and he himself offered his own throat to Chaerea. 
No man has ever been so far advanced by Fortune that she did not threaten him as greatly as she had previously 
indulged him. Do not trust her seeming calm; in a moment the sea is moved to its depths. The very day the ships 
have made a brave show in the games, they are engulfed. Reflect that a highwayman or an enemy may cut your 
throat; and, though he is not your master, every slave wields the power of life and death over you. Therefore I 
declare to you : he is lord of your life that scorns his own. Think of those who have perished through plots in their 
own homes, slain either openly or by guile; you will then understand that just as many have been killed by angry 
slaves as by angry kings.   What matter, therefore, how powerful he be whom you fear, when every one possesses 
the power which inspires your fear? "But," you will say, " if you should chance to fall into the hands of the enemy, 
the conqueror will command that you be led away,"—yes, whither you are already being led. Why do you 
voluntarily deceive yourself and require to be told now for the first time what fate it is that you have long been 
labouring under? Take my word for it: since the day you were born you are being led thither. We must ponder this 
thought, and thoughts of the like nature, if we desire to be calm as we await that last hour, the fear of which makes 
all previous hours uneasy. 
 But I must end my letter. Let me share with you the saying which pleased me to-day. It, too, is culled from 
another man's Garden: " Poverty, brought into conformity with the law of nature, is great wealth." Do you know 



 

 

what limits that law of nature ordains for us? Merely to avert hunger, thirst, and cold. In order to banish hunger and 
thirst, it is not necessary for you to pay court at the doors of the purse-proud, or to submit to the stern frown, or to 
the kindness that humiliates; nor is it necessary for you to scour the seas, or go campaigning; nature's needs are 
easily provided and ready to hand. It is the superfluous things for which men sweat,—the superfluous things that 
wear our togas threadbare, that force us to grow old in camp, that dash us upon foreign shores. That which is enough 
is ready to our hands. He who has made a fair compact with poverty is rich. Farewell. 
 

VI   On Sharing Knowledge 
 
 I feel, my dear Lucilius, that I am being not only reformed, but transformed. I do not yet, however, assure 
myself, or indulge the hope, that there are no elements left in me which need to be changed. Of course there are 
many that should be made more compact, or made thinner, or be brought into greater prominence. And indeed this 
very fact is proof that my spirit is altered into something better, —that it can see its own faults, of which it was 
previously ignorant. In certain cases sick men are congratulated because they themselves have perceived that they 
are sick. 
I therefore wish to impart to you this sudden change in myself; I should then begin to place a surer trust in our 
friendship,—the true friendship, which hope and fear and self-interest cannot sever, the friendship in which and for 
the sake of which men meet death. I can show you many who have lacked, not a friend, but a friendship; this, 
however, cannot possibly happen when souls are drawn together by identical inclinations into an alliance of 
honourable desires. And why can it not happen? Because in such cases men know that they have all things in 
common, especially their troubles. 
 You cannot conceive what distinct progress I notice that each day brings to me. And when you say : " Give 
me also a share in these gifts which you have found so helpful," I reply that I am anxious to heap all these privileges 
upon you, and that I am glad to learn in order that I may teach. Nothing will ever please me, no matter how excellent 
or beneficial, if I must retain the knowledge of it to myself. And if wisdom were given me under the express 
condition that it must be kept hidden and not uttered, I should refuse it. No good thing is pleasant to possess, without 
friends to share it. 
 I shall therefore send to you the actual books; and in order that you may not waste time in searching here 
and there for profitable topics, I shall mark certain passages, so that you can turn at once to those which I approve 
and admire. Of course, however, the living voice and the intimacy of a common life will help you more than the 
written word. You must go to the scene of action, first, because men put more faith in their eyes than in their ears, 
and second, because the way is long if one follows precepts, but short and helpful, if one follows patterns. Cleanthes 
could not have been the express image of Zeno, if he had merely heard his   lectures;   he  shared in  his life, saw 
into his hidden purposes, and watched him to see whether he lived according to his own rules. Plato, Aristotle, and 
the whole throng of sages who were destined to go each his different way, derived more benefit from the character 
than from the words of Socrates. It was not the class-room of Epicurus, but living together under the same roof, that 
made great men of Metrodorus, Hermarchus, and Polyaenus. Therefore I summon you, not merely that you may 
derive benefit, but that you may confer benefit; for we can assist each other greatly. 
 Meanwhile, I owe you my little daily contribution; you shall be told what pleased me to-day in the writings 
of Hecato; it is these words : " What progress, you ask, have I made? I have begun to be a friend to myself." That 
was indeed a great benefit; such a person can never be alone. You may be sure that such a man is a friend to all 
mankind.     Farewell. 
 

VII   On   Crowds 
 
 Do you ask me what you should regard as especially to be avoided? I say, crowds; for as yet you cannot 
trust yourself to them with safety. I shall admit my own weakness, at any rate; for I never bring back home the same 
character that I took abroad with me. Something of that which I have forced to be calm within me is disturbed; some 
of the foes that I have routed return again. Just as the sick man, who has been weak for a long time, is in such a 
condition that he cannot be taken out of the house without suffering a relapse, so we ourselves are affected when our 
souls are recovering from a lingering disease. To consort with the crowd is harmful; there is no person who does not 
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make some vice attractive to us, or stamp it upon us, or taint us unconsciously therewith. Certainly, the greater the 
mob with which we mingle, the greater the danger.  
 But nothing is so damaging to good character as the habit of lounging at the games; for then it is that vice 
steals subtly upon one through the avenue of pleasure. What do you think I mean? I mean that I come home more 
greedy, more ambitious, more voluptuous, and even more cruel and inhuman,— because I have been among human 
beings. By chance I attended a mid-day exhibition, expecting some fun, wit, and relaxation,—an exhibition at which 
men's eyes have respite from the slaughter of their fellow-men. But it was quite the reverse. The previous combats 
were the essence of compassion; but now all the trifling is put aside and it is pure murder. The men have no 
defensive armour. They are exposed to blows at all points, and no one ever strikes in vain. Many persons prefer this 
programme to the usual pairs and to the bouts " by request." Of course they do; there is no helmet or shield to deflect 
the weapon. What is the need of defensive armour, or of skill? All these mean delaying death. In the morning they 
throw men to the lions and the bears; at noon, they throw them to the spectators. The spectators demand that the 
slayer shall face the man who is to slay him in his turn; and they always reserve the latest conqueror for another 
butchering. The outcome of every fight is death, and the means are fire and sword. This sort of thing goes on while 
the arena is empty.    You may retort: " But he was a highway robber; he killed a man ! " And what of it? Granted 
that, as a murderer, he deserved this punishment, what crime have you committed, poor fellow, that you should 
deserve to sit and see this show? In the morning they cried " Kill him ! Lash him ! Burn him : Why does he meet the 
sword in so cowardly a way? Why does he strike so feebly? Why doesn't he die game? Whip him to meet his 
wounds! Let them receive blow for blow, with chests bare and exposed to the stroke! " And when the games stop for 
the intermission, they announce : " A little throat-cutting in the meantime, so that there may still be something going 
on ! " 
 Come now; do you not understand even this truth, that a bad example reacts on the agent? Thank the 
immortal gods that you are teaching cruelty to a person who cannot learn to be cruel. The young character, which 
cannot hold fast to righteousness, must be rescued from the mob; it is too easy to side with the majority. Even 
Socrates, Cato, and Laelius might have been shaken in their moral strength by a crowd that was unlike them; so true 
it is that none of us, no matter how much he cultivates his abilities, can withstand the shock of faults that approach, 
as it were, with so great a retinue. Much harm is done by a single case of indulgence or greed; the familiar friend, if 
he be luxurious, weakens and softens us imperceptibly; the neighbour, if he be rich, rouses our covetousness; the 
companion, if he be slanderous, rubs off' some of his rust upon us, even though we be spotless and sincere. What 
then do you think the effect will be on character, when the world at large assaults it! You must either imitate or 
loathe the world. 
 But both courses are to be avoided; you should not copy the bad simply because they are many, nor should 
you hate the many because they are unlike you. Withdraw into yourself, as far as you can. Associate with those who 
will make a better man of you. Welcome those whom you yourself can improve. The process is mutual; for men 
learn while they teach. There is no reason why pride in advertising your abilities should lure you into publicity, so 
that you should desire to recite or harangue before the general public. Of course I should be willing for you to do so 
if you had a stock-in-trade that suited such a mob; as it is, there is not a man of them who can understand you. One 
or two individuals will perhaps come in your way, but even these will have to be moulded and trained by you so that 
they will understand you. You may say : "For what purpose did I learn all these things?" But you need not fear that 
you have wasted your efforts; it was for yourself that you learned them. 
 In order, however, that 1 may not to-day have learned exclusively for myself, I shall share with you three 
excellent sayings, of the same general purport, which have come to my attention. This letter will give you one of 
them as payment of my debt; the other two you may accept as a contribution in advance. Democritus says : "One 
man means as much to me as a multitude, and a multitude only as much as one man." The following also was nobly 
spoken by someone or other, for it is doubtful who the author was; they asked him what was the object of all this 
study applied to an art that would reach but very few. He replied : " I am content with few, content with one, content 
with none at all." The third saying—and a noteworthy one, too—is by Epicurus, written to one of the partners of his 
studies: " I write this not for the many, but for you; each of us is enough of an audience for the other." Lay these 
words to heart, Lucilius, that you may scorn the pleasure which comes from the applause of the majority. Many men 
praise you; but have you any reason for being pleased with yourself, if you are a person whom the many can 
understand? Your good qualities should face inwards.    Farewell. 
 



 

 

 
 

VIII   On the Philosopher's Seclusion 
 
 " Do you bid me," you say, " shun the throng, and withdraw from men, and be content with my own 
conscience? Where are the counsels of your school, which order a man to die in the midst of active work?'' As to the 
course  which I seem to you to be urging on you now and then, my object in shutting myself up and locking the door 
is to be able to help a greater number. I never spend a day in idleness; I appropriate even a part of the night for 
study. I do not allow time for sleep but yield to it when I must, and when my eyes are wearied with waking and 
ready to fall shut, I keep them at their task. I have withdrawn not only from men, but from affairs, especially from 
my own affairs; I am working for later generations, writing down some ideas that may be of assistance to them. 
There are certain wholesome counsels, which may be compared to prescriptions of useful drugs; these I am putting 
into writing; for I have found them helpful in ministering to my own sores, which, if not wholly cured, have at any 
rate ceased to spread. 
 I point other men to the right path, which I have found late in life, when wearied with wandering. I cry out 
to them : " Avoid whatever pleases the throng : avoid the gifts of Chance ! Halt before every good which Chance 
brings to you, in a spirit of doubt and fear; for it is the dumb animals and fish that are deceived by tempting hopes. 
Do you call these things the ' gifts ' of Fortune? They are snares. And any man among you who wishes to live a life 
of safety will avoid, to the utmost of his power, these limed twigs of her favour, by which we mortals, most 
wretched in this respect also, are deceived; for we think that we hold them in our grasp, but they hold us in theirs. 
Such a career leads us into precipitous ways, and life on such heights ends in a fall. Moreover, we cannot even stand 
up against prosperity when she begins to drive us to leeward; nor can we go down, either, ' with the : hip at least on 
her course,' or once for all; Fortune does not capsize us,—she plunges our hows under and dashes us on the rocks. 
 " Hold fast, then, to this sound and wholesome rule of life; that you indulge the body only so far as is 
needful for good health. The body should be treated more rigorously, that it may not be disobedient to the mind. Eat 
merely to relieve your hunger; drink merely to quench your thirst; dress merely to keep out the cold; house yourself 
merely as a protection against personal discomfort. It matters little whether the house be built of turf, or of variously 
coloured imported marble; understand that a man is sheltered just as well by a thatch as by a roof of gold. Despise 
everything that useless toil creates as an ornament and an object of beauty. And reflect that nothing except the soul 
is worthy of wonder; for to the soul, if it be great, naught is great."  
 When I commune in such terms with myself and with future generations, do you not think that I am doing 
more good than when I appear as counsel in court, or stamp my seal upon a will, or lend my assistance in the senate, 
by word or action, to a candidate? Believe me, those who seem to be busied with nothing are busied with the greater 
tasks; they are dealing at the same time with things mortal and things immortal. 
 But I must stop, and pay my customary contribution, to balance this letter. The payment shall not be made 
from my own property; for I am still conning Epicurus. I read to-day, in his works, the following sentence: " If you 
would enjoy real freedom, you must be the slave of Philosophy." The man who submits and surrenders himself to 
her is not kept waiting; he Is emancipated on the spot.    For the very service of Philosophy is freedom. 
 It is likely that you will ask me why I quote so many of Epicurus's noble words instead of words taken from 
our own school. But is there any reason why you should regard them as sayings of Epicurus and not common 
property? How many poets give forth ideas that have been uttered, or may be uttered, by philosophers ! I need not 
touch upon the tragedians and our writers of national drama; for these last are also somewhat serious, and stand half-
way between comedy and tragedy. What a quantity of sagacious verses lie buried in the mime ! How many of 
Publilius's lines are worthy of being spoken by buskin-clad actors, as well as by wearers of the slipper! I shall quote 
one verse of his, which concerns   philosophy, and  particularly that phase of it which we were discussing a moment 
ago, wherein he says that the gifts of Chance are not to be regarded as part of our possessions : 
   Still alien is whatever you have gained By coveting 
I recall that you yourself expressed this idea much more happily and concisely : 
   What Chance has made yours is not really yours. 
And a third, spoken by you still more happily, shall not be omitted: 
   The good that could be given, can be removed. 
I shall not charge this up to the expense account, because I have given it to you from your own stock. Farewell. 
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X   On   Living to  Oneself 

 
 Yes, I do not change my opinion: avoid the many, avoid the few, avoid even the individual. I know of no 
one with whom I should be willing to have you shared. And see what an opinion of you I have; for 1 dare to trust 
you with your own self. Crates, they say, the disciple of the very Stilbo whom I mentioned in a former letter, noticed 
a young man walking by himself, and asked him what he was doing all alone. " I am communing with myself," 
replied the youth. " Pray be careful, then," said Crates, " and take good heed; you are communing with a bad man!" 
 When persons are in mourning, or fearful about something, we are accustomed to watch them that we may 
prevent them from making a wrong use of their loneliness. No thoughtless person ought to be left alone; in such 
cases he only plans folly, and heaps up future dangers for himself or for others; he brings into play his base desires; 
the mind displays what fear or shame used to repress; it whets his boldness, stirs his passions, and goads his anger. 
And finally, the only benefit that solitude confers,—the habit of trusting no man, and of fearing no witnesses, —is 
lost to the fool; for he betrays himself. 
 Mark therefore what my hopes are for you,—nay, rather, what I am promising myself, inasmuch as hope is 
merely the title of an uncertain blessing: I do not know any person with whom I should prefer you to associate rather 
than yourself. I remember in what a great-souled way you hurled forth certain phrases, and how full of strength they 
were! I immediately congratulated myself and said : " These words did not come from the edge of the lips; these 
utterances have a solid foundation. This man is not one of the many; he has regard for his real welfare." Speak, and 
live, in this way; see to it that nothing keeps you down. As for your former prayers, you may dispense the gods from 
answering them; offer new prayers; pray for a sound mind and for good health, first of soul and then of body. And of 
course you should offer those prayers frequently. Call boldly upon God; you will not be asking him for that which 
belongs to another. 
 But I must, as is my custom, send a little gift along with this letter. It is a true saying which I have found in 
Athenodorus: " Know that thou art freed from all desires when thou hast reached such a point that thou prayest to 
God for nothing except what thou canst pray for openly." But how foolish men are now ! They whisper the basest of 
prayers to heaven; but if anyone listens, they are silent at once. That which they are unwilling for men to know, they 
communicate to God. Do you not think, then, that some such wholesome advice as this could be given you: " Live 
among men as if God beheld you; speak with God as if men were listening "? Farewell. 
 

XV   On   Brawn   and   Brains 
 
 The old Romans had a custom which survived even into my lifetime. They would add to the opening words 
of a letter : " If you are well, it is well; I also   am  well."  Persons like  ourselves would do well to say : " If you are 
studying philosophy, it is well." For this is just what "being well'' means. Without philosophy the mind is sickly, and 
the body, too, though it may be very powerful, is strong only as that of a madman or a lunatic is strong. This, then, is 
the sort of health you should primarily cultivate; the other kind of health comes second, and will involve little effort, 
if you wish to be well physically. It is indeed foolish, my dear Lucilius, and very unsuitable for a cultivated man, to 
work hard over developing the muscles and broadening the shoulders and strengthening the lungs. For although your 
heavy feeding produce good results and your sinews grow solid, you can never be a match, either in strength or in 
weight, for a first-class bull. Besides, by overloading the body with food you strangle the soul and render it less 
active. Accordingly, limit the flesh as much as possible, and allow free play to the spirit. Many inconveniences beset 
those who devote themselves to such pursuits. In the first place, they have their exercises, at which they must work 
and waste their life-force and render it less fit to bear a strain or the severer studies. Second, their keen edge is 
dulled by heavy eating. Besides, they must take orders from slaves of the vilest stamp,—men who alternate between 
the oil-flask and the flagon, whose day passes satisfactorily if they have got up a good perspiration and quaffed, to 
make good what they have lost in sweat, huge draughts of liquor which will sink deeper because of their fasting. 
Drinking and sweating,—it's the life of a dyspeptic !   
 Now there are short and simple exercises which tire the body rapidly, and so save our time; and time is 
something of which we ought to keep strict account.  These exercises are running, brandishing weights, and 
jumping,—high-jumping or broad-jumping, or the kind which I may call " the Priest's dance,"  or, in slighting 



 

 

terms," the clothes-cleaner's jump."  Select for practice any one of these, and you will find it plain and easy. But 
whatever you do, come back soon from body to mind. The mind must be exercised both day and night, for it is 
nourished by moderate labour; and this form of exercise need not be hampered by cold or hot weather, or even by 
old age. Cultivate that good which improves with the years. Of course I do not command you to be always bending 
over your books and your writing materials; the mind must have a change,—but a change of such a kind that it is not 
unnerved, but merely unbent. Riding in a litter shakes up the body, and does not interfere with study; one may read, 
dictate, converse, or listen to another; nor does walking prevent any of these things. 
 You need not scorn voice-culture; but I forbid you to practise raising and lowering your voice by scales and 
specific intonations. What if you should next propose to take lessons in walking ! If you consult the sort of person 
whom starvation has taught new tricks, you will have someone to regulate your steps, watch every mouthful as you 
eat, and go to such lengths as you yourself, by enduring him and believing in him, have encouraged his effrontery to 
go. " What, then? " you will ask; " is my voice to begin at the outset with shouting and straining the lungs to the 
utmost? " No; the natural thing is that it be aroused to such a pitch by easy stages, just as persons who are wrangling 
begin with ordinary conversational tones and then pass to shouting at the top of their lungs.    No speaker cries " 
Help me, citizens!" at the outset of his speech. Therefore, whenever your spirit's impulse prompts you, raise a 
hubbub, now in louder now in milder tones, according as your voice, as well as your spirit, shall suggest to you, 
when you are moved to such a performance. Then let your voice, when you rein it in and call it back to earth, come 
down gently, not collapse; it should trail off in tones half way between high and low, and should not abruptly drop 
from its raving in the uncouth manner of countrymen. For our purpose is, not to give the voice exercise, but to make 
it give us exercise. 
 You see, I have relieved you of no slight bother; and I shall throw in a little complementary present,— it is 
Greek, too. Here is the proverb; it is an excellent one : " The fool's life is empty of gratitude and full of fears; its 
course lies wholly toward the future." " Who uttered these words?" you say. The same writer whom I mentioned 
before." And what sort of life do you think is meant by the fool's life? That of Baba and Isio? No; he means our own, 
for we are plunged by our blind desires into ventures which will harm us, but certainly will never satisfy us; for if 
we could be satisfied with anything, we should have been satisfied long ago; nor do we reflect how pleasant it is to 
demand nothing, how noble it is to be contented and not to be dependent upon Fortune. Therefore continually 
remind yourself, Lucilius, how many ambitions you have attained. When you see many ahead of you, think how 
many are behind ! If you would thank the gods, and be grateful for your past life, you should contemplate how many 
men you have outstripped. But what have you to do with the others? You have outstripped yourself. 
 Fix a limit which you will not even desire to pass, should you have the power. At last, then, away with all 
these treacherous goods ! They look better to those who hope for them than to those who have attained them. If there 
were anything substantial in them, they would sooner or later satisfy you; as it is, they merely rouse the drinkers' 
thirst. Away with fripperies which only serve for show! As to what the future's uncertain lot has in store, why should 
I demand of Fortune that she give, rather than demand of myself that I should not crave? And why should I crave? 
Shall I heap up my winnings, and forget that man's lot is unsubstantial? For what end should I toil? Lo, to-day is the 
last; if not, it is near the last.     Farewell. 
 

XVI   On Philosophy, the Guide of  Life 
 
 It is clear to you, I am sure, Lucilius, that no man can live a happy life, or even a supportable life, without 
the study of wisdom; you know also that a happy life is reached when our wisdom is brought to completion, but that 
life is at least endurable even when our wisdom is only begun. This idea, however, clear though it is, must be 
strengthened and implanted more deeply by daily reflection; it is more important for you to keep the resolutions you 
have already made than to go on and make noble ones. You must persevere, must develop new strength by 
continuous study, until that which is only a good inclination becomes a good settled purpose. Hence you no longer 
need to come to me with much talk and protestations;  I know that you have made great progress. I understand the 
feelings which prompt your words; they are not feigned or specious words. Nevertheless I shall tell you what I 
think,—that at present I have hopes for you, but not yet perfect trust. And I wish that you would adopt the same 
attitude towards yourself; there is no reason why you should put confidence in yourself too quickly and readily. 
Examine yourself; scrutinize and observe yourself in divers ways; but mark, before all else, whether it is in 
philosophy or merely in life itself that you have made progress. Philosophy is no trick to catch the public; it is not 
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devised for show. It is a matter, not of words, but of facts. It is not pursued in order that the day may yield some 
amusement before it is spent, or that our leisure may be relieved of a tedium that irks us. It moulds and constructs 
the soul; it orders our life, guides our conduct, shows us what we should do and what we should leave undone; it sits 
at the helm and directs our course as we waver amid uncertainties. Without it, no one can live fearlessly or in peace 
of mind. Countless things that happen every hour call for advice; and such advice is to be sought in philosophy. 
 Perhaps someone will say : " How can philosophy help me, if Fate exists? Of what avail is philosophy, if 
God rules the universe? Of what avail is it, if Chance governs everything? For not only is it impossible to change 
things that are determined, but it is also impossible to plan beforehand against what is undetermined; either God has 
forestalled my plans, and decided what I am to do, or else Fortune gives no free play to my plans." Whether the 
truth, Lucilius, lies in one or in all of these views, we must be philosophers; whether Fate binds us down by an 
inexorable law, or whether God as arbiter of the universe has arranged everything, or whether Chance drives and 
tosses human affairs without method, philosophy ought to be our defence. She will encourage us to obey God 
cheerfully, but Fortune defiantly; she will teach us to follow God and endure Chance. But it is not my purpose now 
to be led into a discussion as to what is within our own control,—if foreknowledge is supreme, or if a chain of fated 
events drags us along in its clutches, or if the sudden and the unexpected play the tyrant over us; I return now to my 
warning and my exhortation, that you should not allow the impulse of your spirit to weaken and grow cold. Hold 
fast to it and establish it firmly, in order that what is now impulse may become a habit of the mind. 
 If I know you well, you have already been trying to find out, from the very beginning of my letter, what 
little contribution it brings to you. Sift the letter, and you will find it. You need not wonder at any genius of mine; 
for as yet I am lavish only with other men's property.—But why did. I say " other men "? Whatever is well said by 
anyone is mine.— This also is a saying of Epicurus: "If you live according to nature, you will never be poor; if you 
live according to opinion, you will never be rich." Nature's wants are slight; the demands of opinion are boundless. 
Suppose that the property of many millionaires is heaped up in your possession. Assume that fortune carries you far 
beyond the limits of a private income, decks you with gold, clothes you in purple, and brings you to such a degree of 
luxury and wealth that you can bury the earth under your marble floors; that you may not only possess, but tread   
upon,  riches.     Add  statues,  paintings,  and whatever any art has devised for the satisfaction of luxury; you will 
only learn from such things to crave still greater. 
 Natural desires are limited; but those which spring from false opinion can have no stopping-point. The false 
has no limits. When you are travelling on a road, there must be an end; but when astray, your wanderings are 
limitless. Recall your steps, therefore, from idle things, and when you would know whether that which you seek is 
based upon a natural or upon a misleading desire, consider whether it can stop at any definite point. If you find, after 
having travelled far, that there is a more distant goal always in view, you may be sure that this condition is contrary 
to nature.    Farewell. 
 

XXV   On Reformation 
   
 With regard to these two friends of ours, we must proceed along different lines; the faults of the one are to 
be corrected, the other's are to be crushed out. I shall take every liberty; for I do not love this one if I am unwilling to 
hurt his feelings. " What," you say, " do you expect to keep a forty-year-old ward under your tutelage? Consider his 
age, how hardened it now is, and past handling! Such a man cannot be re-shaped; only young minds are moulded." I 
do not know whether I shall make progress; but I should prefer to lack success rather than to lack faith. You need 
not despair of curing sick men even when the disease is chronic, if only you hold out against excess and force them 
to do and submit to many things against their will. As regards our other friend I am not sufficiently confident, either, 
except for the fact that he still has sense of shame enough to blush for his sins. This modesty should be fostered; so 
long as it endures in his soul, there is some room for hope. But as for this veteran of yours, I think we should deal 
more carefully with him, that he may not become desperate about himself. There is no better time to approach him 
than now, when he has an interval of rest and seems like one who has corrected his faults. Others have been cheated 
by this interval of virtue on his part, but he does not cheat me. I feel sure that these faults will return, as it were, with 
compound interest, for just now, I am certain, they are in abeyance but not absent. I shall devote some time to the 
matter, and try to see whether or not some-thins can be done. 
 But do you yourself, as indeed you are doing, show me that you are stout-hearted; lighten your baggage for 
the march. None of our possessions is essential. Let us return to the law of nature; for then riches are laid up for us. 



 

 

The things which we actually need are free for all, or else cheap; nature craves only bread and water. No one is poor 
according to this standard; when a man has limited his desires within these bounds, he can challenge the happiness 
of Jove himself, as Epicurus says. I must insert in this letter one or two more of his sayings: " Do everything as if 
Epicurus were watching you." There is no real doubt that it is good for one to have appointed a guardian over 
oneself, and to have someone whom you may look up to, someone whom you may regard as a witness of your 
thoughts. It is, indeed, nobler by far to live as you would live under the eyes of some good man, always at your side; 
but nevertheless I am content if you only act, in whatever you do, as you would act if anyone at all were looking on; 
because solitude prompts us to all kinds of evil. And when you have progressed so far that you have also respect for 
yourself, you may send away your attendant; but until then, set as a guard over yourself the authority of some man, 
whether your choice be the great Cato,or Scipio, or Laelius,—or any man in whose presence even abandoned 
wretches would check their bad impulses. Meantime, you are engaged in making of yourself the sort of person in 
whose company you would not dare to sin. When this aim has been accomplished and you begin to hold yourself in 
some esteem, I shall gradually allow you to do what Epicurus, in another passage, suggests: " The time when you 
should most of all withdraw into yourself is when you are forced to be in a crowd." 
 You ought to make yourself of a different stamp from the multitude. Therefore, while it is not yet safe to 
withdraw into solitude, seek out certain individuals; for everyone is better off in the company of somebody or 
other,—no matter who,—than in his own company alone. " The time when you should most of all withdraw into 
yourself is when you are forced to be in a crowd." Yes, provided that you are a good, tranquil, and self-restrained 
man; otherwise, you had better withdraw into a crowd in order to get away from your self. Alone, you are too close 
to a rascal.    Farewell. 
 

XXXII      On Progress 
 
 I have been asking about you, and inquiring of everyone who comes from your part of the country, what 
you are doing, and where you are spending your time, and with whom. You cannot deceive me; for I am with you. 
Live just as if I were sure to get news of your doings, nay, as if I were sure to behold them.     And if' you wonder 
what particularly pleases 
me that I hear concerning you, it is that I hear nothing, that most of those whom I ask do not know what you are 
doing. 
 This is sound practice,—to refrain from associating with men of different stamp and different aims. And I 
am indeed confident that you cannot be warped, that you will stick to your purpose, even though the crowd may 
surround and seek to distract you. What, then, is on my mind? I am not afraid lest they work a change in you; but I 
am afraid lest they may hinder your progress. And much harm is done even by one who holds you back, especially 
since life is so short; and we make it still shorter by our unsteadiness, by making ever fresh beginnings at life, now 
one and immediately another. We break up life into little bits, and fritter it away. Hasten ahead, then, dearest 
Lucilius, and reflect how greatly you would quicken your speed if an enemy were at your back, or if you suspected 
the cavalry were approaching and pressing hard upon your steps as you fled. It is true; the enemy is indeed pressing 
upon you; you should therefore increase your speed and escape away and reach a safe position, remembering 
continually what a noble thing it is to round out your life before death comes, and then await in peace the remaining 
portion of your time, claiming*1 nothing for yourself, since you are in possession of the happy life; for such a life is 
not made happier for being longer. O when shall you see the time when you shall know that time means nothing to 
you, when you shall be peaceful and calm, careless of the morrow, because you are enjoying your life to the full? 
 Would you know what makes men greedy for the future?    It is because no one has yet found himself. Your 
parents, to be sure, asked other blessings for you; but I myself pray rather that you may despise all those things 
which your parents wished for you in abundance. Their prayers plunder many another person, simply that you may 
be enriched. Whatever they make over to you must be removed from someone else. I pray that you may get such 
control over yourself that your mind, now shaken by wandering thoughts, may at last come to rest and be steadfast, 
that it may be content with itself and, having attained an understanding of what things are truly good,—and they are 
in our possession as soon as we have this knowledge,—that it may have no need of added years. He has at length 
passed beyond all necessities,—he has won his honourable discharge and is free,—who still lives after his life has 
been completed.     Farewell. 
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XXXIV    On a Promising Pupil 
 
 I grow in spirit and leap for joy and shake off my years and my blood runs warm again, whenever I 
understand, from your actions and your letters, how far you have outdone yourself; for as to the ordinary man, you 
left him in the rear long ago. If the farmer is pleased when his tree develops so that it bears fruit, if the shepherd 
takes pleasure in the increase of his flocks, if every man regards his pupil as though he discerned in him his own 
early manhood,—what, then, do you think are the feelings of those who have trained a mind and moulded a young-
idea, when they see it suddenly grown to maturity? 
 I claim you for myself; you are my handiwork, When I saw your abilities, I laid my hand upon you," 1 
exhorted you, I applied the goad and did not permit you to march lazily, but roused you continually. And now I do 
the same; but by this time I am cheering on one who is in the race and so in turn cheers me on. 
 " What else do you want of me, then? " you ask; "the will is still mine." Well, the will in this case is almost 
everything, and not merely the half, as in the proverb " A task once begun is half done." It is more than half, for the 
matter of which we speak is determined by the soul. Hence it is that the larger part of goodness is the will to become 
good. You know what I mean by a good man? One who is complete, finished,—whom no constraint or need can 
render bad. I see such a person in you, if only you go steadily on and bend to your task, and see to it that all your 
actions and words harmonize and correspond with each other and are stamped in the same mould. If a man's acts are 
out of harmony, his soul is crooked.     Farewell. 
 

XXXV    On the Friendship of Kindred Minds 
 
 When I urge you so strongly to your studies, it is my own interest which I am consulting; I want your 
friendship, and it cannot fall to my lot unless you proceed, as you have begun, with the task of developing yourself. 
For now, although you love me, you are not yet my friend. " But," you reply, "are these words of different 
meaning?" Nay, more, they are totally unlike in meaning.  A friend loves you, of course; but one who loves you is 
not in every case your friend. Friendship, accordingly, is always helpful, but love sometimes even does harm. Try to 
perfect yourself, if for no other reason, in order that you may learn how to love. 
 Hasten, therefore, in order that, while thus perfecting yourself for my benefit, you  may not have learned 
perfection for the benefit of another. To be sure, I am already deriving some profit by imagining that we two shall be 
of one mind, and that whatever portion of my strength has yielded to age will return to me from your strength, 
although there is not so very much difference in our ages. But yet I wish to rejoice in the accomplished fact. We feel 
a joy over those whom we love, even when separated from them, but such a joy is light and fleeting; the sight of a 
man, and his presence, and communion with him, afford something of living pleasure; this is true, at any rate, if one 
not only sees the man one desires, but the sort of man one desires. Give yourself to me, therefore, as a gift of great 
price, and, that you may strive the more, reflect that you yourself are mortal, and that I am old. Hasten to find me, 
but hasten to find yourself first. Make progress, and, before all else, endeavour to be consistent with yourself. And 
when you would find out whether you have accomplished anything, consider whether you desire the same things to-
day that you desired yesterday. A shifting of the will indicates that the mind is at sea, heading in various directions, 
according to the course of the wind. But that which is settled and solid does not wander from its place. This is the 
blessed lot of the completely wise man, and also, to a certain extent, of him who is progressing and has made some 
headway. Now what is the difference between these two classes of men? The one is in motion, to be sure, but does 
not change its position; it merely tosses up and down where it is; the other is not in motion at all.     Farewell. 
 

XXXVIII    On Quiet Conversation 
 
 You are right when you urge that we increase our mutual traffic in letters. But the greatest benefit is to be 
derived from conversation, because it creeps by degrees into the soul. Lectures prepared beforehand and spouted in 
the presence of a throng have in them more noise but less intimacy. Philosophy is good advice; and no one can give 
advice at the top of his lungs. Of course we must sometimes also make use of these harangues, if I may so call them, 



 

 

when a doubting member needs to be spurred on; but when the aim is to make a man learn, and not merely to make 
him wish to learn, we must have recourse to the low-toned words of conversation. They enter more easily, and stick 
in the memory; for we do not need many words, but, rather, effective words. 
 Words should be scattered like seed; no matter how small the seed may be, if it has once found favourable 
ground, it unfolds its strength and from an insignificant thing spreads to its greatest growth.  Reason grows in the 
same way; it is not large to the outward view, but increases as it does its work. Few words are spoken; but if the 
mind has truly caught them, they come into their strength and spring up. Yes, precepts and seeds have the same 
quality; they produce much, and yet they are slight things. Only, as I said, let a favourable mind receive and 
assimilate them. Then of itself the mind also will produce bounteously in its turn, giving back more than it has 
received.    Farewell. 
 

XL     On  the  Proper Style  for  a Philosopher's Discourse 
 
 I thank you for writing to me so often; for you are revealing your real self to me in the only way you can. I 
never receive a letter from you without being in your company forthwith. If the pictures of our absent friends are 
pleasing to us, though they only refresh the memory and lighten our longing by a solace that is unreal and 
unsubstantial, how much more pleasant is a letter, which brings us real traces, real evidences, of an absent friend ! 
For that which is sweetest when we meet face to face is afforded by the impress of a friend's hand upon his letter, —
recognition. 
 You write me that you heard a lecture by the philosopher Serapio, when he landed at your present place of 
residence. " He is wont," you say, " to wrench up his words with a mighty rush, and he does not let them flow forth 
one by one, but makes them crowd and dash upon each other. For the words come in such quantity that a single 
voice is inadequate to utter them." I do not approve of this in a philosopher; his speech, like his life, should be 
composed; and nothing that rushes headlong and is hurried is well ordered. That is Why, in Homer, the rapid style, 
which sweeps down without a break like a snow-squall, is assigned to the younger speaker; from the old man 
eloquence flows gently, sweeter than honey. 
 Therefore, mark my words; that forceful manner of speech, rapid and copious, is more suited to a 
mountebank than to a man who is discussing and teaching an important and serious subject. But I object just as 
strongly that he should drip out his words as that he should go at top speed; he should neither keep the ear on the 
stretch, nor deafen it. For that poverty-stricken and thin-spun style also makes the audience less attentive because 
they are weary of its stammering slowness; nevertheless, the word which has been long awaited sinks in more easily 
than the word which flits past us on the wing. Finally, people speak of " handing down " precepts to their pupils; but 
one is not " handing down " that which eludes the grasp. Besides, speech that deals with the truth should be 
unadorned and plain.    This popular style has nothing to do with the truth; its aim is to impress the common herd, to 
ravish heedless ears by its speed; it does not offer itself for discussion, but snatches itself away from discussion. But 
how can that speech govern others which cannot itself be governed? May I not also remark that all speech which is 
employed for the purpose of healing our minds, ought to sink into us? Remedies do not avail unless they remain in 
the system. 
 Besides, this sort of speech contains a great deal of sheer emptiness; it has more sound than power. My 
terrors should be quieted, my irritations soothed, my illusions shaken off, my indulgences checked, my greed 
rebuked. And which of these cures can be brought about in a hurry? What physician can heal his patient on a flying 
visit? May I add that such a jargon of confused and ill-chosen words cannot afford pleasure, either? No; but just as 
you are well satisfied, in the majority of cases, to have seen through tricks which you did not think could possibly be 
done, so in the case of these word-gymnasts,—to have heard them once is amply sufficient. For what can a man 
desire to learn or to imitate in them? What is he to think of their souls, when their speech is sent into the charge in 
utter disorder, and cannot be kept in hand? Just as, when you run down hill, you cannot stop at the point where you 
had decided to stop, but your steps are carried along by the momentum of your body and are borne beyond the place 
where you wished to halt; so this speed of speech has no control over itself, nor is it seemly for philosophy; since 
philosophy should carefully place her words, not fling them out, and should proceed step by step. 
 " What then? " you say; " should not philosophy sometimes take a loftier tone? " Of course she should; but 
dignity of character should be preserved, and this is stripped away by such violent and excessive force. Let 
philosophy possess great forces, but kept well under control; let her stream flow unceasingly, but never become a 
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torrent. And I should hardly allow even to an orator a rapidity of speech like this, which cannot be called back, 
which goes lawlessly ahead; for how could it be followed by jurors, who are often inexperienced and untrained? 
Even when the orator is carried away by his desire to show off his powers, or by uncontrollable emotion, even then 
he should not quicken his pace and heap up words to an extent greater than the ear can endure. 
 You will be acting rightly, therefore, if you do not regard those men who seek how much they may say, 
rather than how they shall say it, and if for yourself you choose, provided a choice must be made, to speak as 
Publius Vinicius the stammerer does. When Asellius was asked how Vinicius spoke, he replied : " Gradually" ! (It 
was a remark of Geminus Varius, by the way: "I don't see how you can call that man ' eloquent'; why, he can't get 
out three words together.") Why, then, should you not choose to speak as Vinicius does? Though of course some 
wag may cross your path, like the person who said, when Vinicius was dragging out his words one by one, as if he 
were dictating and not speaking. " Say, haven't you anything to say?" And yet that were the better choice, for the 
rapidity of Quintus Haterius, the most famous orator of his age, is, in my opinion, to be avoided by a man of sense. 
Haterius never hesitated, never paused; he made only one start, and only one stop. 
 However, I suppose that certain styles of speech are more or less suitable to nations also; in a Greek you 
can put up with the unrestrained style, but we Romans, even when writing, have become accustomed to separate our 
words. And our compatriot Cicero, with whom Roman oratory sprang into prominence, was also a slow pacer.  The 
Roman language is more inclined to take stock of itself, to weigh, and to offer something worth weighing. Fabianus, 
a man noteworthy because of his life, his knowledge, and, less important than either of these, his eloquence also, 
used to discuss a subject with dispatch rather than with haste; hence you might call it ease rather than speed. I 
approve this quality in the wise man; but I do not demand it; only let his speech proceed unhampered, though I 
prefer that it should be deliberately uttered rather than spouted. 
 However, I have this further reason for frightening you away from the latter malady, namely, that you 
could only be successful in practising this style by losing your sense of modesty; you would have to rub all shame 
from your countenance, and refuse to hear yourself speak. For that heedless flow will carry with it many expressions 
which you would wish to criticize. And, I repeat, you could not attain it and at the same time preserve your sense of 
shame. Moreover, you would need to practise every day, and transfer your attention from subject matter to words. 
But words, even if they came to you readily and flowed without any exertion on your part, yet would have to be kept 
under control. For just as a less ostentatious gait becomes a philosopher, so does a restrained style of speech, far 
removed from boldness, Therefore, the ultimate kernel of my remarks is this :  I bid you be slow of speech.  
Farewell 
 

XLI    On the God Within Us 
 
 You are doing an excellent thing, one which will be wholesome for you, if, as you write me, you are 
persisting in your effort to attain sound understanding; it is foolish to pray for this when you can acquire it from 
yourself. We do not need to uplift our hands towards heaven, or to beg the keeper of a temple to let us approach his 
idol's ear, as if in this way our prayers were more likely to be heard. God is near you, he is with you, he is within 
you. This is what I mean, Lucilius : a holy spirit indwells within us. one who marks our good and bad deeds, and is 
our guardian. As we treat this spirit, so are we treated by it. Indeed, no man can be good without the help of God. 
Can one rise superior to fortune unless God helps him to rise? He it is that gives noble and upright counsel.    In each 
good man a god doth dwell, but what god know we not. 
 If ever you have come upon a grove that is full of ancient trees which have grown to an unusual height, 
shutting out a view of the sky by a veil of pleached and intertwining branches, then the loftiness of the forest, the 
seclusion of the spot, and your marvel at the thick unbroken shade in the midst of the open spaces, will prove to you 
the presence of deity. Or if a cave, made by the deep crumbling of the rocks, holds up a mountain on its arch, a place 
not built with hands but hollowed out into such spaciousness by natural causes, your soul will be deeply moved by a 
certain intimation of the existence of God. We worship the sources of mighty rivers; we erect altars at places where 
great streams burst suddenly from hidden sources; we adore springs of hot water as divine, and consecrate certain 
pools because of their dark waters or their immeasurable depth. If you see a man who is unterrified in the midst of 
dangers, untouched by desires, happy in adversity, peaceful amid the storm, who looks down upon men from a 
higher plane, and views the gods on a footing of equality, will not a feeling of reverence for him steal over you? 
Will you not say : " This quality is too great and too lofty to be regarded as resembling this petty body in which it 



 

 

dwells? A divine power has descended upon that man." When a soul rises superior to other souls, when it is under 
control, when it passes through every experience as if it were of small account, when it smiles at our fears and at our 
prayers, it is stirred by a force from heaven. A thing like this cannot stand upright unless it be propped by the divine. 
Therefore, a greater part of it abides in that place from whence it came down to earth. Just as the rays of the sun do 
indeed touch the earth, but still abide at the source from which they are sent; even so the great and hallowed soul, 
which has come down in order that we may have a nearer knowledge of divinity, does indeed associate with us, but 
still cleaves to its origin; on that source it depends, thither it turns its gaze and strives to go, and it concerns itself 
with our doings only as a being superior to ourselves. 
 What, then, is such  a soul?    One which is resplendent with no external good, but only with its own. For 
what is more foolish than to praise in a man the qualities which come from without? And what is more insane than 
to marvel at characteristics which may at the next instant be passed on to someone else? A golden bit does not make 
a better horse. The lion with gilded mane, in process of being trained and forced by weariness to endure the 
decoration, is sent into the arena in quite a different way from the wild lion whose spirit is unbroken; the latter, 
indeed, bold in his attack, as nature wished him to be, impressive because of his wild appearance,—and it is his 
glory that none can look upon him without fear,—is favoured  in preference to the other lion, that languid and gilded 
brute. 
 No man ought to glory except in that which is his own. We praise a vine if it makes the shoots teem with 
increase, if by its weight it bends to the ground the very poles which hold its fruit; would any man prefer to this vine 
one from which golden grapes and golden leaves hang down? In a vine the virtue peculiarly its own is fertility; in 
man also we should praise that which is his own. Suppose that he has a retinue of comely slaves and a beautiful 
house, that his farm is large and large his income; none of these things is in the man himself; they are all on the 
outside. Praise the quality in him which cannot be given or snatched away, that which is the peculiar property of the 
man. Do you ask what this is? It is soul, and reason brought to perfection in the soul. For man is a reasoning animal. 
Therefore, man's highest good is attained, if he has fulfilled the good for which nature designed him at   birth.     
And   what  is  it  which this   reason demands of him?   The easiest tiling in the world,—to live in accordance with 
his own nature. But this is turned into a hard task by the general madness of mankind; we push one another into 
vice. And how can a man be recalled to salvation, when he has none to restrain him, and all mankind to urge him 
on?    Farewell. 
 

LII   On Choosing Our Teachers 
 
 What is this force, Lucilius, that drags us in one direction when we are aiming in another, urging us on to 
the exact place from which we long to withdraw? What is it that wrestles with our spirit, and does not allow us to 
desire anything once for all? We veer from plan to plan. None of our wishes is free, none is unqualified, none is 
lasting. " But it is the fool," you say, "who is inconsistent; nothing suits him for long." But how or when can we tear 
ourselves away from this folly? No man by himself has sufficient strength to rise above it; he needs a helping hand, 
and some one to extricate him. 
 Epicurus remarks that certain men have worked their way to the truth without any one's assistance, carving 
out their own passage. And he gives special praise to these, for their impulse has come from within, and they have 
forged to the front by themselves. Again, he says, there are others who need outside help, who will not proceed 
unless someone leads the way, but who will follow faithfully. Of these, he says, Metrodorus was one; this type of 
man is also excellent, but belongs to the second grade. We ourselves are not of that first class, either; we shall be 
well treated if we are admitted into the second. Nor need you despise a man who can gain salvation only with the 
assistance of another; the will to be saved means a great deal, too. 
 You will find still another class of man,—and a class not to be despised,—who can be forced and driven 
into righteousness, who do not need a guide as much as they require someone to encourage and, as it were, to force 
them along.    This is  the third variety. If you ask me for a man of this pattern also, Epicurus tells us that 
Hermarchus was such. And of the two last-named classes, he is more ready to congratulate the one, but he feels 
more respect for the other; for although both reached the same goal, it is a greater credit to have brought about the 
same result with the more difficult material upon which to work. 
 Suppose that two buildings have been erected, unlike as to their foundations, but equal in height and in 
grandeur. One is built on faultless ground, and the process of erection goes right ahead. In the other case, the 
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foundations have exhausted the building materials, for they have been sunk into soft and shifting ground and much 
labour has been wasted in reaching the solid rock. As one looks at both of them, one sees clearly what progress the 
former has made, but the larger and more difficult part of the latter is hidden. So with men's dispositions; some are 
pliable and easy to manage, but others have to be laboriously wrought out by hand, so to speak, and are wholly 
employed in the making of their own foundations. I should accordingly deem more fortunate the man who has never 
had any trouble with himself; but the other, I feel, has deserved better of himself, who has won a victory over the 
meanness of his own nature, and has not gently led himself, but has wrestled his way, to wisdom. 
 You may be sure that this refractory nature, which demands much toil, has been implanted in us. There are 
obstacles in our path; so let us fight, and call to our assistance some helpers. " Whom," you say, " shall I call upon? 
Shall it be this man or that? "    There is another choice also open to you; you may go to the ancients; for they have 
the time to help you. We can get assistance not only from the living, but from those of the past. Let us choose, 
however, from among the living, not men who pour forth their words with the greatest glibness, turning out 
commonplaces, and holding, as it were, their own little private exhibitions,—not these, I say, but men who teach us 
by their lives, men who tell us what we ought to do and then prove it by practice, who show us what we should 
avoid, and then are never caught doing that which they have ordered us to avoid. 
 Choose as a guide one whom you will admire more when you see him act than when you hear him speak. 
Of course I would not prevent you from listening also to those philosophers who are wont to hold public meetings 
and discussions, provided they appear before the people for the express purpose of improving themselves and others, 
and do not practise their profession for the sake of self-seeking. For what is baser than philosophy courting' 
applause? Does the sick man praise the surgeon while he is operating? In silence and with reverent awe submit to 
the cure. Even though you cry applause, I shall listen to your cries as if you were groaning when your sores were 
touched. Do you wish to bear witness that you are attentive, that you are stirred by the grandeur of the subject? You 
may do this at the proper time : I shall of course allow you to pass judgment and cast a vote as to the better course. 
Pythagoras made his pupils keep silence for five years; do you think that they had the right on that account to break 
out immediately into applause? 
 How mad is he who leaves the lecture-room in a happy frame of mind simply because of applause from the 
ignorant! Why do you take pleasure in being praised by men whom you yourself cannot praise?  Fabianus used to 
give popular talks, but his audience listened with self-control. Occasionally a loud shout of praise would burst forth, 
but it was prompted by the greatness of his subject, and not by the sound of oratory that slipped forth pleasantly and 
softly. There should be a difference between the applause of the theatre and the applause of the school; and there is a 
certain decency even in bestowing praise. If you mark them carefully, all acts are always significant, and you can 
gauge character by even the most trifling signs. The lecherous man is revealed by his gait, by a movement of the 
hand, sometimes by a single answer, by his touching his head with a finger, by the shifting of his eye. The scamp is 
shown up by his laugh; the madman by his face and general appearance. These qualities become known by certain 
marks; but you can tell the character of every man when you see how he gives and receives praise. The philosopher's 
audience, from this corner and that, stretch forth admiring hands, and sometimes the adoring crowd almost hang 
over the lecturer's head. But, if you really understand, that is not praise; it is merely applause. These outcries should 
be left for the arts which aim to please the crowd; let philosophy be worshipped in silence. Young men, indeed, must 
sometimes have free play to follow their impulses, but it should only be at times when they act from impulse, and 
when they cannot force themselves to be silent. Such praise as that gives a certain kind of encouragement to the 
hearers themselves, and acts as a spur to the youthful mind. But let them be roused to the matter, and not to the style; 
otherwise, eloquence does them harm, making them enamoured of itself, and not of the subject. 
 I shall postpone this topic for the present; it demands a long and special investigation, to show how the 
public should be addressed, what indulgences should be allowed to a speaker on a public occasion, and what should 
be allowed to the crowd itself in the presence of the speaker. There can be no doubt that philosophy has suffered a 
loss, now that she has exposed her charms for sale. But she can still be viewed in her sanctuary, if her exhibitor is a 
priest and not a pedlar.     Farewell. 
 

LXXXIII    On Drunkenness 
 

 You bid me give you an account of each separate day, and of the whole day too; so you must have a good 
opinion of me if you think that in these days of mine there is nothing to hide. At any rate, it is thus that we should 



 

 

live,—as if we lived in plain sight of all men; and it is thus that we should think, —as if there were someone who 
could look into our inmost souls; and there is one who can so look. For what avails it that something is hidden from 
man? Nothing is shut off from the sight of God. He is witness of our souls, and he comes into the very midst of our 
thoughts—comes into them, I say, as one who may at any time depart. I shall therefore do as you bid, and shall 
gladly inform you by letter what I am doing, and in what sequence. I shall keep watching myself continually, and—a 
most useful habit—shall review each day. For this is what makes us wicked: that no one of us looks back over his 
own life. Our thoughts are devoted only to what we are about to do. And yet our plans for the future always depend 
on the past. 
 To-day has been unbroken; no one has filched the slightest part; of it from me. The whole time has been 
divided between rest and reading. A brief space has been given over to bodily exercise, and on this ground I can 
thank old age—my exercise costs very little effort; as soon as I stir, I am tired. And weariness is the aim and end of 
exercise, no matter how strong one is. Do you ask who are my pace-makers? One is enough for me,—the slave 
Pharius, a pleasant fellow, as you know; but I shall exchange him for another. At my time of life I need one who is 
of still more tender years. Pharius, at any rate, says that he and I are at the same period of life; for we are both losing 
our teeth." Yet even now I can scarcely follow his pace as he runs, and within a very short time I shall not be able to 
follow him at all; so you see what profit we get from daily exercise. Very soon does a wide interval open between 
two persons who travel different ways. My slave is climbing up at the very moment when I am coming down, and 
you surely know how much quicker the latter is. Nay, I was wrong; for now my life is not coming down; it is falling 
outright. Do you ask, for all that, how our race resulted to-day? We raced to a tie,— something which rarely happens 
in a running contest. After tiring myself out in this way (for I cannot call it exercise), I took a cold bath; this, at my 
house, means just short of hot. I, the former cold-water enthusiast, who used to celebrate the new year by taking a 
plunge into the canal, who, just as naturally as I would set out to do some reading or writing, or to compose a 
speech, used to inaugurate the first of the year with a plunge into the Virgo aqueduct, have changed my allegiance, 
first to the Tiber, and then to my favourite tank, which is warmed only by the sun, at times when I am most robust 
and when there is not a flaw in my bodily processes. I have very little energy left for bathing. After the bath, some 
stale bread and breakfast without a table; no need to wash the hands after such a meal. Then comes a very short nap. 
You know my habit; I avail myself of a scanty bit of sleep, — unharnessing, as it were. For I am satisfied if I can 
just stop staying awake. Sometimes I know that I have slept; at other times, I have a mere suspicion. 
 Lo, now the din of the Races sounds about me! My ears are smitten with sudden and general cheering. But 
this does not upset my thoughts or even break their continuity. I can endure an uproar with complete resignation. 
The medley of voices blended in one note sounds to me like the dashing of waves, or like the wind that lashes the 
tree-tops, or like any other sound which conveys no meaning. 
 What is it, then, you ask, to which I have been giving my attention? I will tell you. A thought sticks in my 
mind, left over from yesterday,—namely., what men of the greatest sagacity have meant when they have offered the 
most trifling and intricate proofs for problems of the greatest importance, — proofs which may be true, but none the 
less resemble fallacies. Zeno, that greatest of men, the revered founder of our brave and holy school of philosophy, 
wishes to discourage us from drunkenness. Listen, then, to his arguments proving that the good man will not get 
drunk: “No one entrusts a secret to a drunken man; but one will entrust a secret to a good man; therefore, the good 
man will not get drunk." . . . [a great deal of time is spent reviewing arguments against drunkenness] 
 Therefore you should state why the wise man ought not to get drunk. Explain by facts, and not by mere 
words, the hideousness of the thing, and its haunting evils. Do that which is easiest of all—namely, demonstrate that 
what men call pleasures are punishments as soon as they have exceeded due bounds. For if you try to prove that the 
wise man can souse himself with much wine and yet keep his course straight, even though he be in his cups, you 
may go on to infer by syllogisms that he will not die if he swallows poison, that he will not sleep if he takes a 
sleeping-potion, that he will not vomit and reject the matter which clogs his stomach when you give him hellebore.    
But, when a man's feet totter and his tongue is unsteady, what reason have you for believing that he is half sober and 
half drunk?   Farewell 
 

LXXXIV    On  Gathering  Ideas 
 
 The journeys to which you refer—journeys that shake the laziness out of my system—I hold to be 
profitable both for my health and for my studies. You see why they benefit my health: since my passion for literature 
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makes me lazy and careless about my body, I can take exercise by deputy; as for my studies, I shall show you why 
my journeys help them, for I have not stopped my reading in the slightest degree. And reading, I hold, is 
indispensable —primarily, to keep me from being satisfied with myself alone, and besides, after I have learned what 
others have found out by their studies, to enable me to pass judgment on their discoveries and reflect upon 
discoveries that remain to be made. Reading nourishes the mind and refreshes it when it is wearied with study; 
nevertheless, this refreshment is not obtained without study. We ought not to confine ourselves either to writing or 
to reading; the one, continuous writing, will cast a gloom over our strength, and exhaust it; the other will make our 
strength flabby and watery. It is better to have recourse to them alternately, and to blend one with the other, so that 
the fruits of one's reading may be reduced to concrete form by the pen. 
 We should follow, men say, the example of the bees, who flit about and cull the flowers that are suitable for 
producing honey, and then arrange and assort in their cells all that they have brought in; these bees, as our Vergil 
says. 

pack close the flowing honey,  
And swell their cells with nectar sweet." 

It is not certain whether the juice which they obtain from the flowers forms at once into honey, or whether they 
change that which they have gathered into this delicious object by blending something therewith and by a certain 
property of their breath. For some authorities believe that bees do not possess the art of making honey, but only of 
gathering it; and they say that in India honey has been found on the leaves of certain reeds, produced by a dew 
peculiar to that climate, or by the juice of the reed itself, which has an unusual sweetness and richness. And in our 
own grasses too, they say, the same quality exists, although less clear and less evident; and a creature born to fulfil 
such a function could hunt it out and collect it. Certain others maintain that the materials which the bees have culled 
from the most delicate of blooming and flowering plants is transformed into this peculiar substance by a process of 
preserving and careful storing away, aided by what might be called fermentation,—whereby separate elements are 
united into one substance. 
 But I must not be led astray into another subject than that which we are discussing. We also, I say, ought to 
copy these bees, and sift whatever we have gathered from a varied course of reading, for such things are better 
preserved if they are kept separate; then, by applying the supervising care with which our nature has endowed us,—
in other words, our natural gifts,—we should so blend those several flavours into one delicious compound that, even 
though it betrays its origin, yet it nevertheless is clearly a different thing from that whence it came.    This is what 
we see nature doing in our own bodies without any labour on our part; the food we have eaten, as long as it retains 
its original quality and floats in our stomachs as an undiluted mass, is a burden; but it passes into tissue and blood 
only when it has been changed from its original form. So it is with the food which nourishes our higher nature,—we 
should see to it that whatever we have absorbed should not be allowed to remain unchanged, or it will be no part of 
us. We must digest it; otherwise it will merely enter the memory and not the reasoning power. Let us loyally 
welcome such foods and make them our own, so that something that is one may be formed out of many elements, 
just as one number is formed of several elements whenever, by our reckoning, lesser sums, each different from the 
others, are brought together. This is what our mind should do: it should hide away all the materials by which it has 
been aided, and bring to light only what it has made of them. Even if there shall appear in you a likeness to him who, 
by reason of your admiration, has left a deep impress upon you, I would have you resemble him as a child resembles 
his father, and not as a picture resembles its original; for a picture is a lifeless thing. 
 " What," you say, " will it not be seen whose style you are imitating, whose method of reasoning, whose 
pungent sayings?" I think that sometimes it is impossible for it to be seen who is being imitated, if the copy is a true 
one; for a true copy stamps its own form upon all the features which it has drawn from what we may call the 
original, in such a way that they are combined into a unity. Do you not see how many voices there are in a chorus? 
Yet out  of the  many only one voice results.    In that chorus one voice takes the tenor, another the bass, another the 
baritone. There are women, too, as well as men, and the flute is mingled with them. In that chorus the voices of the 
individual singers are hidden; what we hear is the voices of all together. To be sure, I am referring to the chorus 
which the old - time philosophers knew; in our present - day exhibitions  we have a larger number of singers than 
there used to be spectators in the theatres of old. All the aisles are filled with rows of singers; brass instruments 
surround the auditorium; the stage resounds with flutes and instruments of every description; and yet from the 
discordant sounds a harmony is produced. 
 I would have my mind of such a quality as this; it should be equipped with many arts, many precepts, and 
patterns of conduct taken from many epochs of history; but all should blend harmoniously into one. “How," you ask, 



 

 

“can this be accomplished?” By constant effort, and by doing nothing without the approval of reason. And if you are 
willing to hear her voice, she will say to you: " Abandon those pursuits which heretofore have caused you to run 
hither and thither. Abandon riches, which are either a danger or a burden to the possessor. Abandon the pleasures of 
the body and of the mind; they only soften and weaken you. Abandon your quest for office; it is a swollen, idle, and 
empty thing, a thing that has no goal, as anxious to see no one outstrip it as to see no one at its heels. It is afflicted 
with envy, and in truth with a twofold envy; and you see how wretched a man's plight is if he who is the object of 
envy feels envy also." 
 Do you behold yonder homes of the great, yonder thresholds   uproarious with  the   brawling   of those 
who would pay their respects?   They have many an insult for you as you enter the door, and still more after you 
have entered. Pass by the steps that mount to rich men's houses, and the porches rendered hazardous by the huge 
throng; for there you will be standing, not merely on the edge of a precipice but also on slippery ground. Instead of 
this, direct your course hither to wisdom, and seek her ways, which are ways of surpassing peace and plenty. 
Whatever seems conspicuous in the affairs of men—however petty it may really be and prominent only by contrast 
with the lowest objects—is nevertheless approached by a difficult and toilsome pathway. It is a rough road that leads 
to the heights of greatness; but if you desire to scale this peak, which lies far above the range of Fortune, you will 
indeed look down from above upon all that men regard as most lofty, but none the less you can proceed to the top 
over level ground. Farewell. 
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