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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. 
 
XIX On Worldliness and Retirement  
 

I leap for joy whenever I receive letters from you. For they fill me with hope; they are now not 
mere assurances concerning you, but guarantees. And I beg and pray you to proceed in this course; for what 
better request could I make of a friend than one which is to be made for his own sake? If possible, 
withdraw yourself from all the business of which you speak; and if you cannot do this, tear yourself away. 
We have dissipated enough of our time already - let us in old age begin to pack up our baggage.  Surely 
there is nothing in this that men can begrudge us. We have spent our lives on the high seas; let us die in 
harbour. Not that I would advise you to try to win fame by your retirement; one's retirement should neither 
be paraded nor concealed. Not concealed, I say, for I shall not go so far in urging you as to expect you to 
condemn all men as mad and then seek out for yourself a hiding-place and oblivion; rather make this your 
business, that your retirement be not conspicuous, though it should be obvious.  In the second place, while 
those whose choice is unhampered from the start will deliberate on that other question, whether they wish 
to pass their lives in obscurity, in your case there is not a free choice. Your ability and energy have thrust 
you into the work of the world; so have the charm of your writings and the friendships you have made with 



Letter XIX (continued) 
famous and notable men. Renown has already taken you by storm. You may sink yourself into the depths 
of obscurity and utterly hide yourself; yet your earlier acts will reveal you.  You cannot keep lurking in the 
dark; much of the old gleam will follow you wherever you fly. 

Peace you can claim for yourself without being disliked by anyone, without any sense of loss, and 
without any pangs of spirit. For what will you leave behind you that you can imagine yourself reluctant to 
leave? Your clients? But none of these men courts you for yourself; they merely court something from you. 
People used to hunt friends, but now they hunt pelf; if a lonely old man changes his will, the morning-caller 
transfers himself to another door. Great things cannot be bought for small sums; so reckon up whether it is 
preferable to leave your own true self, or merely some of your belongings. Would that you had had the 
privilege of growing old amid the limited circumstances of your origin, and that fortune had not raised you 
to such heights! You were removed far from the sight of wholesome living by your swift rise to prosperity, 
by your province, by your position as procurator, and by all that such things promise; you will next acquire 
more important duties and after them still more. And what will be the result?  Why wait until there is 
nothing left for you to crave? That time will never come. We hold that there is a succession of causes, from 
which fate is woven; similarly, you may be sure, there is a succession in our desires; for one begins where 
its predecessor ends. You have been thrust into an existence which will never of itself put an end to your 
wretchedness and your slavery. Withdraw your chafed neck from the yoke; it is better that it should be cut 
off once for all, than galled for ever.  If you retreat to privacy, everything will be on a smaller scale, but 
you will be satisfied abundantly; in your present condition, however, there is no satisfaction in the plenty 
which is heaped upon you on all sides. Would you rather be poor and sated, or rich and hungry? Prosperity 
is not only greedy, but it also lies exposed to the greed of others. And as long as nothing satisfies you, you 
yourself cannot satisfy others. 

"But," you say, "how can I take my leave?" Any way you please. Reflect how many hazards you 
have ventured for the sake of money, and how much toil you have undertaken for a title! You must dare 
something to gain leisure, also, - or else grow old amid the worries of procuratorships abroad and 
subsequently of civil duties at home, living in turmoil and in ever fresh floods of responsibilities, which no 
man has ever succeeded in avoiding by unobtrusiveness or by seclusion of life. For what bearing on the 
case has your personal desire for a secluded life? Your position in the world desires the opposite! What if, 
even now, you allow that position to grow greater? But all that is added to your successes will be added to 
your fears. 

At this point I should like to quote a saying of Maecenas, who spoke the truth when he stood on 
the very summit: "There's thunder even on the loftiest peaks." If you ask me in what book these words are 
found, they occur in the volume entitled Prometheus. He simply meant to say that these lofty peaks have 
their tops surrounded with thunder-storms. But is any power worth so high a price that a man like you 
would ever, in order to obtain it, adopt a style so debauched as that? Maecenas was indeed a man of parts, 
who would have left a great pattern for Roman oratory to follow, had his good fortune not made him 
effeminate, - nay, had it not emasculated him! An end like his awaits you also, unless you forthwith shorten 
sail and, - as Maecenas was not willing to do until it was too late, - hug the shore! 

This saying of Maecenas's might have squared my account with you; but I feel sure, knowing you, 
that you will get out an injunction against me, and that you will be unwilling to accept payment of my debt 
in such crude and debased currency. However that may be, I shall draw on the account of Epicurus. He 
says: "You must reflect carefully beforehand with whom you are to eat and drink, rather than what you are 
to eat and drink. For a dinner of meats without the company of a friend is like the life of a lion or a wolf." 
This privilege will not be yours unless you withdraw from the world; otherwise, you will have as guests 
only those whom your slave-secretary sorts out from the throng of callers. It is, however, a mistake to select 
your friend in the reception-hall or to test him at the dinnertable. The most serious misfortune for a busy 
man who is overwhelmed by his possessions is, that he believes men to be his friends when he himself is 
not a friend to them, and that he deems his favours to be effective in winning friends, although, in the case 
of certain men, the more they owe, the more they hate. A trifling debt makes a man your debtor; a large one 
makes him an enemy. "What," you say, "do not kindnesses establish friendships?" They do, if one has had 
the privilege of choosing those who are to receive them, and if they are placed judiciously, instead of being 
scattered broadcast. 

Therefore, while you are beginning to call your mind your own, meantime apply this maxim of the 
wise: consider that it is more important who receives a thing, than what it is he receives. Farewell.  



 
LXII  On Good Company 
 

We are deceived by those who would have us believe that a multitude of affairs blocks their 
pursuit of liberal studies; they make a pretence of their engagements, and multiply them, when their 
engagements are merely with themselves. As for me, Lucilius, my time is free; it is indeed free, and 
wherever I am, I am master of myself. For I do not surrender myself to my affairs, but loan myself to them, 
and I do not hunt out excuses for wasting my time. And wherever I am situated, I carry on my own 
meditations and ponder in my mind some wholesome thought.  When I give myself to my friends, I do not 
withdraw from my own company, nor do I linger with those who are associated with me through some 
special occasion or some case which arises from my official position. But I spend my time in the company 
of all the best; no matter in what lands they may have lived, or in what age, I let my thoughts fly to them. 
Demetrius, for instance, the best of men, I take about with me, and, leaving the wearers of purple and fine 
linen, I talk with him, half-naked as he is, and hold him in high esteem. Why should I not hold him in high 
esteem? I have found that he lacks nothing. It is in the power of any man to despise all things, but of no 
man to possess all things. The shortest cut to riches is to despise riches. Our friend Demetrius, however, 
lives not merely as if he has learned to despise all things, but as if he has handed them over for others to 
possess. Farewell. 
 
 


