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Introduction


JOHN SELLARS



The book that you now have in your hands contains the private notebooks of Marcus Aurelius Antoninus, Emperor of Rome from 161 until his death in 180. They were probably written in the 170s, while Marcus was on campaign against Germanic tribes attacking the northern border of the Roman Empire, not far from the location of the modern city of Vienna. Marcus was born in 121, so he would have been in his 50s, a late-middle-aged man dealing with the responsibilities that go with being the ruler of the western world. Yet Marcus was not merely an emperor; he was also a philosopher – and had been since his youth. Ancient accounts describe a bookish young boy more interested in reading than in paying attention to chariot races in the stadium or gladiatorial games in the arena. He studied with a number of philosophers – many of them Stoics – and he mentions the most important of them in the opening book of the Meditations: Diognetus, Rusticus, Apollonius (I.6–8). His early reputation for virtue led to his subsequent adoption into the imperial family and ultimately his ascension to the position of Emperor. Marcus also pays his respects to his biological and adoptive families in Book I of the Meditations, and in particular to his father by adoption, the Emperor Antoninus Pius (I.16). Indeed Book I is a carefully crafted record of Marcus’s debts to people who had significantly contributed to the shaping of his character and his life.


The subsequent books of the Meditations, from II to XII, are quite different from Book I. Here we get a chance to read Marcus’s private notebook jottings, written to and for himself. Indeed, the title of the book that has come down to us translates literally as To Himself (the English title Meditations comes from the first English translation by Meric Casaubon, published in 1634, which was called Meditations Concerning Himselfe). It was never intended for wider circulation, let alone formal publication. The private nature of the text is underlined by the presence of some passages that allude to events in Marcus’s daily life, the details of which are simply unknown to us. Elsewhere we find series of quotations, presumably jotted down from what he happened to be reading at the time. These include passages from Homer and the Greek tragedians, but the majority come from the philosophers Heraclitus, Plato and Epictetus. There are reminders to himself, reflections on his own mortality, summaries of philosophical ideas and more. There’s also a good deal of repetition and there doesn’t appear to be any obvious structure.


While all this is true, it would be a mistake to treat this work as merely a series of idle thoughts written in a diary. In writing these things down, Marcus was engaged in a philosophical process of self-cultivation. The reminders and repetitions were all aimed at digesting key philosophical ideas into himself. Previous Roman Stoics such as Seneca and Epictetus – both of whose works Marcus had read – explicitly discussed such a process of digesting ideas into oneself. Seneca warned against jumping around too much between different books. ‘You must linger among a limited number of master- thinkers, and digest their works,’ he wrote to his correspondent Lucilius. Developing the analogy, he added ‘food does no good and is not assimilated into the body if it leaves the stomach as soon as it is eaten’. Epictetus took it even further: ‘Sheep do not bring their fodder to the shepherds and show how much they have eaten, but they digest their food within them, and on the outside produce wool and milk.’ Similarly, his students ought to ‘make no display to the layman of your philosophical principles but let them see the results which come from the principles when digested’. Marcus himself drew a different analogy, comparing his goal of self-transformation with dyeing a piece of cloth a new colour: ‘As are your repeated imaginations so will your mind be, for the soul is dyed by its imaginations. Dye it, then, in a succession of imaginations like these.’ (V.16)


In order to do this, Marcus employed a range of techniques. One was repetition – a deliberate feature, not a stylistic weakness. Another was known as ‘the premeditation of future evils’. This involved reflecting in advance on potentially unpleasant things that could happen in order to prepare oneself mentally in case they do, and to be all the more grateful if they don’t. We see an example of this in the opening section of Book II, where Marcus prepares himself for the day ahead by reflecting on the unpleasant people that he is likely to meet (and, it is worth stressing, reminding himself that they do not behave this way deliberately). Another technique that Marcus used often is sometimes referred to as ‘the view from above’. This involves looking down on human life from a third person perspective, in order to put daily troubles and concerns into a significantly wider context. Just one example among many can be found at VII.48: ‘Look upon earthly things below as if from some place above them – herds, armies, farms, weddings, divorces, births, deaths, noise of law courts, lonely places, divers foreign nations, festivals, mournings, market places’. From this higher perspective, none of these things seem especially noteworthy; all of them are daily occurrences of no great significance and, consequently, there is no reason to be overly distressed by them. Closely connected to this was his use of what we might call ‘physical descriptions’ of events and objects that are often invested with great value by people. At VI.13 he writes, ‘Surely it is an excellent plan, when you are seated before delicacies and choice foods, to impress upon your imagination that this is the dead body of a fish, that the dead body of a bird or a pig […]. Surely these are excellent imaginations, going to the heart of actual facts and penetrating them so as to see the kind of things they really are.’ Elsewhere, at III.11, he gives an account of how this technique works and what it hopes to achieve: ‘Always make a figure or outline of the imagined object as it occurs, in order to see distinctly what it is in its essence, naked, as a whole and parts; and say to yourself its individual name and the names of the things of which it was compounded and into which it will be broken up. For nothing is so able to create greatness of mind as the power methodically and truthfully to test each thing that meets one in life.’


His aim in all this was to ingest the central philosophical ideas of Stoicism, the ancient school to which he was most drawn, and of which he has become probably the most famous adherent. Stoic philosophy was first developed in Athens, around the beginning of the third century BC, over four hundred years before Marcus was born. It offered a comprehensive system of thought embracing logic, physics and ethics, and many of its central themes can be seen throughout the Meditations. The Stoics taught that Nature is a single living organism, pervaded by a rational principle that they identified with God. Humans are part of this organism and, they argued, living in harmony with Nature is necessary in order to ensure a smooth and content life. This in part involves accepting whatever happens, either as an inevitable product of causal determinism, or as an expression of divine will, which for the Stoics were one and the same thing. Alongside this the Stoics also taught that the only thing truly necessary for a good, happy life is an excellent state of mind. This involves being rational and virtuous, as befits a rational, social animal. By contrast external goods, such as wealth or health or social status, are not necessary in order to live well, even if it might be perfectly natural to prefer them over their opposites. Much of the disquiet in our lives, the Stoics argued, is the product of making value judgements about these sorts of external goods and then pursuing them excessively. When we fail to secure them – which is bound to happen often, given that they are things out of our control – this can lead to negative emotions that inhibit our ability to enjoy what they called ‘a smooth flow of life’.


Marcus embraces these Stoic ideas, but he never tries to present them formally. Indeed, why would he if he was simply writing to himself? Instead what we find in the Meditations are a series of attempts by Marcus to integrate some of these Stoic ideas into his own life. This is inevitably a highly personal and idiosyncratic enterprise. Marcus stresses some aspects of Stoic philosophy more than others, reflecting his own preferences and the topics on which he felt he needed to work most himself. It might be helpful briefly to comment on the most important and recurrent themes.


First, the role of judgements. Marcus says to himself more than once that everything is judgement (e.g. II.15, XII.8, XII.26). By this he means that our lives are shaped by the value judgements we make about things. This was an idea he inherited from the Stoic Epictetus, who famously said in his Handbook that it’s not things that upset people but their judgements about things. What we take to be good or bad, worth pursuing or avoiding, find admirable or distressing – all this is the product of the value judgements we make about the things we experience. In particular Marcus is keen to remind himself that his own mental suffering is ultimately the product of his judgements and so consequently it is entirely within his own power to avoid it (e.g. XII.22, XII.25). The task, then, is to try to distinguish between what we actually experience and the judgements we more-or-less unconsciously add to our experiences. Marcus uses the phrase ‘first impressions’ to refer to experiences untouched by human judgements (e.g. VIII.49); the raw data of sense experience, so to speak. These are simple presentations of facts. By stripping away our value judgements we can gain a clearer and more dispassionate view of things.


What do we find if we manage to do this? This leads us to the second central theme: change. Marcus reminds himself again and again that everything is in a continual process of change. Nothing stays the same from one moment to the next. Things grow and flourish but will also, inevitably, perish and decay. The cycle of life and death is unending; this is simply what Nature is. This was an idea that the Stoics took over from the early Greek philosopher Heraclitus, and the influence of his thought can be seen throughout the Meditations. Marcus often comments on the transitory character of all things, but a good part of his attention is directed at his own mortality. His own death, he often notes, is but one more natural and inevitable change, no different to any other process in Nature.


Yet Nature isn’t merely a collection of processes of change. This takes us to our third theme: Nature as a unity. Marcus follows the earlier Stoics in seeing Nature as a unified, living organism, animated by a divine rational principle. Although he can often seem hesitant on this topic, unable to choose between providential order and atomic chaos, he ultimately remains committed to the view that Nature is marked by some kind of rational organization. As parts of Nature, we are all integrated into this larger unity. If we isolate ourselves from the larger whole, we become like a branch broken off a tree (XI.8) or a dismembered limb (VIII.34).


Not only are we parts of Nature, we are also – our fourth and final theme – parts of a global community embracing all humankind. Marcus often refers to what he calls the cosmic city (e.g. X.15, XII.36), of which all rational beings are members. This reflects the fact that we are not merely rational but also social animals. Marcus comments that we are sociable by nature (IV.24) and that we exist for the sake of one another (e.g. VII.55, IX.1, IX.42). In our natural state we spontaneously act for the welfare of others and for the benefit of the whole community. The anti-social person has lost sight of this fact about humanity and is alienated from their true nature. Their failure is ultimately one of ignorance, so we ought not to punish them too harshly, Marcus reminds himself. Such thoughts were all the more important for someone whose position regularly required him to pass judgement on others.


We do not know what happened to the Meditations after Marcus’s death. There are a couple of passing references by later ancient authors but, for the most part, they remained unknown for many centuries. Excerpts circulated during the Renaissance, but the full text wasn’t printed for the first time until relatively late, in the second half of the sixteenth century. The work started to gain popularity in the seventeenth century, and it has been widely read ever since. Many readers treat the book as a guide to how to live. While that is entirely understandable, it is worth remembering that this is in no way a prescriptive text. It doesn’t claim to give definitive answers and Marcus never presumes to have attained the virtue and wisdom to which he aspires. Instead it is simply a window into one man’s attempt to navigate the ups and downs of his own life. This may itself be one of the reasons why readers have found the book so appealing. Reading the Meditations is an opportunity to follow Marcus’s attempt to live a life shaped by the principles of Stoicism and an invitation to do the same oneself.







BOOK I


1


From my grandfather Verus: the lessons of noble character and even temper.


2


From my father’s reputation and my memory of him: modesty and manliness.


3


From my mother: piety and bountifulness, to keep myself not only from doing evil but even from dwelling on evil thoughts, simplicity too in diet and to be far removed from the ways of the rich.


4


From my mother’s grandfather: not to have attended public schools but enjoyed good teachers at home, and to have learned the lesson that on things like these it is a duty to spend liberally.


5


From my tutor: not to become a partisan of the Green jacket or the Blue in the races, nor of Thracian or Samnite gladiators; to bear pain and be content with little; to work with my own hands, to mind my own business, and to be slow to listen to slander.


6


From Diognetus: to avoid idle enthusiasms; to dis-believe the professions of sorcerers and impostors about incantations and exorcism of spirits and the like; not to cock-fight or to be excited about such sports; to put up with plain-speaking and to become familiar with philosophy; to hear the lectures first of Baccheius, then of Tandasis and Marcian, in boyhood to write essays and to aspire to the camp-bed and skin coverlet and the other things which are part of the Greek training.


7


From Rusticus: to get an impression of need for reform and treatment of character; not to run off into zeal for rhetoric, writing on speculative themes, discoursing on edifying texts, exhibiting in fanciful colours the ascetic or the philanthropist. To avoid oratory, poetry, and preciosity; not to parade at home in ceremonial costume or to do things of that kind; to write letters in the simple style, like his own from Sinuessa to my mother. To be easily recalled to myself and easily reconciled with those who provoke and offend, as soon as they are willing to meet me. To read books accurately and not be satisfied with superficial thinking about things or agree hurriedly with those who talk round a subject. To have made the acquaintance of the Discourses of Epictetus, of which he allowed me to share a copy of his own.


8


From Apollonius: moral freedom, not to expose oneself to the insecurity of fortune; to look to nothing else, even for a little while, except to reason. To be always the same, in sharp attacks of pain, in the loss of a child, in long illnesses. To see clearly in a living example that a man can be at once very much in earnest and yet able to relax.


Not to be censorious in exposition; and to see a man who plainly considered technical knowledge and ease in communicating general truths as the least of his good gifts. The lesson how one ought to receive from friends what are esteemed favours, neither lowering oneself on their account, nor returning them tactlessly.


9


From Sextus: graciousness, and the pattern of a household governed by its head, and the notion of life according to Nature. Dignity without pretence, solicitous consideration for friends, tolerance of amateurs and of those whose opinions have no ground in science.


A happy accommodation to every man, so that not only was his conversation more agreeable than any flattery, but he excited the greatest reverence at that very time in the very persons about him. Certainty of grasp, and method in the discovery and arrangement of the principles necessary to human life.


Never to give the impression of anger or of any other passion, but to be at once entirely passionless and yet full of natural affection. To praise without noise, to be widely learned without display.


10


From Alexander the grammarian: to avoid fault-finding and not to censure in a carping spirit any who employ an exotic phrase, a solecism, or harsh expression, but oneself to use, neatly and precisely, the correct phrase, by way of answer or confirmation or handling of the actual question – the thing, not its verbal expression – or by some other equally happy reminder.


11


From Fronto: to observe how vile a thing is the malice and caprice and hypocrisy of absolutism; and generally speaking that those whom we entitle ‘Patricians’ are somehow rather wanting in the natural affections.


12


From Alexander the Platonist: seldom and only when absolutely necessary to say to anyone or write in a letter: ‘I am too busy’; nor by such a turn of phrase to evade continually the duties incident to our relations to those who live with us, on the plea of ‘present circumstances’.
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