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General Impressions
1.
2.
3.
4.

Marcus Aurelius is a principled man of deep contemplation.
His meditations dwell on the concept of staying at ease, or calm and collected about all things.
He remains in a state of tranquility through exercises of what he considers right reason.
His right reason tells him to always remember to live life “in accordance with nature,” which is
the stoic ideal and mantra. Unfortunately, we are left to piece together what this means in his
manuscript as he says it without specifically defining what he means.
5. Marcus Aurelius makes great use of “perspective” in this text to drive home the point that what
is “accidental” in life is not worth worrying about. Something that is accidental is something
that might belong to or happen to good and bad men alike.
6. The Emperor dwells quite a lot on the topic of death, and how it is a vanity to place much
importance on one’s life. Life too, is an accidental.

Marcus Aurelius’ “Meditations” is a diary of the great Emperor’s thoughts. This is significant because it
is a mistake to read this as if it was a textbook. We cannot assume that the intended audience of this
work was anyone other than Marcus Aurelius himself. Marcus was at the end of his life when he wrote
the “meditations.”
Marcus Aurelius was truly a “philosopher king.” More than any other emperor before him, he allowed
citizens to speak their minds. However, I don’t go into his policies concerning Christianity or other
subjects to which he would have been opposed. He was clearly a Roman poly-theist with a metaphysical
leaning toward hermetic and neo-platonic views of the universe and the soul.

A Brief History


Raised with tutors, not a student of the public schools.



Became Co-Consul with Lucius because he held to a promise to honor Hadrian’s succession plan.
o
o

Imperator Caesar Marcus Aurelius Antoninus Augustus
Caesar Lucius Aurelius Verus Augustus



This was the first time Rome was ruled by two emperors.



War with Parthia (Persia) 161-166. Lucius lead the army for this campaign.



War with Germanic Tribes 166-180. Marcus managed to maintain the empire.

Character building
In the first book of the “Meditations,” Marcus Aurelius speaks of the men who influenced his
thought and taught him important lessons in life. Unfortunately he doesn’t go into detail about
most of the good character traits he lists. But, I have pulled out a few important ideas from his
litany.
On Self-Injury:
1. To be vexed at anything which happens is a separation from ourselves from nature.
2. The soul does violence to itself when it turns away from any man, or even moves toward him
with the intention of injuring, such as are the souls of those who are angry.
3. The soul does injury to itself when it is overpowered by pleasure or by pain.
4. When it plays a part, and does or says anything insincerely nd untruly.
5. When it allows any act of its own and any movement to be without an aim, and does anything
thoughtlessly and without considering what it is, it being right that even the smallest things be
done with reference to an end.
On making excuses:
"From Alexander the Platonic, not frequently nor without necessity to say to any one, or to
write in a letter, that I have no leisure; nor continually to excuse the neglect of duties required
by our relation to those with whom we live, by alleging urgent occupations."
On procrastination:
"Remember how long thou hast been putting off these things, and how often thou hast received
an opportunity from the gods, and yet dost not use it. Thou must now at last perceive of what
universe thou art a part, and of what administrator of the universe thy existence is an efflux, and
that a limit of time is fixed for thee, which if thou dost not use for clearing away the clouds from
thy mind, it will go and thou wilt go, and it will never return."
Criticisms from his Stoic teacher, Junius Rusticus:
"I learned not to be led astray to sophistic emulation, nor to writing on speculative matters, nor
to delivering little hortatory orations, nor to showing myself off as a man who practices much
discipline, or does benevolent acts in order to make a display; and to abstain from rhetoric, and
poetry, and fine writing; and not to walk about in the house in my outdoor dress, nor to do
other things of the kind; and to write my letters with simplicity"
From his Brother Severus:
“… I received the idea of a polity in which there is the same law for all, a polity administered
with regard to equal rights and equal freedom of speech, and the idea of a kingly government
which respects most of all the freedom of the governed.”

Stoic Principles
Determining what is not accidental
"That which does not make a man worse than he was, also does not make his life worse, nor
does it harm him either from without or from within."
"But death certainly, and life, honour and dishonour, pain and pleasure, all these things equally
happen to good men and bad, being things which make us neither better nor worse. Therefore
they are neither good nor evil."
"To the body belong sensations, to the soul appetites, to the intelligence principles. To receive
the impressions of forms by means of appearances belongs even to animals; to be pulled by the
strings of desire belongs both to wild beasts and to men who have made themselves into
women, and to a Phalaris and a Nero: and to have the intelligence that guides to the things
which appear suitable belongs also to those who do not believe in the gods, and who betray
their country, and do their impure deeds when they have shut the doors. If then everything else
is common to all that I have mentioned, there remains that which is peculiar to the good man,
to be pleased and content with what happens, and with the thread which is spun for him; and
not to defile the divinity which is planted in his breast, nor disturb it by a crowd of images, but
to preserve it tranquil, following it obediently as a god, neither saying anything contrary to the
truth, nor doing anything contrary to justice."

Duty of the Individual, Human Nature
The individual is always able to be happy, because at all times, he is completely in charge of
all that matters.
"This thou must always bear in mind, what is the nature of the whole, and what is my nature,
and how this is related to that, and what kind of a part it is of what kind of a whole; and that
there is no one who hinders thee from always doing and saying the things which are according
to the nature of which thou art a part."
"If thou workest at that which is before thee, following right reason seriously, vigorously, calmly,
without allowing anything else to distract thee, but keeping thy divine part pure, as if thou
shouldst be bound to give it back immediately; if thou holdest to this, expecting nothing, fearing
nothing, but satisfied with thy present activity according to nature, and with heroic truth in
every word and sound which thou utterest, thou wilt live happy. And there is no man who is
able to prevent this."
Two Things must always be remembered: "the one, that nothing will happen to me which is not
conformable to the nature of the universe; and the other, that it is in my power never to act
contrary to my god and daemon: for there is no man who will compel me to this."
Retire to the ordered mind for tranquility
"Men seek retreats for themselves, houses in the country, sea-shores, and mountains; and thou
too art wont to desire such things very much. But this is altogether a mark of the most common
sort of men, for it is in thy power whenever thou shalt choose to retire into thyself. For nowhere
either with more quiet or more freedom from trouble does a man retire than into his own soul,
particularly when he has within him such thoughts that by looking into them he is immediately
in perfect tranquility; and I affirm that tranquility is nothing else than the good ordering of the
mind."
The ideal
"Never value anything as profitable to thyself which shall compel thee to break thy promise, to
lose thy self-respect, to hate any man, to suspect, to curse, to act the hypocrite, to desire
anything which needs walls and curtains: for he who has preferred to everything intelligence
and daemon and the worship of its excellence, acts no tragic part, does not groan, will not need
either solitude or much company; and, what is chief of all, he will live without either pursuing or
flying from death; but whether for a longer or a shorter time he shall have the soul inclosed in
the body, he cares not at all: for even if he must depart immediately, he will go as readily as if he
were going to do anything else which can be done with decency and order; taking care of this
only all through life, that his thoughts turn not away from anything which belongs to an
intelligent animal and a member of a civil community."

Humility through Perspective
Although the Stoic philosophy in general drives men toward a rational and principled lifestyle,
Eudaimonia, an ideal state of perfect happiness, is only reached when you can first realize what is
important, and what is not.
"Though thou shouldst be going to live three thousand years, and as many times ten thousand
years, still remember that no man loses any other life than this which he now lives, nor lives any
other than this which he now loses. The longest and shortest are thus brought to the same. For
the present is the same to all, though that which perishes is not the same; and so that which is
lost appears to be a mere moment. For a man cannot lose either the past or the future: for what
a man has not, how can any one take this from him? These two things then thou must bear in
mind; the one, that all things from eternity are of like forms and come round in a circle, and that
it makes no difference whether a man shall see the same things during a hundred years or two
hundred, or an infinite time; and the second, that the longest liver and he who will die soonest
lose just the same. For the present is the only thing of which a man can be deprived, if it is true
that this is the only thing which he has, and that a man cannot lose a thing if he has it not."
"Do not act as if thou wert going to live ten thousand years. Death hangs over thee. While thou
livest, while it is in thy power, be good."
Do not desire Fame and Praise
"But perhaps the desire of the thing called fame will torment thee.- See how soon everything is
forgotten, and look at the chaos of infinite time on each side of the present, and the emptiness
of applause, and the changeableness and want of judgement in those who pretend to give
praise, and the narrowness of the space within which it is circumscribed, and be quiet at last.
For the whole earth is a point, and how small a nook in it is this thy dwelling, and how few are
there in it, and what kind of people are they who will praise thee."
"He who has a vehement desire for posthumous fame does not consider that every one of those
who remember him will himself also die very soon; then again also they who have succeeded
them, until the whole remembrance shall have been extinguished as it is transmitted through
men who foolishly admire and perish."
"Consider, for example, the times of Vespasian. Thou wilt see all these things, people marrying,
bringing up children, sick, dying, warring, feasting, trafficking, cultivating the ground, flattering,
obstinately arrogant, suspecting, plotting, wishing for some to die, grumbling about the present,
loving, heaping up treasure, desiring counsulship, kingly power. Well then, that life of these
people no longer exists at all. Again, remove to the times of Trajan. Again, all is the same. Their
life too is gone. In like manner view also the other epochs of time and of whole nations, and see
how many after great efforts soon fell and were resolved into the elements…. For all things
soon pass away and become a mere tale, and complete oblivion soon buries them. And I say this
of those who have shone in a wondrous way. For the rest, as soon as they have breathed out
their breath, they are gone, and no man speaks of them."

Post-Humus Psychoanalysis
Marcus Aurelius spends so much time minimizing the importance of a human’s life and impact on the
world. When you take into consideration the fact this this book is a diary, it suggests that he struggled
with humility, fame and his own mortality.
"To conclude, always observe how ephemeral and worthless human things are, and what was
yesterday a little mucus to-morrow will be a mummy or ashes. Pass then through this little
space of time conformably to nature, and end thy journey in content, just as an olive falls off
when it is ripe, blessing nature who produced it, and thanking the tree on which it grew."
"Be like the promontory against which the waves continually break, but it stands firm and tames
the fury of the water around it.”
“Unhappy am I because this has happened to me.- Not so, but happy am I, though this has
happened to me, because I continue free from pain, neither crushed by the present nor fearing
the future."
"Do not then consider life a thing of any value. For look to the immensity of time behind thee,
and to the time which is before thee, another boundless space. In this infinity then what is the
difference between him who lives three days and him who lives three generations?"
Better to die in your prime
"For if he shall begin to fall into dotage, perspiration and nutrition and imagination and appetite,
and whatever else there is of the kind, will not fail; but the power of making use of ourselves,
and filling up the measure of our duty, and clearly separating all appearances, and considering
whether a man should now depart from life, and whatever else of the kind absolutely requires a
disciplined reason, all this is already extinguished."
"Nor is his life incomplete when fate overtakes him, as one may say of an actor who leaves the
stage before ending and finishing the play."

Echoes of Cognitive Psychology
Harm is perceived before it is felt:
"Take away thy opinion, and then there is taken away the complaint, 'I have been harmed.' Take
away the complaint, 'I have been harmed,' and the harm is taken away."
Good Fortune is a thought first:
"Fortunate means that a man has assigned to himself a good fortune: and a good fortune is
good disposition of the soul, good emotions, good actions."

Marcus Aurelius Waxes Poetic
Considering that he spoke in the first book of the futility of “rhetoric, poetry and fine writing”
many of his passages are very poetic.
About the importance of Philosophy:
"Of human life the time is a point, and the substance is in a flux, and the perception dull, and the
composition of the whole body subject to putrefaction, and the soul a whirl, and fortune hard to
divine, and fame a thing devoid of judgement. And, to say all in a word, everything which
belongs to the body is a stream, and what belongs to the soul is a dream and vapour, and life is
a warfare and a stranger's sojourn, and after-fame is oblivion. What then is that which is able to
conduct a man? One thing and only one, philosophy."
About Beauty:
"Everything which is in any way beautiful is beautiful in itself, and terminates in itself, not having
praise as part of itself. Neither worse then nor better is a thing made by being praised."
"Which of these things is beautiful because it is praised, or spoiled by being blamed? Is such a
thing as an emerald made worse than it was, if it is not praised? Or gold, ivory, purple, a lyre, a
little knife, a flower, a shrub?"
About Harmony with the Universe:
"Everything harmonizes with me, which is harmonious to thee, O Universe. Nothing for me is
too early nor too late, which is in due time for thee. Everything is fruit to me which thy seasons
bring, O Nature: from thee are all things, in thee are all things, to thee all things return."

Metaphysics
Nature of the Soul
"Souls which are removed into the air after subsisting for some time are transmuted and
diffused, and assume a fiery nature by being received into the seminal intelligence of the
universe, and in this way make room for the fresh souls which come to dwell there. And this is
the answer which a man might give on the hypothesis of souls continuing to exist."
There are two things to which you can always turn: "One is that things do not touch the soul, for
they are external and remain immovable; but our perturbations come only from the opinion
which is within. The other is that all these things, which thou seest, change immediately and will
no longer be; and constantly bear in mind how many of these changes thou hast already
witnessed. The universe is transformation: life is opinion."
"I am composed of the formal and the material; and neither of them will perish into nonexistence, as neither of them came into existence out of non-existence. Every part of me then
will be reduced by change into some part of the universe, and that again will change into
another part of the universe, and so on for ever. And by consequence of such a change I too
exist, and those who begot me, and so on for ever in the other direction."
Nature of the Universe
"Constantly regard the universe as one living being, having one substance and one soul; and
observe how all things have reference to one perception, the perception of this one living being;
and how all things act with one movement; and how all things are the cooperating causes of all
things which exist; observe too the continuous spinning of the thread and the contexture of the
web. Thou art a little soul bearing about a corpse, as Epictetus used to say."
"For two reasons then it is right to be content with that which happens to thee; the one,
because it was done for thee and prescribed for thee, and in a manner had reference to thee,
originally from the most ancient causes spun with thy destiny; and the other, because even that
which comes severally to every man is to the power which administers the universe a cause of
felicity and perfection, nay even of its very continuance."
"Think of the universal substance, of which thou hast a very small portion; and of universal time,
of which a short and indivisible interval has been assigned to thee; and of that which is fixed by
destiny, and how small a part of it thou art."

Quotations with Masonic Significance
"As physicians have always their instruments and knives ready for cases which suddenly require
their skill, so do thou have principles ready for the understanding of things divine and human,
and for doing everything, even the smallest, with a recollection of the bond which unites the
divine and human to one another. For neither wilt thou do anything well which pertains to man
without at the same time having a reference to things divine; nor the contrary."
"Dost thou not see the little plants, the little birds, the ants, the spiders, the bees working
together to put in order their several parts of the universe? And art thou unwilling to do the
work of a human being, and dost thou not make haste to do that which is according to thy
nature?"
"Show those qualities then which are altogether in thy power, sincerity, gravity, endurance of
labour, aversion to pleasure, contentment with thy portion and with few things, benevolence,
frankness, no love of superfluity, freedom from trifling magnanimity. Dost thou not see how
many qualities thou art immediately able to exhibit, in which there is no excuse of natural
incapacity and unfitness, and yet thou still remainest voluntarily below the mark?"
"As a horse when he has run, a dog when he has tracked the game, a bee when it has made the
honey, so a man when he has done a good act, does not call out for others to come and see, but
he goes on to another act, as a vine goes on to produce again the grapes in season -- Must a
man then be one of these, who in a manner act thus without observing it? Yes."
"Let the part of thy soul which leads and governs be undisturbed by the movements in the flesh,
whether of pleasure or of pain; and let it not unite with them, but let it circumscribe itself and
limit those affects to their parts. But when these affects rise up to the mind by virtue of that
other sympathy that naturally exists in a body which is all one, then thou must not strive to
resist the sensation, for it is natural: but let not the ruling part of itself add to the sensation the
opinion that it is either good or bad."

What should we do once we are staring into the depths of eternity?
Mostly Marcus Aurelius’ advice on how to proceed in all things is to stay in the present and take
a long-view on all things that aggravate you. More, the stoic philosophy discourages advocates
from taking responsibility for things out of their power.
Move beyond offense, and seek to assist:
"Art thou angry with him whose armpits stink? Art thou angry with him whose mouth smells
foul? What good will this danger do thee? He has such a mouth, he has such arm-pits: it is
necessary that such an emanation must come from such things but the man has reason, it will
be said, and he is able, if he takes pain, to discover wherein he offends- I wish thee well of thy
discovery. Well then, and thou hast reason: by thy rational faculty stir up his rational faculty;
show him his error, admonish him. For if he listens, thou wilt cure him, and there is no need of
anger."
Serenity Prayer revisited:
"What then is there which still detains thee here? If the objects of sense are easily changed and
never stand still, and the organs of perception are dull and easily receive false impressions; and
the poor soul itself is an exhalation from blood. But to have good repute amidst such a world as
this is an empty thing. Why then dost thou not wait in tranquility for thy end, whether it is
extinction or removal to another state? And until that time comes, what is sufficient? Why, what
else than to venerate the gods and bless them, and to do good to men, and to practice tolerance
and self-restraint; but as to everything which is beyond the limits of the poor flesh and breath,
to remember that this is neither thine nor in thy power."

