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Aurelius, Marcus, Marcus is most famous for a work his subjects never saw, the intimate 

notebook in which he recorded (in Greek) his own reflections on human life and the ways of the 

gods, perhaps before retiring at night. The title Meditations is purely modern: τά εἰς ἑαυτὸν (‘to 
himself’), found in our MSS, may not go back to the author, but is surely accurate. Internal 
evidence suggests that he was past his prime when he wrote (2. 2, and other references to his age 

or imminent death), and that at least parts were composed during his lengthy campaigns against 

the German tribes. It seems to have survived almost by accident; it was unknown to the writers of 

his time and for long afterwards, but seems to have surfaced in the 4th cent. (Them., Or. 6. 81c, 

not a certain allusion). In general the closest analogies for the thought are with Epictetus, but 

Marcus is interested less in sustained exposition. The style, often eloquent and poetic, can also be 

compressed, obscure, and grammatically awkward. All of this is understandable if he was writing 

memoranda for his eyes alone.

Although divided by moderns into twelve ‘books’, the work seems not to have a clear structure. 
Brief epigrams are juxtaposed with quotations (usually of moral tags, occasionally of longer 

passages: esp. 7. 38–42, 11. 30–9) and with more developed arguments on divine providence, the 
brevity of human life, the necessity for moral effort, and tolerance of his fellow human beings. 

Frustratingly, these pensées are almost invariably generalized: we do not learn Marcus' secret 

thoughts about his family, members of the court, or military policy. We do, however, get some 

idea of his personality and preoccupations.

The first book of the Meditations is a different matter, being more coherent than the others; it may 

have been composed independently. Here Marcus goes through a list of his closer relatives and 

several teachers, recording what he owes to each—in some cases a specific lesson, but more often 
a general moral example. This list culminates in two long passages on what he owes to his 

predecessor Antoninus Pius, and to the gods (1. 16 and 17). Though often allusive and obscure, 

these give us unique access to the mind of an ancient ruler, and the whole book is a precious 

personal document.

In the rest of the work, though technical discussion of Stoic doctrine is avoided, certain recurrent 

themes stand out: the need to avoid distractions and concentrate on making the correct moral 

choice; the obligation of individuals to work for the common good (e.g. 6. 54: ‘What does not 
benefit the hive does not benefit the bee’); the unity of mankind in a world-city (4. 4; cf. G. R. 
Stanton, Phronesis 1968, 183 ff.); insistence on the providence of the gods, often combined with 

rejection of the Epicurean alternative that all is random movement of atoms (e.g. 6. 17, 8. 39). 

Duty and social responsibility are strongly emphasized; Marcus was keenly aware of the 

temptations of power (e.g. 5. 16, 6. 30 ‘do not be Caesarified’). Thoughts of providence lead him to 
contemplate the vastness of time and space, and the guiding pattern that according to the Stoics 
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gives order to the universe (e.g. 10. 5). There is also a more melancholy note, of resignation and 

pessimism. Though determined to persevere in his moral efforts, the author is often resigned to 

their futility (8. 4; 9. 29 ‘who will change men's convictions?’). Hymns to the grandeur and order 
of the universe (4. 23, 5. 4) can give way to revulsion and disgust (8. 24). Above all, Marcus is 

fascinated by life's transience and the way in which all great men, even philosophers and 

emperors, pass on and are forgotten (4. 32, 33, 48, 50, etc.). His most lasting achievement is a 

work which has inspired readers as different as Sir Thomas Browne, Matthew Arnold, and Cecil 

Rhodes.
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