
From Letters to Lucilius*

Seneca

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 overnice
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.

The thought for today 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

*The translation is from the Loeb edition of 1917, by Richard Mott Gummere. The original Latin can
be found at Wikisource or at Tufts University’s Perseus Project.
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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.

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 ship at least on her course,’ or once for all; Fortune
does not capsize us—she plunges our bows under and dashes us on the rocks.

“Hold fast, then, to this sound andwholesome 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.”
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When I commune in such termswithmyself andwith 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.¹ 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;[7] 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!² 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.

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 during 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

¹ Seneca had offered Lucilius to end each letter with a sentence taken from a fellow philosopher as
object for meditation.
² That is, comedians and clowns.
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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—boyishness. 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? Noman 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.

Mostmen ebb and flow inwretchedness 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.³ 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
home, slain either openly or by guile; you will 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

³ A reference to the murder of Caligula on the Palatine, ad 41.
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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:⁴ “Poverty brought into conformity with
the law of nature, is great wealth.” Do you knowwhat 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.

On Festivals and Fasting

It is the month of December, and yet the city is at this very moment in a sweat. License
is given to the general merrymaking. Everything resounds with mighty preparations—
as if the Saturnalia differed at all from the usual business day! So true it is that the
difference is nil, that I regard as correct the remark of the man who said: “Once
December was a month; now it is a year.”⁵

If I had you with me, I should be glad to consult you and find out what you think
should be done—whether we ought tomake no change in our daily routine, or whether,
in order not to be out of sympathy with the ways of the public, we should dine in
gayer fashion and doff the toga. As it is now, we Romans have changed our dress
for the sake of pleasure and holiday-making, though in former times that was only
customary when the State was disturbed and had fallen on evil days. I am sure that,
if I know you aright, playing the part of an umpire you would have wished that we
should be neither like the liberty-capped⁶ throng in all ways, nor in all ways unlike
them; unless, perhaps, this is just the season when we ought to lay down the law to
the soul, and bid it be alone in refraining from pleasures just when the whole mob
has let itself go in pleasures; for this is the surest proof which a man can get of his
own constancy, if he neither seeks the things which are seductive and allure him to
luxury, nor is led into them. It shows much more courage to remain dry and sober

⁴ “The Garden” of Epicurus.
⁵ i.e., the whole year had become a Saturnalia.
⁶ The pilleus was worn by newly freed slaves and by the Roman populace on festive occasions.
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when the mob is drunk and vomiting; but it shows greater self-control to refuse to
withdraw oneself and to do what the crowd does, but in a different way—thus neither
making oneself conspicuous nor becoming one of the crowd. For onemay keep holiday
without extravagance.

I am so firmly determined, however, to test the constancy of yourmind that, drawing
from the teachings of great men, I shall give you also a lesson: Set aside a certain
number of days, during which you shall be content with the scantiest and cheapest
fare, with coarse and rough dress, saying to yourself the while: “Is this the condition
that I feared?” It is precisely in times of immunity from care that the soul should
toughen itself beforehand for occasions of greater stress, and it is while Fortune is kind
that it should fortify itself against her violence. In days of peace the soldier performs
manoeuvres, throws up earthworks with no enemy in sight, and wearies himself by
gratuitous toil, in order that hemay be equal to unavoidable toil. If youwould not have
aman flinchwhen the crisis comes, train him before it comes. Such is the course which
thosemen[4] have followedwho, in their imitation of poverty, have everymonth come
almost to want, that they might never recoil from what they had so often rehearsed.

You need not suppose that I mean meals like Timon’s,⁷ or “paupers’ huts,” or any
other device which luxurious millionaires use to beguile the tedium of their lives. Let
the pallet be a real one, and the coarse cloak; let the bread be hard and grimy. Endure
all this for three or four days at a time, sometimes for more, so that it may be a test of
yourself instead of a mere hobby. Then, I assure you, my dear Lucilius, you will leap
for joy when filled with a pennyworth of food, and you will understand that a man’s
peace of mind does not depend upon Fortune; for, even when angry she grants enough
for our needs.

There is no reason, however, why you should think that you are doing anything
great; for you will merely be doing what many thousands of slaves and many
thousands of poor men are doing every day. But you may credit yourself with this
item—that you will not be doing it under compulsion, and that it will be as easy for
you to endure it permanently as to make the experiment from time to time. Let us
practise our strokes on the “dummy”;⁸ let us become intimate with poverty, so that
Fortune may not catch us off our guard. We shall be rich with all the more comfort, if
we once learn how far poverty is from being a burden.

Even Epicurus, the teacher of pleasure, used to observe stated intervals, during
which he satisfied his hunger in niggardly fashion; he wished to see whether he
thereby fell short of full and complete happiness, and, if so, by what amount he fell
short, and whether this amount was worth purchasing at the price of great effort. At
any rate, he makes such a statement in the well known letter written to Polyaenus
in the archonship of Charinus. Indeed, he boasts that he himself lived on less than
a penny, but that Metrodorus, whose progress was not yet so great, needed a whole

⁷ Timon of Athens, eponymous character of the Shakespeare’s play, was the misanthrope par
excellence.
⁸ The post which gladiators used when preparing themselves for combats in the arena.
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penny. Do you think that there can be fullness on such fare? Yes, and there is pleasure
also—not that shifty and fleeting Pleasure which needs a fillip now and then, but a
pleasure that is steadfast and sure. For though water, barley-meal, and crusts of barley-
bread, are not a cheerful diet, yet it is the highest kind of Pleasure to be able to derive
pleasure from this sort of food, and to have reduced one’s needs to that modicum
which no unfairness of Fortune can snatch away. Even prison fare is more generous;
and those who have been set apart for capital punishment are not so meanly fed by the
man who is to execute them. Therefore, what a noble soul must one have, to descend
of one’s own free will to a diet which even those who have been sentenced to death
have not to fear! This is indeed forestalling the spearthrusts of Fortune.

So begin, my dear Lucilius, to follow the custom of these men, and set apart certain
days on which you shall withdraw from your business and make yourself at home
with the scantiest fare. Establish business relations with poverty.

Dare, O my friend, to scorn the sight of wealth,
And mould thyself to kinship with thy God.⁹

For he alone is in kinship with God who has scorned wealth. Of course I do not
forbid you to possess it, but I would have you reach the point at which you possess it
dauntlessly; this can be accomplished only by persuading yourself that you can live
happily without it as well as with it, and by regarding riches always as likely to elude
you.

But now I must begin to fold up my letter. “Settle your debts first,” you cry. Here is a
draft on Epicurus; he will pay down the sum: “Ungoverned anger begets madness.” You
cannot help knowing the truth of these words, since you have had not only slaves, but
also enemies. But indeed this emotion blazes out against all sorts of persons; it springs
from love as much as from hate, and shows itself not less in serious matters than in
jest and sport. And it makes no difference how important the provocation may be,
but into what kind of soul it penetrates. Similarly with fire; it does not matter how
great is the flame, but what it falls upon. For solid timbers have repelled a very great
fire; conversely, dry and easily inflammable stuff nourishes the slightest spark into a
conflagration. So it is with anger, my dear Lucilius; the outcome of a mighty anger is
madness, and hence anger should be avoided, not merely that we may escape excess,
but that we may have a healthy mind. Farewell.

. . .
. .
.

The Matheson Trust
For the Study of Comparative Religion

⁹ Vergil, Aeneid, viii, 364f.

7

http://themathesontrust.org

	On Discursiveness in Reading
	On the Philosopher's Seclusion
	On the Terrors of Death
	On Festivals and Fasting

