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iMarcus Aurelius (121–180 ce) was a Roman emperor and Stoic philosopher renowned for his wisdom, integrity and dedication to virtue. As one of the last “Five Good Emperors”, he governed during a time of political and military challenges, demonstrating remarkable leadership and resilience. His private writings, later compiled as Meditations, reveal a deeply reflective mind striving to live ethically and thoughtfully. Revered as one of history’s great thinkers, Aurelius’s philosophy emphasizes self-discipline, mindfulness and living in harmony with nature, offering timeless guidance for those seeking clarity and purpose in life.

Gill Hasson has 20 years’ experience teaching and writing on a range of issues to do with personal and professional development, mental health and wellbeing. She is the author of more than 22 books: the bestselling Mindfulness, Mindfulness Pocketbook, Emotional Intelligence, Positive Thinking, the Sunday Times bestseller How to Deal with Difficult People, plus other books on the subjects of resilience, communication skills and assertiveness.iiiii
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ixPreface

The collection of thoughts and ideas in Meditations comes from the personal journals of Marcus Aurelius (121–80 ce) during the years he was Roman emperor – from 161 to 180 ce.

He set down his musings, observations and thoughts on the Stoic approach to life simply for his own benefit – to help him think, act and live well. Centuries later, his writings were organized for publication into 12 books with numbered sections to refer to individual “meditations”.

Marcus’s collection of personal writings offers insights into Stoicism, an ancient Greek school of philosophy aimed at helping people to be virtuous and to understand the world – how to relate to it and how to best live in it.

Stoicism teaches that virtue – being a good person – means living in harmony with the divine Reason (also referred to as God, Providence or the Universe) that governs nature and to accept with equanimity changes of circumstances or fortune, particularly any that are unpleasant.

A fundamental principle of Stoicism is the distinction between what is within our control and what is outside of our control. Stoics believed that, while we cannot control events – what happens to us – we can control how we respond to them: with courage, wisdom, temperance and justice.

The Stoics’ belief system did not revolve around a personal God. Instead, the Stoics took a pantheistic view, meaning that God is synonymous with nature or the universe itself; that God is not a person, but exists in everything and everyone. God is everything, and everything is God.

It was within the framework of Stoicism that Marcus strove to live his life. He searched for answers to metaphysical questions – questions about the nature of reality and existence: What is my purpose? How can I manage misfortune, difficulties and challenges? How do I live with the knowledge that someday I will no longer exist?

He also posed ethical questions: How can I be a good person and ensure that what I do is right?

Nearly two thousand years later, Marcus’s aphorisms – astute observations, thoughts and ideas embodying general truths – continue to offer insights and practical advice for our lives today. They encourage us to reflect on our actions and beliefs and so better navigate life’s challenges and find contentment and inner peace.

Throughout the Meditations – of which there are nearly 500, varying in length from one sentence to long paragraphs – Marcus returns to the same core themes and issues such as how to be authentic, interact with other people, live in harmony with nature, accept what cannot be controlled, cope with change, and come to terms with death and the brevity of life.

This book – Meditations: Timeless Wisdom Distilled by Marcus Aurelius – includes 101 of his meditations and covers all the key themes that are part of Stoic philosophy. The arrangement of the meditations follows the traditional division into books, which seem to follow a chronological order according to when and where Marcus wrote them.

With the exception of the introductory Book One, on each left-hand page you will find one of Marcus’s thoughts xior ideas, as translated from the original Greek text by the English Classical scholar George Long in 1862 and published under the title The Thoughts of the Emperor M. Aurelius Antoninus.*

On each facing page you will read a brief explanation of the meditation, with advice on how you can reflect on it in a way that is relevant to our lives today.

While Marcus’s meditations might not have all the answers, they still have resonance – almost two thousand years after they were written.xii



* George Long, The Thoughts of the Emperor M. Aurelius Antoninus (London: Bell & Daldy, 1862). Long’s translation has sometimes been modernized for the sake of clarity.
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