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‘God himself is beyond suffering evil; you are 

above it. 

Despise poverty; no man lives as poor as he 

was born: 

despise pain; either it will cease or you will 

cease: 

despise death; it either ends you or takes you 

elsewhere: 

despise fortune; I have given her no weapon 

that can reach the mind.’





1. INTRODUCING SENECA







THE DEATH OF SENECA

The model philosophical death…

65 CE, dining with Paulina and two friends when sentence arrives

Attempts to change will in friend’s favour, but disallowed

Poor circulation from age and frugal lifestyle – hemlock follows

Transcribes his final words, eventually suffocated in a hot bath

Proof of ‘his ability to divorce himself from the influence of externals’ 
(Timothy Hill)

Or an exercise in PR, taking control of ‘the image of his life’ (Tacitus)?





















SENECA: THE FACTS

Born in Cordoba, Hispania, 4 BCE – 1 CE

Equestrian rank, ambitious father, raised in Rome

Popular writer and public speaker

See-saw political career

Forced by Nero to take his own life in 65 CE











SENECA’S LIFE

Trained in rhetoric and philosophy from a young age – Attalus the Stoic

Upsets Caligula in 31 CE, narrowly avoids execution due to poor health

Exiled to Corsica in 41 CE by Claudius after a rumoured affair, produces 
three Consolations and work on natural science

Brought back to Rome by Claudius’s wife, tutors the young Nero

With others, effectively leads the Roman Empire between 54-62 CE

Forced into retirement thereafter, implicated in the Pisonian Conspiracy



‘That I am safe, neither, as yet, 
do I believe, nor do I rejoice’ 
– Nero (Seneca)

‘My eyes shall no more be 
overwhelmed by the glitter of 
gold than by the glitter of a 
sword… I shall spurn with 
magnificent strength of 
purpose the things all other 
men pray for and the things all 
other men are afraid of.’ 
- Letters

Corsica and Polybius…

















‘SUPER-RICH SENECA’

‘By what kind of wisdom or maxims of philosophy had Seneca within four 
years of royal favour amassed three hundred million sesterces?’ (Publius 
Suilius, in Tacitus)

A single sestertius could buy two loaves of bread. 

Loaned forty million sesterces to the British, with a steep rate of interest

Owned several villas around Italy with prosperous estates and vineyards

500 citrus-wood tables with ivory legs, all alike – perfect for lavish dinner 
parties at which he could entertain 1,000 of his closest friends.



A HYPOCRITE?

‘The wise man would not despise himself, even if he were a midget; but he 
would rather be tall.’ 

Enjoying wealth, without needing it…

‘He is a great man who uses clay dishes as if they were silver; but he is 
equally great who uses silver as if it were clay.’ 

Wealth must be acquired without bloodshed

‘The most interesting question is not why Seneca failed to practice what he 
preached, but why he preached what he did, so adamantly and so 
effectively, given the life he found himself leading’ – Emily Wilson 







SENECA: THE 
KEY WORKS

Consolations to Marcia, Helvetius and Polybius (40-44)

On Anger (41)

On the Shortness of Life (49)

The Pumpkinification of the Divine Claudius (54)

On Clemency (55)

On The Happy Life (58)

On Benefits (63)

On Natural Questions (63)

Letters to Lucilius (64)



2. THE LATE STOA







MIDDLE TO LATE 
STOA

The Three Topoi

Posidonius a polymath, writing widely on the natural 
sciences and history

Rhodes – shifting political connections and attention to 
Rome

Met with Pompey and a friend of Cicero

Cato the Younger and Brutus both professed Stoics

Imperial connections: Stoics tutor Augustus





‘Women have received from the gods the same rationality 
as men have

… Further, the desire for and affinity to virtue are not 
limited to men but also occur in women; for they, no less 
than men, are naturally pleased by honorable and just 
actions and censure their opposites 

… Since all of this is the case, why would it be 
appropriate for men to inquire and investigate how to live 
honorably (this is what practicing philosophy is) but not for 
women? Is it appropriate for men to be good but not 
women?’

- Musonius Rufus





THREE STOIC WOMEN

Porcia Catonis

Daughter of Cato the Younger and wife of Brutus, ‘addicted to philosophy’ (Plutarch)

Constancy: the cut leg, and the hot coals; Portia in Shakespeare 

Fannia

Daughter of Thrasea, leader of Stoic opposition to Nero and wife of Helvidius

Annia Cornificia Faustina

Daughter of Marcus Aurelius, executed by Caracalla









From which it naturally follows that we put the common 
advantage ahead of our own. For just as the laws put 
the well-being of all ahead of the well-being of 
individuals, so too the good and wise man, who is 
obedient to the laws and not unaware of his civic duty, 
looks out for the advantage of all more than for that of 
any one person or his own.’ (Cicero)

‘Whoever would overthrow the liberty of a nation must 
begin by subduing freedom of speech. Without 
freedom of thought, there can be no such thing as 
wisdom; and no such thing as public liberty without 
freedom of speech.’

‘In doing nothing, men learn to do evil.’ (Cato the 
Younger)



3. SENECA THE STOIC





SENECA THE 
WRITER

Latin over Greek

Prominent Roman speaker and writer

Everyday Roman examples and conversational 
style

Emphasis on the mind’s control of itself over 
unstable events



SENECA THE 
WRITER

‘two most excellent things will accompany us, 
namely, a common Nature and our own especial 
virtue’ (to Helvia)

‘The seven wonders of the world, and any even 
greater wonders which the ambition of later ages 
has constructed, will be seen some day leveled
with the ground. So it is: nothing lasts forever.’

There is nothing worse than unending fortune and 
luxury – adversity trains us…







SENECA, LETTERS TO LUCILIUS

20 books, 124 letters, to a would-be Stoic

A learning guide: test-cases, everyday examples, inviting self-
scrutiny

Written in early 60s during period of political and 
philosophical withdrawal

Themes: old age, mortality, physical health, and as a mirror of 
psychological health

Natural Questions also produced during this time





ON THE PASSIONS

Anger always harms us

Three stages: first, an involuntary first movement, which is a natural 
physiological reaction out of our control; second, a judgement in response 
to the experience, which is within our control; third, an emotion that, once 
created, is out of our control. 

Nothing bad ever really happens

External events are neither good nor bad in themselves – keep this in mind 
(On Providence) 

Premeditating on future evils (e.g. to Marcia)



4. THE SHORTNESS 
OF LIFE





THE TEXT

Written around 49-55 CE to Paulinus, father-in-law, 
prefect of Rome’s grain supply

A brief, loose essay on how we use our time

In procrastinating or overapplying ourselves to work or 
public life, we avoid putting aside time for ourselves

We fail to live, and old age or even immortality become 
meaningless

‘living is the least important activity of the preoccupied 
man’



‘Most human beings, Paulinus, complain about the 
meanness of nature, because we are born for a brief span 
of life, and because this spell of time that has been given 
to us rushes by so swiftly and rapidly that with very few 
exceptions life ceases for the rest of us just when we are 
getting ready for it.

… It is not that we have a short time to live, but that we 
waste a lot of it. Life is long enough, and a sufficiently 
generous amount has been given to us for the highest 
achievements if it were all well invested.



‘You will hear many people saying: ‘When I am fifty I shall 
retire into leisure; when I am sixty I shall give up public 
duties.’ And what guarantee do you have of a longer life? 

Who will allow your course to proceed as you arrange it? 
Aren’t you ashamed to keep for yourself just the remnants of 
your life, and to devote to wisdom only that time which 
cannot be spent on any business? 

How late it is to begin really to live just when life must end! 
How stupid to forget our mortality, and put off sensible plans 
to our fiftieth and sixtieth years, aiming to begin life from a 
point at which few have arrived!

Often draws on examples from Roman public life (the busy 
lawyer) or history (Emperor Augustus and Cicero)







DBV AS A STOIC TEXT

Vivere (really living) vs esse (merely existing)

Defending Nature: life is not too short, we just waste good time

Human life not measured in terms of duration or public success

… but in the private pursuit of knowledge and wisdom

Time to conduct an audit of our lives, and dedicate ourselves to 
what really matters

Climb over fortune…

Live immediately!  (protinus vive)



‘Why do we complain about nature? She has acted kindly: 

life is long if you know how to use it. But one man is gripped 
by insatiable greed, another by a laborious dedication to 
useless tasks. One man is soaked in wine, another sluggish 
with idleness. One man is worn out by political ambition, 
which is always at the mercy of the judgement of others.

… Some are worn out by the self-imposed servitude of 
thankless attendance on the great. Many are occupied by 
either pursuing other people’s money or complaining about 
their own. Many pursue no fixed goal, but are tossed about 
in ever-changing designs by a fickleness which is shifting, 
inconstant and never satisfied with itself.’

He quotes a poet: ‘‘It is a small part of life we really live.’ 
Indeed, all the rest is not life but merely time.’





‘So their lives vanish into an abyss; and just as it is no 
use pouring any amount of liquid into a container 
without a bottom to catch and hold it, so it does not 
matter how much time we are given if there is nowhere 
for it to settle; it escapes through the cracks and holes 
of the mind.

‘Everyone hustles his life along, and is troubled by a 
longing for the future and weariness of the present. 

But the man who spends all his time on his own needs, 
who organizes every day as though it were his last, 
neither longs for nor fears the next day. For what new 
pleasures can any hour now bring him? He has tried 
everything, and enjoyed everything to repletion. For 
the rest, Fortune can dispose as she likes.’





‘Of all people only those are at leisure who make time for 
philosophy, only those are really alive. For they not only 
keep a good watch over their own lifetimes, but they annex 
every age to theirs.’

‘We are excluded from no age, but we have access to them 
all; and if we are prepared in loftiness of mind to pass 
beyond the narrow confines of human weakness, there is a 
long period of time through which we can roam. 

We can argue with Socrates, express doubt with Carneades, 
cultivate retirement with Epicurus, overcome human nature 
with the Stoics, and exceed its limits with the Cynics. Since 
nature allows us to enter into a partnership with every age, 
why not turn from this brief and transient spell of time and 
give ourselves wholeheartedly to the past, which is limitless 
and eternal and can be shared with better men than we?’





‘He alone is free from the laws that limit the human race, 
and all ages serve him as though he were a god. Some 
time has passed: he grasps it in his recollection. Time is 
present: he uses it. Time is to come: he anticipates it. This 
combination of all times into one gives him a long life.’

‘You really should leave the ground and turn your 
thoughts to these studies.

… In this kind of life you will find much that is worth 
your study: the love and practice of the virtues, 
forgetfulness of the passions, the knowledge of how to 
live and die, and a life of deep tranquillity.’



5. LEGACY









‘go directly in the teeth of Fortune, and never will give way 
to her. 

Nor indeed has he any reason for fearing her, for he counts 
not only chattels, property, and high office, but even his 
body, his eyes, his hands, and everything whose use makes 
life dearer to us, nay, even his very self, to be things whose 
possession is uncertain; 

he lives as though he had borrowed them, and is ready to 
return them cheerfully whenever they are claimed’ (Of 
Peace of Mind)



FOR DISCUSSION ON MONDAY

1. Why does Seneca argue that we misuse time?

2. What characterises Seneca’s broader philosophy?

3. Was Seneca a good or bad Stoic?

Discussion: 1pm-3pm. You can use the same Zoom link from last 
week. It’s also up on Moodle



WEEK 4: EPICTETUS

We stay with the Late Stoa – and the inspiration of James 
Stockdale

Epictetus, the Handbook (Encheiridion)

It will be up on Moodle by Wednesday 

For anything, email Dan.Taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk 


