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1. The majority of mortals, Paulinus1, complain bitterly of the spitefulness of Nature, because 
we are born for a brief span of life, because even this space that has been granted to us rushes 
by so speedily and so swiftly that all save a very few find life at an end just when they are 
getting ready to live… It is not that we have a short space of time, but that we waste much of it. 
Life is long enough, and it has been given in sufficiently generous measure to allow the 
accomplishment of the very greatest things if the whole of it is well invested. But when it is 
squandered in luxury and carelessness, when it is devoted to no good end, forced at last by the 
ultimate necessity we perceive that it has passed away before we were aware that it was 
passing. So it is—the life we receive is not short, but we make it so, nor do we have any lack of 
it, but are wasteful of it. Just as great and princely wealth is scattered in a moment when it 
comes into the hands of a bad owner, while wealth however limited, if it is entrusted to a good 
guardian, increases by use, so our life is amply long for him who orders it properly.  
 
2. Why do we complain of Nature? She has shown herself kindly; life, if you know how to use it, 
is long. But one man is possessed by an avarice that is insatiable, another by a toilsome 
devotion to tasks that are useless; one man is besotted with wine, another is paralyzed by 
sloth; one man is exhausted by an ambition that always hangs upon the decision of others, 
another, driven on by the greed of the trader, is led over all lands and all seas by the hope of 
gain; some are tormented by a passion for war and are always either bent upon inflicting 
danger upon others or concerned about their own; some are worn out by voluntary servitude in 
a thankless attendance upon the great; many are kept busy either in the pursuit of other men's 
fortune or in complaining of their own; many, following no fixed aim, shifting and inconstant 
and dissatisfied, are plunged by their fickleness into plans that are ever new; some have no 
fixed principle by which to direct their course, but Fate takes them unawares while they loll and 
yawn—so surely does it happen that I cannot doubt the truth of that utterance which the 
greatest of poets delivered with all the seeming of an oracle: "The part of life we really live is 
small." For all the rest of existence is not life, but merely time. Vices beset us and surround us 
on every side, and they do not permit us to rise anew and lift up our eyes for the discernment 
of truth, but they keep us down when once they have overwhelmed us and we are chained to 
lust… Think you that I am speaking of the wretches whose evils are admitted? Look at those 
whose prosperity men flock to behold; they are smothered by their blessings. To how many are 
riches a burden! From how many do eloquence and the daily straining to display their powers 
draw forth blood! How many are pale from constant pleasures! To how many does the throng 
of clients that crowd about them leave no freedom!... 
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3. …Men do not suffer anyone to seize their estates, and they rush to stones and arms if there 
is even the slightest dispute about the limit of their lands, yet they allow others to trespass 
upon their life—nay, they even welcome those who will eventually possess it. No one is to be 
found who is willing to distribute his money, yet among how many does each one of us 
distribute his life! In guarding their fortune men are often closefisted, yet, when it comes to the 
matter of wasting time, in the case of the one thing in which it is right to be miserly, they show 
themselves most prodigal. And so I should like to lay hold upon someone from the company of 
older men and say: "I see that you have reached the farthest limit of human life, you are 
pressing hard upon your hundredth year, or are even beyond it; come now, recall your life and 
make a reckoning. Consider how much of your time was taken up with a moneylender, how 
much with a mistress, how much with a patron, how much with a client, how much in wrangling 
with your wife…how much in rushing about the city on social duties. Add the diseases which we 
have caused by our own acts, add, too, the time that has lain idle and unused; you will see that 
you have fewer years to your credit than you count. Look back in memory and consider when 
you ever had a fixed plan, how few days have passed as you had intended, when you were ever 
at your own disposal, when your face ever wore its natural expression, when your mind was 
ever unperturbed, what work you have achieved in so long a life, how many have robbed you of 
life when you were not aware of what you were losing, how much was taken up in useless 
sorrow, in foolish joy, in greedy desire, in the allurements of society, how little of yourself was 
left to you; you will perceive that you are dying before your season!" What, then, is the reason 
of this? You live as if you were destined to live forever, no thought of your frailty ever enters 
your head, of how much time has already gone by you take no heed. You squander time as if 
you drew from a full and abundant supply, though all the while that day which you bestow on 
some person or thing is perhaps your last… You will hear many men saying: "After my fiftieth 
year I shall retire into leisure, my sixtieth year shall release me from public duties." And what 
guarantee, pray, have you that your life will last longer? Who will suffer your course to be just 
as you plan it? Are you not ashamed to reserve for yourself only the remnant of life, and to set 
apart for wisdom only that time which cannot be devoted to any business? How late it is to 
begin to live just when we must cease to live! What foolish forgetfulness of mortality to 
postpone wholesome plans to the fiftieth and sixtieth year, and to intend to begin life at a point 
to which few have attained!... 

7. But among the worst I count also those who have time for nothing but wine and lust; for 
none have more shameful engrossments.2 The others, even if they are possessed by the empty 
dream of glory, nevertheless go astray in a seemly manner; though you should cite to me the 
men who are avaricious, the men who are wrathful, whether busied with unjust hatreds or with 
unjust wars, these all sin in more manly fashion. But those who are plunged into the pleasures 
of the belly and into lust bear a stain that is dishonorable. Search into the hours of all these 
people, see how much time they give to accounts, how much to laying snares, how much to 
fearing them, how much to paying court, how much to being courted, how much is taken up in 
giving or receiving bail, how much by banquets—for even these have now become a matter of 
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business—and you will see how their interests, whether you call them evil or good, do not allow 
them time to breathe.  
 
Finally, everybody agrees that no one pursuit can be successfully followed by a man who is 
busied with many things…since the mind, when its interests are divided, takes in nothing very 
deeply, but rejects everything that is, as it were, crammed into it. There is nothing the busy 
man is less busied with than living: there is nothing that is harder to learn... It takes the whole 
of life to learn how to live, and—what will perhaps make you wonder more—it takes the whole 
of life to learn how to die. Many very great men, having laid aside all their encumbrances, 
having renounced riches, business, and pleasures, have made it their one aim up to the very 
end of life to know how to live; yet the greater number of them have departed from life 
confessing that they did not yet know... Believe me, it takes a great man and one who has risen 
far above human weaknesses not to allow any of his time to be stolen from him, and it follows 
that the life of such a man is very long because he has devoted wholly to himself whatever time 
he has had. None of it lay neglected and idle; none of it was under the control of another, for, 
guarding it most grudgingly, he found nothing that was worthy to be taken in exchange for his 
time. And so that man had time enough, but those who have been robbed of much of their life 
by the public, have necessarily had too little of it.  
 
And there is no reason for you to suppose that these people are not sometimes aware of their 
loss. Indeed, you will hear many of those who are burdened by great prosperity cry out at times 
in the midst of their throngs of clients, or their pleadings in court, or their other glorious 
miseries: "I have no chance to live." Of course you have no chance! All those who summon you 
to themselves turn you away from your own self… Check off, I say, and review the days of your 
life; you will see that very few, and those the refuse, have been left for you… Everyone hurries 
his life on and suffers from a yearning for the future and a weariness of the present. But he who 
bestows all of his time on his own needs, who plans out every day as if it were his last, neither 
longs for nor fears the morrow. For what new pleasure is there that any hour can now bring? 
They are all known, all have been enjoyed to the full… And so there is no reason for you to think 
that any man has lived long because he has grey hairs or wrinkles; he has not lived long—he has 
existed long...  
 
8. I am often filled with wonder when I see some men demanding the time of others and those 
from whom they ask it most indulgent. Both of them fix their eyes on the object of the request 
for time, neither of them on the time itself; just as if what is asked were nothing, what is given, 
nothing. Men trifle with the most precious thing in the world; but they are blind to it because it 
is an incorporeal thing, because it does not come beneath the sight of the eyes, and for this 
reason it is counted a very cheap thing—nay, of almost no value at all. Men set very great store 
by pensions and doles, and for these they hire out their labor or service or effort. But no one 
sets a value on time; all use it lavishly as if it cost nothing. But see how these same people clasp 
the knees of physicians if they fall ill and the danger of death draws nearer, see how ready they 
are, if threatened with capital punishment, to spend all their possessions in order to live! So 
great is the inconsistency of their feelings. But if each one could have the number of his future 



years set before him as is possible in the case of the years that have passed, how alarmed those 
would be who saw only a few remaining, how sparing of them would they be!... 

…Yet no one will bring back the years, no one will bestow you once more on yourself. Life will 
follow the path it started upon, and will neither reverse nor check its course; it will make no 
noise, it will not remind you of its swiftness. Silent it will glide on; it will not prolong itself at the 
command of a king, or at the applause of the populace. Just as it was started on its first day, so 
it will run; nowhere will it turn aside, nowhere will it delay. And what will be the result? You 
have been engrossed, life hastens by; meanwhile death will be at hand...  
 
9. Can anything be sillier than the point of view of…those who boast of their foresight? They 
keep themselves very busily engaged in order that they may be able to live better; they spend 
life in making ready to live! They form their purposes with a view to the distant future; yet 
postponement is the greatest waste of life; it deprives them of each day as it comes, it snatches 
from them the present by promising something hereafter. The greatest hindrance to living is 
expectancy, which depends upon the morrow and wastes today… All things that are still to 
come lie in uncertainty; live straightaway!... Even as conversation or reading or deep 
meditation on some subject beguiles the traveler, and he finds that he has reached the end of 
his journey before he was aware that he was approaching it, just so with this unceasing and 
most swift journey of life, which we make at the same pace whether waking or sleeping; those 
who are engrossed become aware of it only at the end.  
 
10. …Life is divided into three periods—that which has been, that which is, that which will be. 
Of these the present time is short, the future is doubtful, the past is certain. For the last is the 
one over which Fortune has lost control, is the one which cannot be brought back under any 
man's power. But men who are engrossed lose this; for they have no time to look back upon 
the past, and even if they should have, it is not pleasant to recall something they must view 
with regret. They are, therefore, unwilling to direct their thoughts backward to ill-spent hours, 
and those whose vices become obvious if they review the past, even the vices which were 
disguised under some allurement of momentary pleasure, do not have the courage to revert to 
those hours. ...[H]e who has ambitiously coveted, proudly scorned, recklessly conquered, 
treacherously betrayed, greedily seized, or lavishly squandered, must needs fear his own 
memory. And yet this is the part of our time that is sacred and set apart, put beyond the reach 
of all human mishaps, and removed from the dominion of Fortune, the part which is disquieted 
by no want, by no fear, by no attacks of disease; this can neither be troubled nor be snatched 
away—it is an everlasting and unanxious possession. The present offers only one day at a time, 
and each by minutes; but all the days of past time will appear when you bid them, they will 
suffer you to behold them and keep them at your will—a thing which those who are engrossed 
have no time to do. The mind that is untroubled and tranquil has the power to roam into all the 
parts of its life; but the minds of the engrossed, just as if weighted by a yoke, cannot turn and 
look behind. And so their life vanishes into an abyss... Present time is very brief, so brief, 
indeed, that to some there seems to be none; for it is always in motion, it ever flows and 
hurries on; it ceases to be before it has come, and can no more brook delay than the firmament 
or the stars, whose ever unresting movement never lets them abide in the same track. The 



engrossed, therefore, are concerned with present time alone, and it is so brief that it cannot be 
grasped, and even this is stolen from them, distracted as they are among many things.  
 
11. …Decrepit old men beg in their prayers for the addition of a few more years; they pretend 
that they are younger than they are; they comfort themselves with a falsehood, and are as 
pleased to deceive themselves as if they deceived Fate at the same time. But when at last some 
infirmity has reminded them of their mortality, in what terror do they die, feeling that they are 
being dragged out of life, and not merely leaving it. They cry out that they have been fools, 
because they have not really lived, and that they will live henceforth in leisure if only they 
escape from this illness; then at last they reflect how uselessly they have striven for things 
which they did not enjoy, and how all their toil has gone for nothing. But for those whose life is 
passed remote from all business, why should it not be ample? None of it is assigned to another, 
none of it is scattered in this direction and that, none of it is committed to Fortune, none of it 
perishes from neglect, none is subtracted by wasteful giving, none of it is unused; the whole of 
it, so to speak, yields income. And so, however small the amount of it, it is abundantly 
sufficient, and therefore, whenever his last day shall come, the wise man will not hesitate to go 
to meet death with steady step.  
 
12. Perhaps you ask whom I would call "the engrossed"? There is no reason for you to suppose 
that I mean only those whom the dogs3 that have at length been let in drive out from the law-
court, those whom you see either gloriously crushed in their own crowd of followers, or 
scornfully in someone else's, [or] those whom social duties call forth from their own homes to 
bump them against someone else's doors... Even the leisure of some men is engrossed; in their 
villa or on their couch, in the midst of solitude, although they have withdrawn from all others, 
they are themselves the source of their own worry; we should say that these are living, not in 
leisure, but in busy idleness. Would you say that that man is at leisure who arranges with…care 
his Corinthian bronzes, that the mania of a few makes costly, and spends the greater part of 
each day upon rusty bits of copper? Who sits in a public wrestling-place…watching the 
wrangling of lads? Who sorts out the herds of his pack-mules into pairs of the same age and 
color? Who feeds all the newest athletes? Tell me, would you say that those men are at leisure 
who pass many hours at the barber's while they are being stripped of whatever grew out the 
night before?... Would you say that these are at leisure who are occupied with the comb and 
the mirror?... These have not leisure, but idle occupation. And their banquets, Heaven knows! I 
cannot reckon among their unoccupied hours, since I see how anxiously they set out their silver 
plate…how breathlessly they watch to see in what style the wild boar issues from the hands of 
the cook, with what speed at a given signal smooth-faced boys hurry to perform their duties, 
with what skill the birds are carved into portions all according to rule, how carefully unhappy 
little lads wipe up the spittle of drunkards. By such means they seek the reputation of being 
fastidious and elegant, and to such an extent do their evils follow them into all the privacies of 
life that they can neither eat nor drink without ostentation… 
 
16. [T]hose who forget the past, neglect the present, and fear for the future have a life that is 
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very brief and troubled; when they have reached the end of it, the poor wretches perceive too 
late that for such a long while they have been busied in doing nothing… And, too, you have no 
reason to think that this is any proof that they are living a long time—the fact that the day often 
seems to them long, the fact that they complain that the hours pass slowly until the time set for 
dinner arrives; for, whenever their engrossments fail them, they are restless because they are 
left with nothing to do, and they do not know how to dispose of their leisure or to drag out the 
time. And so they strive for something else to occupy them, and all the intervening time is 
irksome; exactly as they do when a gladiatorial exhibition has been announced, or when they 
are waiting for the appointed time of some other show or amusement, they want to skip over 
the days that lie between. All postponement of something they hope for seems long to them. 
Yet the time which they enjoy is short and swift, and it is made much shorter by their own fault; 
for they flee from one pleasure to another and cannot remain fixed in one desire. Their days 
are not long to them, but hateful; yet, on the other hand, how scanty seem the nights which 
they spend in the arms of a harlot or in wine!... 

17. The very pleasures of such men are uneasy and disquieted by alarms of various sorts, and at 
the very moment of rejoicing the anxious thought comes over them: “How long will these 
things last?” This feeling has led kings to weep over the power they possessed, and they have 
not so much delighted in the greatness of their fortune, as they have viewed with terror the 
end to which it must some time come… And why is it that even their joys are uneasy from fear? 
Because they do not rest on stable causes, but are perturbed as groundlessly as they are born… 
All the greatest blessings are a source of anxiety, and at no time is fortune less wisely trusted 
than when it is best; to maintain prosperity there is need of other prosperity, and in behalf of 
the prayers that have turned out well we must make still other prayers. For everything that 
comes to us from chance is unstable, and the higher it rises, the more liable it is to fall. 
Moreover, what is doomed to perish brings pleasure to no one; very wretched, therefore, and 
not merely short, must the life of those be who work hard to gain what they must work harder 
to keep. By great toil they attain what they wish, and with anxiety hold what they have 
attained; meanwhile they take no account of time that will nevermore return. New 
engrossments take the place of the old, hope leads to new hope, ambition to new ambition. 
They do not seek an end of their wretchedness, but change the cause. Have we been 
tormented by our own public honors? Those of others take more of our time. Have we ceased 
to labor as candidates? We begin to canvass for others. Have we got rid of the troubles of a 
prosecutor? We find those of a judge. Has a man ceased to be a judge? He becomes president 
of a court. Has he become infirm in managing the property of others at a salary? He is 
perplexed by caring for his own wealth… Reasons for anxiety will never be lacking, whether 
born of prosperity or of wretchedness; life pushes on in a succession of engrossments. We shall 
always pray for leisure, but never enjoy it.  
 
18. And so, my dearest Paulinus, tear yourself away from the crowd, and, too much storm-
tossed for the time you have lived, at length withdraw into a peaceful harbor… And I do not 
summon you to slothful or idle inaction, or to drown all your native energy in slumbers and the 
pleasures that are dear to the crowd. That is not to rest; you will find far greater works than all 



those you have hitherto performed so energetically, to occupy you in the midst of your release 
and retirement… 

19. …The condition of all who are engrossed is wretched, but most wretched is the condition of 
those who labor at engrossments that are not even their own, who regulate their sleep by that 
of another, their walk by the pace of another, who are under orders in case of the freest things 
in the world—loving and hating. If these wish to know how short their life is, let them reflect 
how small a part of it is their own.  
 
20. And so when you see a man often wearing the robe of office, when you see one whose 
name is famous in the Forum, do not envy him; those things are bought at the price of life. They 
will waste all their years, in order that they may have one year reckoned by their name…4 The 
law does not draft a soldier after his fiftieth year, it does not call a senator after his sixtieth; it is 
more difficult for men to obtain leisure from themselves than from the law. Meantime, while 
they rob and are being robbed, while they break up each other's repose, while they make each 
other wretched, their life is without profit, without pleasure, without any improvement of the 
mind. No one keeps death in view, no one refrains from far-reaching hopes; some men, indeed, 
even arrange for things that lie beyond life—huge masses of tombs and dedications of public 
works and…ostentatious funerals. But, in very truth, the funerals of such men ought to be 
conducted by the light of torches and wax tapers,5 as though they had lived but the tiniest span. 
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