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Marcus Aurelius was the Emperor of the Roman Empire from 161 to 180 A.D. He is considered to be the last of the Five Good Emperors,  the first four of whom were Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, and Antoninus Pius. Marcus is also best remembered as the author of Meditations, a highly revered work on the philosophy of Stoicism. 

Interestingly, none of these five people were connected through the same bloodline. They were all from different families and took on the mantle of the Roman Emperor as ordained by their predecessors, who envisioned their chosen successors to be fit enough for the majestic role. 

● The reasons why these five were known as Five Good Emperors are many. Some of the most notable greatness of the Roman Empire happened during these people's reigns.

● This period witnessed a considerable expansion of the Roman Empire’s frontier, ranging from northern Britain to Dacia in central Europe, Arabia, and Mesopotamia. 

● The defense systems were perfected, making it difficult for invaders to enter and take control of any Roman territories.

● A fairly uniform provincial system was in place right across the Empire, ensuring the smooth governance and functioning of public offices and related machinery.

● All the people across the Empire were slowly but surely Romanized in terms of culture and language.

All the above great things occurred during the rule of Marcus Aurelius too. Yet, his life was never free from strife and struggle. The best part was he bore it like a true Stoic. 

Plato, one of the Big Three (the other two being Socrates, Plato's teacher, and Aristotle, Plato's student), is believed to have coined the term "philosopher-king" in his work titled Republic. According to Plato, the kind of ruler who can provide the best form of governance would be one who was a philosopher too because a philosopher-king seeks power, not for his personal benefit but using it for the good of his people. 

Marcus Aurelius is believed to be a perfect embodiment of Plato's concept of "philosopher-king." He believed in being responsible for others. This ideal is evident from an important quote from his book Meditations, which goes something like this: "Human beings exist for one another, and therefore, we should teach the less learned, help the less privileged, and bear with everyone's weaknesses."

Marcus Aurelius was introduced to philosophy at a very young age, and his daily philosophical musings, which are collected together in Meditations, were written in his 50s while on military campaigns. This reflects the fact that this Roman Emperor a deep Stoical view right through his life.

Marcus' entire reign is defined by Stoicism and its tenets. In fact, a historian, Cassius Dio, who lived during 155 - 235 A.D. called Marcus as 'the philosopher.' Cassius Dio is believed to be the author (or one of the many authors) of Historia Augustus, a collection of the histories of Roman Emperors.

Marcus lived like a Stoic in his personal and public lives, including during his youth when he held important public positions and as the Emperor of the Roman Empire. True to Stoic principles, Marcus Aurelius placed the needs of others above his own needs and desires.

And yet, ironically, Marcus' reign is characterized by constant wars, diseases, and persecution by leaders and followers of the new religion, Christianity. In fact, some historians tend to put his reign as the beginning of the end of the Roman Empire. 

Despite all these pressures, Marcus Aurelius did not waver from his responsibility of being a just and good emperor. He went on multiple military campaigns and used both defensive and offensive attacks to keep peace in his Empire and to expand its territories, respectively. He managed to rule his Empire efficiently and bring about important policy changes for the welfare of the less privileged citizens. Immediately after his death (due to natural causes) in 180 A.D., he was revered as one of the best Roman Emperors. 

Sadly for Marcus, his choice of his successor was not taken very well by the Romans. His son, Commodus, whom Marcus anointed as his successor before he died in 180 A.D., turned out quite badly as a ruler. In fact, historians easily label him as one of the worst rulers the Roman Empire had ever put up with. The fact that Commodus was continually compared to his illustrious father made it worse for him. 

No matter what his son turned out to be, there is no denying the fact that Marcus Aurelius was one of the best rulers in the history of mankind, and his lessons continue to impact and inspire us to this day, nearly 2000 years after his passing! That is truly historic. 
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Chapter One: Childhood and Youth
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Marcus Aurelius was born on April 26, 121 A.D. in Spain into a politically prominent and wealthy noble family in Rome. His paternal grandfather was the prefect and consul of Rome for the second time at the time of Marcus' birth. Marcus' original name given by his parents was Marcus Annius Verus. 

He had an excellent education and was known to have been a master at Greek and Latin. Even as a student, Marcus' interest in philosophy, especially Stoicism, was clearly evident. Stoicism was an established school of philosophy that promoted the ideas of self-restraint, fate, and the use of logic and reason to lead a happy, contented life.

Marcus' family was highly connected with the people in power in the Roman Empire. His aunt, or his father's sister, was married to Pius Antoninus too (more about him later). And his paternal grandfather's rise to become the perfect and consul of Rome was no mean feat. 

Consuls in the Roman Empire were very powerful. As second in command after the Emperor, consuls presided over the Roman Senate and convened Senate meetings. They commanded the Roman Army. They had the power to execute decrees and were also ex-officio dignitaries representing the Roman Empire in foreign countries. 

His mother, Domitia Luciall, also came from a wealthy, prominent family. Marcus' maternal grandmother was the heiress to one of the wealthiest and most influential families in Rome. Therefore, Marcus had his roots in one of the most revered Roman noble families that flourished both socially and politically under the patronage of the Flavian Emperors. 

The Emperors of the Flavian Dynasty were known for their humble origins, piety, humility, and sobriety. They were popular among the Romans for the good works they did. They were also far more attuned to strong religious beliefs and morality than the preceding dynasty, the Julio-Claudian Dynasty, infamous for their extravagance, cynicism, and amoral attitude. The influence of Flavian characteristics was clearly evident in the growth and development of Marcus Aurelius' character, especially as the Roman Emperor. 

Marcus' father died in 124 A.D., within just three years of his birth. He was, therefore, raised by nurses and governesses under the watchful eyes of his grandparents. Details about his young days are quite scarce, although most historians agree that he was a hard-working, committed pupil devouring Latin and Greek lessons with ease and elan. That he was taught both Latin and Greek reflects the intentions of his grandfathers to groom their grandchild for public life quite early. 

The dedication and hard-working attitude of Marcus during his student days was noticed by Emperor Hadrian, who was the imperial ruler of the Roman Empire during that time. As fate would have it, the earlier choice of Emperor Hadrian's successor had died, after which he had chosen Titus Aurelius Antoninus to succeed him under the title of Emperor Pius Antoninus, who was the uncle of Marcus. 

Emperor Hadrian, during his lifetime, also ensured that Emperor Pius Antoninus adopted Marcus, ensuring that young Marcus would be the third in line to the throne of the Roman Empire after Emperor Hadrian. That is how impressed Hadrian was with Marcus.

So, at around 17 years of age, Marcus was adopted as the son of Antoninus, and Marcus Annius Verus' official name was changed to Caesar Marcus Aurelius Antoninus Augustus. His adopted father taught him politics, along with how to govern and administer the flourishing and powerful Roman Empire. 
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Marcus and His Teachers
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While his adopted father was his illumined guide and mentor in the field of politics and governance, another important figure who influenced Marcus during his youth was his teacher, Fronto. A slew of correspondence between the student and teacher is available even today, giving us a glimpse into the curious mind of Marcus. 

The letters reflect a deep and caring student-teacher connection in which both people's genuine need to ask questions and provide illuminating answers are clearly evident. These important letters form the primary source of our knowledge about Fronto's mastery in oratory and language skills. 

Fronto's full name was Marcus Cornelius Fronto, and he was a very popular orator, grammarian, and rhetorician during Marcus Aurelius' youth. Emperor Hadrian appointed Fronto to personally tutor Marcus and his cousin, Lucius Verus, who later became co-emperor of the Roman Empire with Marcus Aurelius. 

Fronto is credited with reviving the vocabulary and grammar of the old Latin version that was followed by early Roman writers. His teachings and writings are believed to have injected new vitality into Latin prose writings of those times. The student in this student-teacher relationship was a highly intelligent, serious-minded, and hard-working individual. 

In addition to the usual Greek and Latin lessons, Marcus Aurelius was keenly interested in learning philosophy, especially Stoicism. In fact, after a while, Marcus got impatient with the constant practices and exercises in advanced Latin and Greek. He was more interested in learning about and embracing the philosophical ideas of Stoicism enumerated by Epictetus; a
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