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Chapter 1 

 

Solon 
638-558 B.C., Ancient Greece 

 
What Moses was to the Israelites 

Solon was to the Greeks. Born in 
Athens of a distinguished family, 
and, with a mind inspired by nobility 
and a penetrating judgment, he was 
spoken of as one of the Seven Sages. 

Athens was seething with dis-
content and on the brink of civil 
war. There was contention between 
rival grades of society, aggravated by 
a sharp difference of opinion as to 
whether war should be made for 
possession of Salamis. One party was 
in favour of surrendering the island 
to the Megarians, but Solon felt that 
this would be a disgrace. 

The Athenians made him their 
general. In those days and for long 
afterwards a Greek, no matter how 
eminent a scholar or statesman, had 
to be versed in war, ready to fight by 
land or sea, and Solon was no excep-
tion. There are two accounts of the 

method by which he captured Salamis. The more credible is that as his force approached the island 
one of the hostile warships sent out against him was captured, its crew taken off, and a band of 
daring young Athenians, dressed in their clothes, was put on board the captured ship and set sailing 
back to Salamis. 

They were received in port as friends, but on landing they revealed themselves, and in the sur-
prise made a successful dash to the citadel and prepared the way for Solon and his army to arrive in 
peace and complete the victory without bloodshed. 

There remained the terrible conditions in Athens to grapple with. The genius that Solon had 
displayed in war, coupled with his reputation for wisdom and justice as a citizen, encouraged the 

Solon Legislator and Poet of Athens, Merry Joseph Blondel 
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best minds in Athens to appoint him 
archon, that is, the chief magistrate; 
charged with State administration and 
control of religious affairs. 

Soon the Athenians besought him 
to become their king; but he refused, 
believing that a republic with freely 
elected officers was the ideal form of 
government. The position was one of 
extraordinary difficulty. The strife and 
mismanagement of earlier years had 
left the land in the possession of a fav-
oured few. All over Athens boards 
were exhibited notifying that the 
property on which they were posted 
was mortgaged.  

The middle classes were impov-
erished; the working classes were so 
heavily in debt that many of them 
were reduced to slavery and had been 
sold abroad into bondage by their 
merciless creditors. Children were 
sold as slaves as we sell old cars or cat-
tle. Solon had to create a new order. 

To do so he had to evolve a code 
of laws such as Europe had never 
known. Not that Athens was without 
law; she was governed by the code of 
Draco, the first law-giver of the State. 
His name lives in our own language as 
the symbol of severity. When we speak of draconian laws it is his institutes that we recall. 

Solon felt it imperative to repeal these laws and substitute his own, and in a flash we have a key 
to his mind in the fact that in circumstances of unparalleled danger to the commonwealth he re-
pealed the statutes designed to govern by fear and bloodshed. Draco’s remedy for wrongdoing was 
death, death for idolatry, death equally for murder and petty offences. Asked why he made death 
the punishment for so many offences he answered: “Small ones deserve it, and I can find no greater 
for the most heinous.” 

The consequence of this legal frightfulness was that juries, out of pity for petty culprits, would 
not convict, so the State was as if it had no laws. Solon, more than two thousand years ago, dis-
covered what England had to learn in the 19th century when we had scores of petty offences 
punishable by death, that excessive severity defeats its own ends and brings the law to a standstill. 

He swept away these terrible penalties and sought justice by methods inspired by wisdom and 

Solon, the wise lawgiver of Athens, illustration from The story of  

Greece: told to boys and girls by Mary Macgregor, circa 1910 
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humanity. It is a wonderful picture that we have of the most brilliant people that had yet appeared 
on Earth, like the Hebrews in the Wilderness, receiving new and binding laws from their own Moses. 

We must remember that his laws were not published in the manner of our Acts of Parliament; 
he was a poet, and his laws, which were engraved on blocks of wood, were explained by him to the 
people one by one in a series of poems which still exist. He first reformed the system of government. 
He did not pander to the multitude by suggesting that wisdom existed only in numbers and tur-
bulence. 

On the contrary his Areopagus, that is, his supreme court, consisted only of men who had been 
chief magistrates. The principal offices in the State he left in the hands of the chief citizens, whom 
he graded according to their wealth, by what we know in our own political system as the property 
qualification. These were divided into three classes. That left the bulk of the people who had no 
property without office, but for them he created a public assembly to which disputed points in the 
interpretation of the law were referred. 

When, however, he found that liberty in this direction degenerated into licence in the hands of 
the multitude he provided a check by the constitution of a council of four hundred steady, educated 
citizens, who decided what matters should go before the general assembly of citizens. 

So much for general State policy. Now for the re-
dress of specific evils. 

He abolished all slavery. He recalled from abroad 
the poor wretches who had been sold into captivity. 
All contracts in which a man had offered himself, his 
wife, or children as pledge he cancelled. He swept 
away the bulk of the mortgages, and the humiliating 
signboards disappeared. 

Of course this could not be done without money. 
In order to redeem his fellow citizens from slavery he 
had to alter the coinage, to debase it, as we say, so that 
four parts of silver instead of five were used for coins 
that still bore the same name. He had just the same 
difficulties with regard to currency that the world is 
experiencing before our eyes today. 

The measure involved loss to those who had lent 
money and created an outcry; but when it was found 
that Solon, himself a poor man, had lost the money 
that he had lent, for shame’s sake the citizens had to 
bear their loss without complaint. The measure was 
temporary; it was effective; there was never any need 
for its repetition. 

Athens, as we have seen, was on the brink of Civil 
War; Solon’s remedy, in addition to removing griev-
ances, was to make it a punishable offence for any 
citizen to remain neutral in time of sedition. A man 

Ancient Roman bust of Solon  

from the Farnese Collection 
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must declare himself for the right or be known as an enemy of law and order. 
He abolished the scandal of mercenary marriages by ordering that brides should have no dow-

ries; a man must marry for love, not money. He allowed no slander of the living or the dead: he gave 
the dying liberty to dispose of their property to whomsoever they would, provided that their depen-
dent relatives were not overlooked. He forbade women to rend their flesh and tear their hair at 
funerals, and he banned hired mourners with their professional wailings. He would not allow 
mourners to waste their substance by sacrificing oxen at funerals, or to bury more than three gar-
ments with the dead. 

To encourage industry he decreed that no son should be compelled to maintain his father who 
had not given him a trade. He made splendid provision for a pure water supply in such a way that 
people were compelled without hardship to dig wells and so be independent of one general supply. 
He forbade the exportation of food and so kept down prices at home. Only oil was in plenty, and in 
that he encouraged foreign trade. He reformed the calendar in such a manner as to prove himself a 
true astronomer. 

The laws were revolutionary in effect. They set the State on its feet again and banished the 
threat of war; they recalled the exiled slaves to Athens; and, although no party was entirely happy 
with reforms that called for sacrifices, yet the outcome was realised to be a benefit to the community 
as a whole, and prosperity was the fruit. Unemployment vanished and Athens became again a free 

Solon before Croesus, Nicolaes Knüpfer 
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and populous city, with numbers constantly growing by the incoming of families who were given the 
rights of citizenship on their having been banished for life from their own country for political 
offences. 

Solon stipulated that his laws should be thoroughly tried and left unaltered for a term of years, 
but as the discontented were constantly visiting him for explanations and seeking reform of details 
displeasing to the selfish, he obtained leave to travel for ten years, and went forth into the world 
again. He visited Egypt, Cyprus, and Lydia. 

The Lost Atlantis! This entrancing myth we owe to that visit of his to Egypt. He heard from the 
priests the legend of some imaginary island, bigger than Asia or Europe, which, with its immense 
population, had been drowned in a night for ever by wild surging seas. He began a long poem on 
the story. Two hundred years later Plato, as a descendant of Solon’s family, took up the theme and 
embroidered it with the riches of his fancy; and it lives immortal in literature, as mythical as the 
Islands of the Blessed, yet treated in modern works as seriously as if it were a drowned America in 
our own waters. 

We catch a fascinating glimpse of Solon, in Herodotus, at the Court of Croesus in Lydia. The 

Solon and Croesus, Gerard van Honthorst 
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king showed the old philosopher all the riches and splendours of his Court and asked if there could 
be a happier man on Earth than Croesus. Solon told him of humble Greek citizens who by the mere 
discharge of duty to State and parents were happier men than this richest king in history; and when 
pressed further bade Croesus remember that no man should count himself happy before the end of 
his life, that is to say, until all that could happen to him was known. 

Plutarch tells us it was here that the famous meeting between Solon and Aesop occurred. Aesop, 
who was living at the Lydian Court at the time, was grieved that Solon should have created so un-
favourable an impression, and said to him: “A man should either not converse with kings at all, or 
say what is agreeable to them.” Solon answered, “Nay, he should either not do it at all or say what 
is useful to them.” 

The day came when Croesus, overthrown by Cyrus the Great, was a prisoner and about to be 
burned to death. The words of Solon recurred to him and he cried his name aloud, so that Cyrus 
asked him what he meant, learned the story from him, and redeemed him from the fire, though he 
kept him prisoner to the end. 

When he was 80, Solon returned to Athens to see his work imperilled by the rise of the tyrant 
Pisistratus. He was able to modify the threatened evils, and Pisistratus, once his position was 
secured, adopted the laws of the great seer. Solon was the greatest European law-maker of antiquity, 
and an inspiration and example in later ages to nations not yet in being when he was modelling his 
memorable Constitution.
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Chapter 2 

 

Aesop 
6th Century B.C., Ancient Greece 

 
He is the most famous slave in history; to so 

great a stature has this little man grown in 25 cen-
turies that all the world knows the wise sayings he 
so cunningly concealed in his fables. They have 
become part of our daily talk. 

The greedy man who takes the lion’s share, the 
foolish one who forsakes the substance for the sha-
dow, or kills the goose with the golden eggs, and 
the wise man who remembers that the tortoise may 
outstrip the hare, are all repetitions of the subtleties 
of a Greek slave who framed them for the pleasure 
or instruction of his masters. 

So meagre are the fragments of Aesop’s own 
story that some have doubted whether he ever 
lived; but he was born in Phrygia, and Herodotus 
mentions him as having been, together with the 
beautiful Rhodopis, a slave in the service of 
Iadmon, who eventually gave him his liberty. Be-
fore that his master had been Xanthus, to whom he 
spoke so many words of wisdom that we wonder 
why the two were ever parted. But it may be that 
by this time the little man’s fame had spread, for 
next we hear of him through Plutarch at the Court 
of Croesus, King of Lydia. 

Croesus is himself almost a fable, the traditional 
embodiment of wealth; but he was real enough, and 
neither his gold nor his power saved him from the 
conquering Cyrus of Persia. We imagine that at his 
Court Aesop enjoyed some of the privileges and 
esteem of a Court jester, licensed to wrap up criti-
cism in the cloak of parable. 

In his fables there is a constant reference to the Aesop, Diego Velázquez  
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overweening power of the mighty. Even Croesus might learn from the fable of the earthen pot and 
the pot of brass floating down the stream together that the earthen pot was the only one likely to 
receive damage from the association, and that a rich but unwarlike king had better beware of a 
fierce and well-armed neighbour. 

The people of Lydia, on the other hand, or of any of the less truculent Greek States, might learn 
something from the fable of the frogs who, asking for a ruler, disdained the torpid King Log and 
were gobbled up by King Stork. The fear of the tyrant appears in the tale of the wolf who would 
hear no excuses from the lamb and, that more insidious enemy, the wolf who disguised himself in 
sheep’s clothing. 

There is something personal, we may think, something of the humility of the jester who spoke 
on sufferance, in the fable of the mouse who was able to help the lordly lion by gnawing at his bonds. 
There is more than one sly dig at the vain courtiers with whom the king was surrounded in the tales 
of the vain jackdaw who would be a peacock and was severely pecked in consequence; or in that 
story, with a severer moral, of the ass in the lion’s skin. 

The story of the old man who called his sons together, telling them each to bring a stick and 
then bade them observe how faggots tied together in a bundle could not be broken, was a good 
lesson to the scattered units among the peoples of Aesop’s time on the importance of unity; and as 

Aesop Tells His Fables, Johann Michael Wittmer  
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a symbol the bundle of faggots lasted till the rise of the Roman Empire and beyond it to its fall. 
A score of examples might be taken from the fables to illumine the personality of this famous 

slave, but we may be content with one where something of his life creeps into the parable. It is that 
of the conversation between the mastiff and the wolf. 

The wolf, almost skin and bone, met one moonshiny night a sleek mastiff who was, moreover, 
as strong as he was fat. The wolf would gladly have supped off him, but saw there would first have 
been a great fight, for which in his condition he was not prepared; so, bidding the dog Goodnight 
very humbly, he praised his good looks. The mastiff replied that it would be quite easy for the wolf 
to get as fat as himself—all he had to do was to come to the house, chase away the beggars, and 
fawn upon the master. In return he would be fed with all sorts of nice things, to say nothing of many 
a friendly pat on the head. 

The wolf, at the picture of so much comfort, nearly shed tears of joy. They trotted off together; 
but as they went along the wolf noticed a bare spot on the dog’s neck. “What is that mark?” said 
he. “Oh nothing,” said the dog, “the merest trifle—the collar I wear when I am tied up is the cause 
of it.” The wolf came to a sudden stop. “Tied up,” said he, “tied up!” and, leaving his well-fed 
companion, he ran back to hunger and to freedom. 

Who does not love that tale which is like the first League of Nations? 
The beasts of the field and forest had a lion for their king. He was neither wrathful, cruel, nor 

tyrannical, but just and gentle as a king could be. He made during his reign a royal proclamation for 
a general assembly of all the beasts and birds, and drew up conditions for a universal league, in 
which the wolf and the lamb, the panther and the kid, the tiger and the stag, the dog and the hare, 
should live together in perfect peace and amity. 

The hare then said: 
“Oh, how I have longed to see this day in which the weak shall take their place with impunity 

by the side of the strong.” 
And then there is the tale which tells how sweet Life is, however weary we may be: 
An old man carrying faggots into the city for sale, being wearied with his long journey, sat down 

by the wayside and, throwing down his load, besought Death to come. 
Death, appearing immediately in answer to his summons, asked for what reason he had called 

him. The old man made this reply: 
“That, lifting up the load, you may place it again upon my shoulders.” 
There are, moreover, one or two stories with the name of Aesop more directly attached to them. 

We like that one of an Athenian finding him joining merrily in the sports of some children. He ridi-
culed him for his want of gravity and Aesop good-temperedly took up a bow and strung it and laid 
it at his feet. “There, friend,” said he, “that bow, if kept always strained, would lose its spring and 
probably snap; let it go free sometimes and it will be the fitter for use when it is wanted.” 

The name of his master Xanthus comes into several stories. There is one in which Aesop, com-
missioned to furnish a dinner for his master’s guests with the choicest of viands, gave them nothing 
but tongues; and when taken to task for his choice replied that nothing could excel the tongue, for 
it was the channel of learning and philosophy, the organ of oratory and eulogy. But next day, when 
ordered to provide the worst of all meats, again nothing but tongues appeared on the table. Aesop’s 
explanation was that no wickedness under the Sun was complete unless the tongue had a part in it; 
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treasons, violence, injustice, and fraud 
were debated by the tongue: it was the ruin 
of empires, cities, and of private friend-
ships. 

That is all rather too philosophical for 
our concise jester. A merrier quip was his 
object lesson when he was called upon to 
bear his share of the burdens on a journey. 
Aesop chose the bread basket, the heaviest 
of all, but his wisdom was quickly shown, 
when every meal lightened it till there was 
nothing left for him to carry. 

The graver historians have something 
more to tell us of him. He appeared at Ath-
ens in the time of Pisistratus and Periander, 
whose rival individualities are symbolised 
in the fable of the frogs asking for a king. 
He was also sent to Delphi where among 
the temples and the corridors of statues the 
Oracle delivered prophecy. 

That tree-clad gorge with the eagles 
floating in the blue sky above has now only 
magnificent tiers of ruins and the Castalian 
spring to recall the greatness of a day when 
every State and every ruler paid it tribute. 
Aesop was sent with something more than 

the usual offering; but, whether it was because his shrewdness distrusted the utterances of the 
Oracle or whether his caustic tongue angered the custodians at Delphi, the upshot was that Aesop 
withheld the gift. Whereupon he was accused of sacrilege and thrown from a cliff in that precipitous 
place. 

Afterwards it was said that plague visited the Delphians and was regarded by them as a punish-
ment sent by the gods. In accordance with the feeling of the time they offered compensation to any 
living relatives of Aesop. Alas! he had none, and the money was claimed by the grandson of Iadmon, 
who had set him free. 

As often befalls a great man, honour pursued him after his death, and the sculptor Lysippus 
made a statue to his memory, greatly admired in Athens. We may be sure that among the beauty-
loving Athenians the statue gave no confirmation to the idle story that this man of many tales was 
ugly or a dwarf, nor can we ourselves credit that tradition, with the recollection in our minds of a 
man who saw beauty in all common things, who was of the highest courage under affliction, who 
would answer a king according to his folly, who spake truth and shamed the Oracle although he 
died for it. 

We might almost declare his stories part of the furniture of the mind of man.  

Statue of Aesop, Art Collection of Villa Albani 
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Chapter 3 

 

Phidias 
500-432 B.C., Ancient Greece 

 
He was born into an Athens that had been ravaged and burned by the Persians under Xerxes, 

whose soldiers destroyed with barbarous hatred all the treasures of the ancient city, overthrowing 
statues, temples, and buildings, and consigning to flames everything perishable that could not be 
carried off as spoil. A new Athens had to rise, and first Themistocles and afterwards Cimon built 

Pericles and Aspasia visiting the workshop of Phidias 
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with energy and foresight, raising new edifices of splendour in addition to great walls for the purpose 
of guarding the new city. 

Phidias was the son of Charmidas, an artist, whose son followed him as a painter at the outset 
of his career. His fame as a painter survived him, but the new Athens demanded buildings and 
sculptures rather than the work of brush and pencil, and it was as an architect and sculptor that he 
found his true medium. The foundations of a splendid city had been well and truly laid when the 
immortal Pericles became the head of the State. 

Never was a city more blessed than in the collaboration of Pericles and Phidias. Each was a 
genius: Pericles the matchless statesman with the soul of an artist; Phidias with a brain charged with 
such visions of beauty and grandeur as never before or since possessed the human mind. Pericles 
resolved to make Athens not only strong and impervious to her enemies, but the most beautiful city 
in the world! 

Destiny had furnished him in Phidias with the one man in all history who could give effect to 
his dreams. The wonder could not have been achieved had not Pericles possessed himself of almost 
unlimited funds. Not only had he the spoils won from the Persians; all the minor States that looked 
to Athens for protection made their contribution, not in ships or soldiers, but in money. 

When they saw to what end their tribute was being devoted they protested, but Pericles proudly 
answered that in time of need Athens could furnish all the naval and military forces necessary for 

Phidias Showing the Frieze of the Parthenon to his Friends, Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema 
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their defence, therefore they had no right to question his decision to make the capital of their 
mother State a city of splendour as well as of strength. 

So he placed Phidias in complete control of the architecture and sculpture of Athens. The chief 
building was the Parthenon, one of the loveliest buildings ever raised. Phidias adorned it with some 
five hundred statues, the most perfect ever wrought. Of course he did not carve them all himself; 
for the work occupied him only ten years; but he designed them all, he chose the sculptors who 
carved them, watched them at their work day by day; and is believed to have put the finishing 
touches to them all. 

The Parthenon is the temple dedicated to Minerva, whom the Greeks called Athena and wor-
shipped as their supreme goddess. Phidias himself constructed a statue of her, not of marble, but of 
ivory and gold. Previously the Greeks had made their statues of wood, with marble for the face and 
hands, and real woven textures for the draperies. Phidias invented a new method. He overlaid the 
figure, which had a core of cypress wood or of stone, with plates of ivory. Ancient writers assert that 
he had a method of softening his plates of ivory, but if that is so the secret is lost. 

Whatever the method the figure was exquisitely modelled, and the drapery which clad the god-
dess from shoulders to ankles was of pure hammered gold. From the base to the crown of the head 
the statue was 40 feet high, and 40 talents of gold were used in the making. Every part of the statue, 
helmet, shield and spear, even the sandals was ornamented with scenes representing legends that 
stood to the Athenians for history. 

This was his crowning work in Athens; but it had a rival in his bronze statue of Minerva in the 
Acropolis, 50 feet high, which could be seen miles out at sea. This was made from the spoils of 
Marathon, and was one of 24 bronze statues that he made for Athens. In addition he executed a 
number of beautiful marble statues, gods and heroes from Greek legends. All these have perished; 
but there is still an incomparable remainder, the matchless frieze representing the sacred procession 
to Minerva, and other works in relief with which he adorned the Parthenon. 

These now form the richest treasure of sculpture in the British Museum to which they were 
brought by Lord Elgin in 1816, some 23 centuries after their creation. The sculpture is alive with 
beauty of human form, the strength and splendour of horses, and all the elements of the scenes 
witnessed and shared in by the citizens of the Athens of Pericles. 

Other sculptures associated with the frieze depict with unrivalled force and power the story of 
the battle between the Centaurs and the Lapithae, a legend drawn from days when it was believed 
that creatures, half men and half horse, existed, wise and learned, capable of instructing the heroes 
of Greek mythology. 

After all this lapse of time, after exposure to weather and to the rude violence of many de-
spoilers, including the Turks, who used them as targets for their muskets where they did not grind 
them for lime or smash them for rubble, these works by Phidias rest in the quiet of our great museum, 
models for all artists; still, in spite of mutilation, the most marvellous works of their kind in the 
world. 

These were not his greatest triumphs; as to those we have the testimony of centuries, of great 
writers of antiquity; but here in the frieze and its companion pieces we have proof that their creator 
was the greatest sculptor who ever lived. They represent the very perfection of human effort and 
have never had a serious rival. Phidias arose in an age of genius, but he has completely outsoared 
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all his predecessors and successors as 
Shakespeare, in an age of splendid writers, 
outsoared all other dramatists of every age 
and nation. 

Phidias was indeed the Shakespeare 
of Art, and he lived more than two thou-
sand years before Shakespeare. 

He was in the full maturity of his gen-
ius when he wrought this priceless heri-
tage for his native city, but Pericles had 
many political enemies who sought his 
destruction. Afraid to aim at once at him, 
they tried their strength by a blow at 
Phidias, his dearest friend. They per-
suaded a wretched creature named 
Menon, one of Phidias’ workmen, to de-
clare that the great artist had used some 
of the gold intended for the statue of 
Minerva for his private purposes. 

To the great delight of Pericles, 
Phidias splendidly vindicated himself. As 
though foreseeing some such crisis he had 
made the wonderful golden drapery in 
separate plates. Although it looked like 
one sheen of gold, he took it to pieces, 
detaching plate from plate, each from its 
invisible union with its fellow. The whole 
mass was weighed. The forty talents of pure gold were all there, not one grain missing! 

This was a bitter disappointment to the enemies of the two illustrious friends, so, in order not 
to admit complete defeat, they ordered that the lying informer should be freed from all taxes and be 
protected by the military of the State. They had not exhausted the poisoned barbs that they had 
prepared for Phidias, but historians cannot discover how soon the second blow followed. 

Either because of the enmity of political rivals, or because his overwhelming fame made him 
welcome beyond his native city, Phidias went to Elis, near Olympia, and, received with high honour, 
worked there for several years. It was then that he made his famous statue of Jupiter, whom the 
Greeks call Zeus. This was accounted the crowning work of his life. It was a superb figure, nearly 60 
feet high, of ivory and gold, seated on a throne of the same materials and enriched with precious 
stones, and girt about with superb lesser figures of Victory. This was one of the Seven Wonders of 
the World. 

The Sculptor Phidias, Roman copy of a  

3rd cent. B.C. Greek original 
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Chapter 4 

 

Herodotus 
484-425 B.C., Ancient Greece 

 

It is two thousand years since Cicero called him the Father of History, and even then he was 
an ancient, for he was born midway between Homer and Caesar, to whom he was as much a classic 
as Shakespeare is to us, and about as distant in time. As Homer is the father of poetry, so Herodotus 
is the creator of prose narrative, and the two stand out together, sundered by the centuries, but akin 
in spirit, the two supreme gifts of classical days to mankind. 

Halicarnassus, some ninety miles south of Smyrna, was his birthplace. We know it today as the 
Turkish seaport of Budrum; when Herodotus was born it was a famous Greek colony, but dominated 
at his birth by the hated Persians. But for the conflict between Persia and Greece we might never 
have heard of Herodotus. Greece had set up colonies on the shores of the Black Sea and the Medi-
terranean, and southern Italy was colonized by her under the name of Magna Graecia. 

Persia, rising in the course of a century to a mighty empire, encroached on the Greek colonies 
of Asia Minor, came to blows with her motherland, and twice attempted to invade Greece. The first 
effort was repelled at Marathon, six years before Herodotus was born; the second saw the enormous 
army and navy of Xerxes crushed at Thermopylae, Salamis, Plataea, and Mycale, when the historian 
was a child of four. He determined to write the story of these world-shaking events.  

To this end he underwent a typically thorough Greek education. To say that he was master of 
Homer implies little, for every cultured Greek was supposed to know the Iliad and Odyssey by heart; 
but he knew Hesiod and other writers; he seems to have acquired all the knowledge that was then 
at the disposal of the world. But there were no written authorities to teach him how Persia had 
soared out of obscurity in so short a time to challenge the world for mastery, as first Greece and 
then Rome were one day to do. Herodotus knew the peril that his country had escaped, for, what-
ever his authority, he tells us that Xerxes had declared: “Once let us subdue this people (the Greeks) 
and we shall extend the Persian kingdom as far as God’s heaven reaches. The Sun will then shine 
on no land beyond our borders, for I will pass through Europe from one end to the other, and will 
make one country of all the lands which it contains.” 

There was only one man in the world to preserve this tremendous epic for the knowledge of 
posterity, and Herodotus knew he was that man. He had no precedents to guide him, for history did 
not exist; there were only romantic poetic annals like Homer, in which every action was explained 
by the conduct of a god or goddess moving familiarly among men. Herodotus had no documents to 
draw upon; he must travel and learn for himself from the nations that had been embroiled in the 
titanic struggle. 

He must travel through a world at war, except where momentary treaties secured a precarious 
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peace; and in those lands brigandage was a recognized form of industry. He must cross seas where 
piracy was as rampant as it was in the Mediterranean under the Barbary Corsairs down to the time 
of Nelson. To travel in haste involved risk to life; to travel at leisure, stopping by the way to mem-
orise a scene, to glean a story or record a custom; to venture into cities where death or the dungeon 
awaited the least departure from caution – these were adventures calling for the very highest hero-
ism. 

We must always remember that this greatest of historians was also one of the bravest heroes of 
antiquity. Even to visit all the cities of Greece as he did was a feat of daring, for the Grecian city 
States were as quarrelsome as gamecocks, and constantly engaged in civil war. But he visited them 
all; he peered into every Greek colony in Asia Minor and voyaged to the islands of the Aegean. 

He padded valiantly on through Macedonia, Thrace, the coasts of the Black Sea, Persia, Tyre, 
Egypt, and Cyrene. He covered the greater part of the world then known to civilization, from 
Babylon and Susa in the East to the coast of Italy in the West, and from the mouths of the Dneiper 
and the Danube in the North to the cataracts of Upper Egypt in the South. Thus he explored an 
area embracing 1700 square miles of country, a prodigious distance when we remember the roadless 
ways, the crawling pace of travel, and the infinite delays in getting permission to move at all.  

It was no holiday ramble, no steady pilgrimage to a given geographical goal, but the greatest 
pioneer expedition of inquiry in the history of mankind. Greeks, Medes, Persians, Assyrians, Baby-
lonians, and lesser peoples all start in order and march through their story at his bidding. Croesus, 
the wealthiest king in the world, lives out as much of his life as we shall ever know in the pages of 

Illustration from The Histories of Herodotus by Herodotus, translated by Henry Cary, 1904 
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Herodotus, with his son who at last finds 
speech to cry to a victorious Persian soldier: 
“Fellow, do not kill Croesus!” and so saves 
his father’s life. 

The triumphs of Cyrus, his cruelties, 
his magnanimity, his conquests, and his ruin 
are there. We see the marvels of Babylon as 
it was in Bible days, and witness its fall, 
through the eyes of Herodotus. We see an 
Egypt still great and mysterious, mother of 
civilisations, mother of the pagan gods of 
Greece and later Rome. He tells us of kings 
and dynasties, and marvellous stories that 
have fed the pens of fiction writers and 
poets ever since. 

But for him the world would never 
have known the story of the building of the 
Great Pyramid; of a whole nation enslaved 
by Cheops for the task, of a hundred thou-
sand men sweating year after year at the 
terrific labour; ten years to make the vast 
causeway along which the great stones, 
brought from the Arabian hills down the 
Nile, were drawn to the pyramid; and 
twenty years in the building of the pyramid 

itself. Not only does he describe the method of the building; he records the inscription setting out 
the quantity and character of food eaten by the builders. 

As if to show how comprehensive is his mind, he is just as interested over a mosquito as over a 
Cheops or a pyramid. In the parts of Egypt above the marshes the inhabitants pass the night upon 
lofty towers, he says. In the marshes, where there are no towers, each man possesses a net instead. 
By day it served him to catch fish, while at night he spreads it over the bed in which he is to rest. 
Just as it is in India today. 

He sees the drama of another minor incident nearer home, and but for his noting it we should 
never have known that Europe had lions within historical times. But it had, and they issued at night 
from their lairs to attack the baggage camels of Xerxes in the neighbourhood of the modern River 
Galiko that empties into the Gulf of Salonica. 

He notes the existence of the pygmies; he records the first circumnavigation of Africa, a two-
years voyage during which the Phoenicians landed, sowed corn, waited till it grew and ripened, then 
harvested it, and set sail again. 

There are many stories in Herodotus, wildly romantic and impossible, that he accepts, and wise-
acres have condemned him as superstitious. But we must remember that for all his invincible gal-
lantry in facing the perils of barbarous lands and all his high scholarship, Herodotus was a son of his 

Statue of Herodotus, Roman copy of a  

Greek original of the early 4th century B.C. 
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age, believing in the gods of Homer and Hesiod, with supernatural agencies everywhere at work. 
Therefore the impossible seemed feasible to him. To condemn him on this score is as absurd as 

it would be to condemn Shakespeare and later ages for believing all they had been taught about 
witches. Amid the grandeur of the history of nations, their wars, their triumphs and tragedies, he 
intersperses anecdote after anecdote, grim and grave, pathetic and diverting. How he himself enjoys 
the tale of that visit of the greedy Alcmaeon to the treasury of Croesus! 

Having clothed himself in a loose tunic (he says) which he made to bag greatly at the waist, 
and placed on his feet the widest buskins that he could find, he fell to upon a heap of gold dust, and 
in the first place packed as much as he could inside his buskins, after which he filled the breast of 
his tunic quite full of gold, and then, sprinkling some among his hair, and taking likewise some in 
his mouth, came forth from the treasure-house scarcely able to drag his legs along, with his mouth 
crammed full, and looking anything rather than a man. 

There is reading for an unwearying lifetime in Herodotus. He returned from his travels with 
notes enough to create a library. He seems to have led an insurrection against the tyrant who mis-
governed his beloved birthplace, but the jealousy of the citizens afterwards drove him forth. He 
went to Athens, and there read what must have been a summary of his book before the assembly of 
all the Greek States on the occasion of the Olympian Games. One of his hearers was a youth, 
Thucydides, who was inspired by the reading to devote himself to his own history, the first of critical, 
scientific histories ever written. 

Herodotus, who seems to have been impoverished by his travels perhaps as well as by his quit-
ting Halicarnassus, was rewarded by a State gift of about £2500, but he could not remain in Athens, 
where the rights of citizenship were denied him and without which no Greek felt himself a man. So, 
as Pericles was sending forth a new group of colonists to Thurii on the Tarentine Gulf in Italy, 
Herodotus accompanied them. In the new settlement he had a grant of land and rights of citizen-
ship. 

There he completed his mighty book. It is said that he also wrote the story of Assyria, but this 
is lost. His History has been marvellously preserved to us. It has been criticised throughout the ages, 
but although some of his facts were inevitably inaccurate, later research has marvellously verified 
the care with which he inquired and the fidelity with which he wrote. Some of his statements as to 
the Persian Empire, for example, had to be taken on trust for 24 centuries; then the inscriptions cut 
in the face of a high rock at Behistun were at last deciphered in the 19th century and proved a glori-
ous vindication of the old traveller-historian. 

He stands with Homer as one of the bestloved authors of antiquity. All the great men of the 
age of Pericles knew and honoured him, and his friend Sophocles incorporated some of the facts 
gathered by Herodotus in his plays. He has a unique place in literature as an unexcelled writer, a 
delightful storyteller, a great scholarly traveller-gossip, who writes history, geography, biography, 
folk-lore – everything that curiosity can demand or scholarship long to learn.
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Chapter 5 

 

Pericles 
Died 429 B.C., Ancient Greece 

 
The Age of Pericles! The phrase stands for the highest attainment of which brain and heart and 

hand are capable. Twenty-four centuries ago this man arose in Athens to teach a lesson that the 
world has ever since been endeavoring to learn. He was a great soldier and sea warrior, who planned 
campaigns with genius and fought on the field or on the deck with the audacious valor of a young 
private; he was the greatest statesman in an unsurpassed era of intellect, and its supreme artist.  

He was born in Athens, the son of Xanthippus, who won the memorable victory over the 
Persians at Mycale, and had among his tutors the great Anaxagoras, the philosopher whom 
Athenians called simply The Intelligence. Anaxagoras taught him to study natural science, and so 
freed him from the cowardly super-
stitions that debased the character of 
many men of the age.  

Although an aristocrat, Pericles 
sympathized with the aspirations of 
the people and took the democratic 
side from the time when, as a fin-
ished philosopher and trained soldier 
of 28, he entered public life and 
began to play his part in the destinies 
of the world. He was the friend of the 
people, but he never wooed them, 
never pandered to their trivial 
whims, keeping himself apart, proud 
and reserved, seeking their good, but 
not their applause.  

Greece was a collection of rival 
States, each State being centered 
about a town; and the people, in 
spite of their splendid intellect, were 
jealous, petty, and quarrelsome, nev-
er at unity among themselves except 
in the presence of an appalling Socrates teaching Perikles, Nicolas Guibal  
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danger, such as a threat-
ened invasion by the myri-
ads of Persia. Pericles early 
sought a federation of all 
the States, so that Greece 
might be a united com-
monwealth instead of a 
group of competing ene-
mies. Nothing came of his 
noble idea, so he turned to 
an alternative, which was 
to make his beloved Ath-
ens an Empire State.  

The aristocratic party 
was of course opposed to 
him and Cimon, a good 
soldier at their head, was a 
thorn in the side of the 
young genius. Cimon was 
banished for various of-
fences, but when he re-

turned to fight as a common soldier in the ranks at the Battle of Tanagra Pericles pleaded for his 
pardon. As the shining bravery of Pericles had distinguished him above all others on that stricken 
field that Athenians, though sore over their defeat, forgave Cimon for the sake of his opponent. 

The reconciliation had the happiest results in uniting all classes in Athens; they forgot their 
defeat and atoned for it in a succession of victories that raised them to the highest point of power 
they had ever enjoyed. Soon Pericles became the absolute power in the State; the Age of Pericles 
had dawned. With unquestioned authority he denied himself all profit; indeed he died poorer than 
he entered public life. He refused to allow the State to enter upon campaigns of conquest that he 
knew to be beyond its man-power and financial resources, but he led expeditions that enabled him 
to plant Greek colonies in Asia Minor and Italy that increased the riches and commerce of Athens, 
while at the same time spreading the glorious culture of the mother State.  

Athens had been the main defense of Greece against the Persians; other States, which had pro-
vided neither men nor ships nor horses, contributed and continued to contribute money. Pericles, 
disdaining dictation as to the applications of these funds so long as he maintained an adequate army 
and navy, applied the money to the beautifying of an Athens that should be worthy of her position 
at the head of all the Hellenic peoples.  

The noblest sculptures in the British Museum are the Elgin marbles, a treasure of beauty beyond 
all price. They were a mere part of the frieze of the Parthenon at Athens, a fragment of the mar-
velous works of beauty that Pericles caused to be set up under the direction of the immortal Phidias, 
prince of sculptors, unrivalled before or since. He covered the Acropolis with noble buildings and 
adorned them with matchless carvings and sculptures; and the paintings that adorned the interiors 

The Debate of Socrates and Aspasia, Nicolas-André Monsiau 
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were, according to tradition, noble and 
lovely as the statuary.  

Greek literature and drama were at 
their zenith, and Pericles threw open the 
theatres and religious festivals so that 
the common people of the city grew up 
in an atmosphere of noble thought, high 
philosophy, and exquisite poetry. But he 
did not spoil the Athenians. Every year 
he sent sixty galleys to sea to train cit-
izens as sailor-warriors. No man was too 
great to be trained to defend his country. 
As soldier or sailor the noblest “ac-
counted it holiday work to do duty in the 
service of the city; he used his body for 
her as though it had been the body of 
another.” 

He succeeded in making his fellows 
proud to be Athenians. The greatest 
minds in the world were there to do his 
bidding in the carrying out of his designs; 
but the men who hewed and smelted, 
who carved and built, those imperishable 
marvels were ordinary Athenian masons, 
carpenters, and smiths, counted too ig-
noble for the majesty of Athenian war-
fare. Under their hands the works pro-
ceeded like magic.  

Even today Athens, after more than 
two thousand years, is one of the wonderlands of the world. It seems to have taken centuries to 
build. As a fact it was done in a few years when Pericles was the benevolent master of the State. As 
Plutarch says, the wonder is that such structures should be built in so short a time, and yet build for 
ages; for as each of them, as finished, had the venerable air of antiquity, so, now they are old, they 
have freshness of a modern building.  

Fighting, adorning, re-casting the laws so that the poorest man had justice equally with the rich, 
and served his part in determining the truth of charges made against as citizen, Pericles created the 
model State in all but one or two particulars. He could not stamp out the malice of all his enemies 
at home. He could not prevent the other States of Greece from waxing jealous of the military and 
intellectual supremacy of fair, proud Athens. The enemies of Pericles struck at him on the score of 
the money he had spent in making Athens for ever beautiful. Statistics that have come down to us 
make it appear that from a treasury of £1,876,000 Pericles spent one-third on making Athens the 
wonder of her age. Did ever £600,000 produce such results, engage such genius, pay the wages of 

Illustration from With the world's people…  
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such craftsmen? 
Pericles, who was a superb orator, faced his accusers indignantly in full assembly, and asked 

them if, in their opinion, he had spent too much. Inflamed by his rivals, they answered, “Yes!” 
“Then,” said he proudly, “be it charged to my account, not yours; only let the new edifices be 

inscribed with my name, not that of the people of Athens.” They knew he was comparatively poor 
and incorruptible, and, whether from admiration of his splendid spirit, or from a desire to be asso-
ciated with the magnificent works that he had created, they rose and shouted with enthusiasm that 
he might spend as much as he chose out of the public treasury.  

With all the skill and courage that marked his foreign policy he could not escape the conse-
quences of the petty jealousy of the other States, and from that sprang the Peloponnesian War, 
which was to last for a quarter of a century after his death. We have no actual record of it, but the 
spirit of it has been preserved for us by the historian Thucydides who says: 

“I would have you day by day fix your eyes upon the greatness of Athens until you become filled 
with the love of her; and when you are impressed by the spectacle of her glory, reflect that this 
empire has been acquired by men who knew their duty and had the courage to do it, who in the 
hour of conflict had the fear of dishonor always present to them, and who, if ever they failed in an 
enterprise, would not allow their virtues to be lost to their country, but freely gave their lives to her 
as the fairest offering which they could present at her feet.”  

Ideal view of the Acropolis and the Areopagus in Athens, Leo von Klenze 
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The sacrifice which they collectively made was individually repaid to them; for they received 
again and again each one for himself a praise which grows not old and the noblest of all sepulchres—
I speak not of that in which their remains are laid, but of that in which their glory survives and is 
proclaimed always and on every fitting occasion both in word and deed. For the whole Earth is the 
sepulchre of famous men; not only are they commemorated by columns and inscriptions in their 
own country, but in foreign lands there dwells also an unwritten memorial of them, graven not on 
stone but in the hearts of men. Make them your examples.  

Had Pericles lived his genius might have triumphed, his leading and valor might have saved 
Athens. His policy was sound. When the enemy advanced in to the Athenian State, he withdrew 
the threatened people into Athens, where, with their supplies and cattle, they were safe behind her 
impregnable fortifications. He led or sent expeditions by land and sea to harry the homes of the 
enemy and so force them back from Athens.  

But unforeseeable disaster suddenly descended on him and Athens. Plague struck his army on 
an expedition and was carried back to the capital. Ordinary losses Athens had borne with fortitude, 
and over the grave of those who first fell Pericles pronounced the oration that remains immortal 
and unmatched in all the grave and noble eloquence of the world’s great speeches.  

But plague, new, incomprehensible, slaying rich and poor, young and old, demoralized and ter-
rified the State.  

One after another the friends and family of Pericles were struck dead by it. He preserved the 
same stern heroic composure, never for a moment relaxing from his duties as the head and inspir-
ation of the State. But at last his one surviving relative, his youngest son, the darling of his declining 
years, was fatally stricken, and he was left without a relative in the world.  

He attempted even then to preserve his usual calm behavior and serenity of mind; but in putting 
the garland upon the head of his dead son his firmness forsook him; he could not bear the sad spec-
tacle; he broke out into loud lamentations, and shed a torrent of tears; a passion to which he had 
never before given way.  

He was not long to survive this last crushing grief. Plague attacked him too, but not with its cus-
tomary virulent haste. He was incurable, but languished on his sick-bed. When he was at the point 
of death his surviving friends and some of the chief citizens sitting by his side, not knowing that he 
could hear them, spoke with admiration and gratitude of his extraordinary virtues, of the unmatched 
authority he had enjoyed, of the deeds he had performed, and of the victories he had won on land 
and sea as commander of all the Athenian forces.  

Pericles stirred and opened his eyes. “I am surprised (he said) that while you dwell upon and 
extol these acts of mine, though fortune had her share in them, and many other generals have per-
formed the like, you took no notice of the greatest and most honorable part of my character, that no 
Athenian, through my means, ever put on mourning.” 

To him with all his splendid record of wise laws, incomparable adornment of the queen of cities, 
generous acts to friends, noble forgiveness of enemies, victories won and education spread—all was 
insignificant in comparison with the fact that he had secured justice for his fellows of all degrees and 
callings, and that he had sent no man to death.  

By his death he was spared the knowledge that Athens was to fall, her greatest walls dismantled, 
her power gone for ever, but yet retaining those glories of art that he gave her, the sole memorial of 
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her greatness.  
One curious detail remains to be added. The pictures we have of him always show him, not as 

the statesman, the law-giver and lover of art, but as a helmeted warrior. According to Plutarch he 
had a head of exceptional size, and a long head at that. This did not conform to the Greek ideal of 
beauty, so the artists put a casque on his head to hide the shape that was unpleasing to their critical 
eyes.   
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Chapter 6 

 

Hippocrates 
460-375 B.C., Ancient Greece 

 
One of the proudest titles in the world is that by which we know him; for over two thousand 

years he has been called the Father of Medicine. Not only was he the greatest healer of antiquity, 
he was the founder of the greatest of sciences, the preservation of health and the redemption of the 
suffering from their ills. 

He was born in the Greek island of Cos, the most famous of a family of physicians. After his 
teachings had been forgotten, our doctors for centuries mingled sorcery and quackery in their treat-
ment of unhappy patients. In the time of Hippocrates the practice of medicine was more a religion 
than science; by the activities of his magnificent intellect he left it pure science. 

A marvellous people, the Greeks were incomparably ahead of any other nation at their stage of 
civilization, and they knew more 
about the body and its treatment 
than our own physicians knew 
when Shakespeare was alive. 

Schools of medicine existed 
before Hippocrates. The Greeks 
had temples dedicated to Ascle-
pios, a name more familiar to us 
through the Latin Aesculapius. 
Asclepios was the Greek God of 
Medicine. Almost the last words 
of Socrates before he drank the 
hemlock were, “I owe a cock to 
Asclepios,” an offering, apparent-
ly, that he had omitted to make 
upon the altar. The temples were 
built with spacious halls and nob-
le colonades, open to sun and air, 
and there the sick and wounded 
were treated in the first of hos-
pitals. 

The Greeks saw in Hippo-
crates a descendant of the Hippocrates visiting Democritus, Pieter Lastman 
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mythical Asclepios, while on his mother’s side he was supposed to trace back to the equally mythical 
Hercules. There was nothing mystic or pretentious in Hippocrates himself, however. He travelled 
and studied and returned to Cos to practice and become the greatest master of medicine the world 
had known. He was not only a doctor: he was a teacher, and his temple hospital was the first of 
universities for doctors. He had immortal contemporaries, Herodotus, Thucydides, Socrates, Plato, 
Democritus among them. Never had human intellect soared to such dizzy heights of attainment as 
then, and Hippocrates occupied a very pinnacle of thought and achievement. We know that he 
commanded the attention not merely of doctors, but of scholars, for we find Plato quoting his 
writings while Hippocrates still lived. 

For two thousand years scholars of all nations have been studying what has come down to pos-
terity as the writings of Hippocrates. We have what is known as the Hippocrates Collection, which 
embraces some seventy treatises, and at this very hour learned men in England, America, and 
Europe are still diligently at work on the text, publishing new volumes of the great man, as they 
expect their sons and grandsons will be doing for their generations. There is always a chance that 
something new, some undiscovered manuscript relating to him, will turn up and solve the puzzle of 
which of the famous treatises are actually by his hand. 

Some must be later than his time, but such was the splendour of his genius that in the course 
of ages, when some wonder of surgical inquiry and treatment by an unknown hand came to light, it 

Hippocrates lecturing to his students under the plane tree on the island of Cos, courtesy of Wellcome Images 
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was attributed to the father of healing. Galen from whom Europe took its teaching for centuries 
preceding the Dark Ages, worked on the problem with all his skill and knowledge. He is an ancient 
to us, but Hippocrates was an ancient to Galen, who was born about six centuries later than his 
Greek predecessor. 

Some of the writings of Hippocrates have been identified almost with certainty. They are the 
acorn from which has sprung the great tree of knowledge by which human life is preserved. So vast 
was the range of his experiments and cures that he reduced their results to summary sentences 
which he called Aphorisms. The first of these is that famous phrase, Art is long but life is short. 

Another is the oldest surgical treatise in the world, called On Wounds of the Head. It almost 
takes our breath away to read in this a clear and brilliant description of trephining, that is, the 
removal of bone from the skull to admit of brain surgery. A third describes hospital practice, how 
the patient shall be prepared, where the operator and his assistants shall sit or stand, how the lights, 
natural and artificial, shall be arranged, and how the surgeon is to attain “ability, grace, speed, 
painlessness, elegance, and readiness.” 

Then he deals with environment, the effect of climate, of heat and cold, damp and dryness, 
and shows, like a Harley Street specialist of today, how a patient may need removal from one scene 
and season to another to effect a cure. In nothing is his mastery more clearly shown than in his 

Hippocrates refusing the gifts of Artaxerxes, Anne-Louis Girodet de Roussy-Trioson  
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procedure with a case in hand. His lesser rivals were content with diagnosis, that is, in discovering, 
as they believed, the nature of the disease from which the patient was suffering. 

Hippocrates was the first to insist on what is called prognosis; having discovered the ailment, 
he laid down the treatment, explained the course of the disease, the symptoms that would succeed 
each other, and the remedies to be given to secure recovery. One of his greatest discoveries was 
that, aided by cleanliness, air, sunshine, and rational diet, Nature herself is a queen of healers. 

As we have seen, his hospital was a temple, and the practice of medicine had been practically 
a religious rite, with the result that disease was regarded as a direct visitation from the gods, a des-
tiny, something to promote a sacrifice to Asclepios; not anything for which a cure might without 
impiety be attempted by the sufferer. Epilepsy, for example, was called the Divine Disease. 

It is to the eternal credit of Hippocrates that he first declared that there is nothing divine in 
disease, whether epilepsy or any other. Disease, he taught, is of human origin; it arises from causes 
that can be traced to wounds, to carelessness, to poisons, to bad sanitary conditions, all of which 
can be avoided. In all the magnificent treatises comprised in the Hippocrates Collection there is not 
one word of superstition; in all our medical writings down to the time of Harvey there is not an 
English chapter that avoids superstition. 

He wrote on epidemics. Of course, he knew no more than we knew down to the time of Lister 
of the action of bacteria in causing disease and death; yet he had the germ of the idea, for during 
the great pestilence at Athens he lit huge fires wherever he could and burned out the plague, as the 
Great Fire of London burned out our plague, two thousand years later. The sanity of his methods, 
too, is revealed in the story of his encounter with Democritus, the genius who was supposed by his 
fellow citizens to be mad. After an interview with him Hippocrates declared that, so far from being 
mad, Democritus was the wisest man in the whole of Greece. 

The notes of his cases that have come down to us suggest that they must have been written by 
the young doctors who were studying under him. These notes are one of the mysteries. It is realized 
that they are too technically skilful to have been the work of ordinary nurses. It is not known for 
certain who did the nursing for Hippocrates, but the theory is that he made his students act as 
nurses as well as doctors, and hospital doctors of our own day commend this as a practice that our 
own medical students might profitably follow. 

The Father of Medicine never took degree or diploma, nor did any of his students, but he 
founded a profession with the noblest charter that ever bound men in a calling outside the pale of 
religion. We still have what is called the Hippocratic Oath, that every student of the great man had 
to take and swear by all his gods to hold to, according to the extent of his own ability and to the 
best of his judgment: 

“I will look upon him who has taught me this art even as those who bore me; I will share with 
him my substance, and supply his necessities if need by; I will regard his offspring as my own breth-
ren, and I will teach them this art if they desire to learn it, without fee or stipulation. I will impart 
it by precept, by lecture, and by all other modes of instruction to my own sons, to the sons of him 
who taught me, and to disciples bound by covenant and oath according to the law of the physicians, 
but to none other. 

“The treatment I adopt shall be for the benefit of my patients, and not for their injury nor any 
evil purpose. I will not give a deadly drug to anyone, though it be asked of me, nor will I lead the 
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way in such counsel. I will keep my life and my art pure and holy. Whatsoever house I enter, there 
will I go for the benefit of the sick…. Whatsoever I see or hear concerning the life of men, in my 
attendance on the sick or even apart therefrom, which ought not to be spoken of abroad, I will keep 
silence thereon, counting the secrecy of such things to be sacred. If I fulfil this oath and break it 
not, be it mine to enjoy life and art alike, with good repute among all men for all time. 

“If I transgress it and forswear myself, may the contrary befall me.” 
All that is known of the life of Hippocrates has now been told except that, with his name and 

fame established among his illustrious fellows, he quitted Cos for the Court of Thessaly, and died 
there about 375 B.C., leaving a record unsurpassed by any successor until the science that he glorified 
was revolutionised by the discoveries of our own age. 

He was not only the Father of Medicine but the founder of an order of chivalry that has re-
mained a pattern and example to a wondering posterity. 
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Chapter 7 

 

T hucydides 
471-399 B.C., Ancient Greece 

 
The greatest of all historians, Thucydides was born an Athenian of exalted family. We know 

little about his youth except the tradition that when Herodotus read his History in public in Athens, 
a boy in the audience burst into tears of rapturous excitement and vowed himself to history. That 
boy was Thucydides. Two famous philosophers are named among his instructors, and we know from 
his writings that he was not only a warrior and a scholar but a man of wide philosophical outlook, 
just and fair to enemies as to friends, and with a vision that pierced to the heart of a subject. 

Thucydides lives for us almost entirely through his superb history of the Peloponnesian War, 
which broke out in 431 B.C., when he was about 40, and lasted into 404. It was a war as melancholy 
and relatively as destructive as our Great War. 

Sparta and Athens had combined heroically, after the Battle of Marathon, to resist the attempts 
of Darius and Xerxes to invade Greece and overthrow Europe; but when peace came an insane 
jealousy grew up between the old allies. Each sought the mastery, not only of the other, but of all 
Greece, and a war lasting 27 years resulted, each side being deserted and joined by allies to make 
the conflict ever-changing. 

Peloponnesus was the name of the peninsula forming the southern portion of Greece now called 
Morea; it included Sparta and most of her allies, and, as much coast and many islands were involved, 
the fighting was by sea as well as on land. Thucydides, who was a year or two older than Socrates, 
realised at the outset that human nature does not change; that if such great suicidal struggles as 
that of which he was witness were to follow, the causes and motives would be somewhat similar, 
and that perhaps his full record of the calamities might be a lesson and a deterrent. 

While the war was still young he began his History. For the first eight years he himself was one 
of the leading combatants on behalf of Athens, for whom he acted as admiral of one of her fleets. 
He owned gold mines in Thrace which were worked for fifteen hundred years after his death. In 423 
Thucydides was ordered with his fleet to defend the town of Amphipolis against a Spartan attack 
led by Brasidas, the most daring, wily, and accomplished of all the Spartan generals. Brasidas, by 
forced marches and by passing through neutral territory, reached Amphipolis before Thucydides 
and his ships could arrive. By fair words coupled with threats he secured the town, and Thucydides 
was baffled. 

Fickle Athens, piqued by her loss, could not forgive him. For twenty years Thucydides was an 
exile, whether to escape penalty of death or under sentence of exile we do not know. It was more 
than banishment, for banishment ended legally at the end of ten years. He became a wanderer, in 
Peloponnesus, in some of the Greek islands, in Italy, and possibly joined the expedition to colonise 
Thurii in southern Italy in which Herodotus figured. 
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All this time wherever he roamed he was collecting and sifting information for his History. He 
tells us of his methods. They have never been excelled: he was the first critical, analytical historian. 
He says that he wrote not only from personal knowledge but by the examination of many eye 
witnesses, sifting and sorting their conflicting testimony and avoiding partiality on one side or bias 
against another. 

The result is the greatest History ever written, the most impartial, the most generous, the most 
understanding. Not only does he give us marvellous pictures of the events and portraits of the chief 
actors, he analyses with unerring judgment the causes and the characters of the events and the men. 
Sometimes he is a little obscure and difficult, for he wrote 24 centuries ago; but there are scenes in 
his work that for descriptive power and accuracy of presentment have no rivals in literature. Indeed 
Lord Macaulay, our own historian, declared his description of the tragic Athenian expedition to 
Sicily to be the finest prose composition in the world. 

In splendid, rapid strokes he summarises the history of his nation and the events leading up to 
the war. Himself a Homer of prose, he is only uncritical when he surveys the Homer of poetry, whose 
heroes he takes as read. A fighting seaman-scholar Thucydides explains in a word why it took the 
Greeks ten years to capture Troy. It was due, he says to lack of money and therefore of supplies, so 
that the Greeks had to scatter to plough and sow 
for food and to scour the sea as pirates; therefore 
they were never in full force before Troy. 

When we come to his own time we have a 
masterly view of causes and then an immortal 
chapter of effects. Plague breaks out in Upper 
Egypt, crosses the sea, and in the second year of 
the war produces his wonderful Plague of Athens. 
Not only did Thucydides witness it; he himself was 
attacked, was one of the few to recover, and so was 
able to record that no person who had once fallen 
a victim and was saved experienced a second 
attack. The chapter dealing with the visitation is 
one of the most memorable in literature. Plague 
seems as old as man; here for the first time its 
symptoms, progress, and consequences are de-
scribed with the precision of a physician.  

He shows us how terrible is the demorali-
zation that attends such an outbreak in a great 
city; how terror caused the people to abandon 
hope, to cry, as it were, Let us eat, drink, and be 
merry, for tomorrow we die; and in insensate panic 
committed crime and outrage incredible. 

The History is written in eight books, with its 
events divided into winter and summer for each 
year. Nothing is missed. The work is notable for 
the many remarkable speeches it contains. Some 

Title page of The Plague of Athens  

by Thucydides, 1709 
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of them Thucydides heard delivered. Others 
he got from various quarters. “It was in all 
cases,” he says, “difficult to carry them word 
for word in one’s memory, so my habit has 
been to make the speakers say what was, in my 
opinion, demanded of them by the various 
occasions, of course adhering as closely as pos-
sible to the general sense of what they had 
really said.” 

Among these speeches is the most fa-
mous funeral oration ever pronounced, that 
uttered by Pericles over those who had fallen 
for Athens during the first year of the war. It 
is old but it is modern; we feel that were 
Pericles alive today he would be an ideal head 
of any nation in the world. Nothing could be 
more beautiful than his representation of the 
lives and aims of Athens and her sons. This 
we owe to Thucydides, but the words, we feel, 
are the actual words of Pericles. 

It is impossible to summarise the book in 
this short study: but two strange links with our 
own times must be noted. 

In those far-off days the fighting forces 
had their flame-throwers, consisting of a caul-
dron of lighted coals, sulphur, and pitch, sus-
pended at the end of an iron pipe through 
which air was forced by huge bellows to create 
a great flame to burn down the timber de-

fences of a city. And Athens, it may be noted, had her symbol for her Unknown Warrior. 
Behind the funeral procession of cypress coffins of the slain was borne one empty bier, decked 

for those whose bodies could not be recovered. 
Thucydides brings his history down to 411 B. C. It ends abruptly in the eighth book, and the 

end was caused by an assassin’s knife. After his long exile he returned to Athens and, though the 
details of his death have not come down to us, all authorities agree that he was murdered. 

So the greatest history in the world is incomplete, and we close the book with a sigh, feeling 
that its author was one of the noblest men who ever lived. We seem actually to know him, so vivid 
is his writing. And we mourn, not only that the full story of his life is not told, but that if it were 
told at all it would be written in tears. Thucydides is the first example in the world of heroism com-
bined with immortal scholarship.

Plaster cast bust of Thucydides made in early 1900-1910s, 

original bust is a Roman copy of an early 

4th Century B.C. Greek original 
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Chapter 8 

 

Socrates 
470-399 B.C., Ancient Greece 

 
One of the martyrs was burned at 

the stake for insisting that Soc-
rates, with all the noble pagan 
philosophers and all un-
christened little ones, 
would escape eternal 
condemnation and go 
to heaven. Socrates 
had no doubt that he 
would be there, de-
lighting himself in the 
old way with cross-
examining the gods and 
the heroes of Homer, 
learning to know them, and at 
the same time to know himself.  

No one in antiquity stands out 
more clearly than he, son of a sculp-
tor whose work was welcome to a 
beauty-loving Athens. Athens was then at the height of her military fame, with talk of the great 
victories of Marathon and Salamis fresh on the lips of those who had won them. Pericles was still 
alive; Socrates knew Aeschylus and Sophocles and argues with Euripides; he heard Herodotus read 
his History to the people and saw him crowned with laurel.  

Socrates received the education common to the son of an Athenian freeman, and conferred 
fame on the men who taught him. He grew up short but sturdy, a man ungainly of movement, tubby, 
with protruding eyes, broad flat nose, and thick lips, but with a brow that was a dome of intellect. 
Men said he looked like a statue of Silenus, one of their most disreputable old deities, but that when 
he opened his mouth it was as if a god spoke within.  

At first he followed the calling of his sculptor father, but he had a tiny income, and this, with 
the little house he owned, enabled him, by denying himself every luxury, dressing plainly, and con-
tenting himself with the food of an ascetic, to give up work. He resigned his chisel and devoted him-
self to a life of study and philosophic discourse. He cannot have left Athens more than half a dozen 

Alcibiades Being Taught by Socrates, Marcello Bacciarelli  
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times; he did not even know the suburbs, finding, he said, more delight and instruction in the com-
pany of men than in contemplation of all the trees and scenery.  

One visit influenced his whole life. At Delphi he saw inscribed on one of the doors of the 
Temple, the words “Know Thyself!” Forthwith he resolved to know himself by knowing what others 
were, and what were the qualities that made for goodness, happiness, bravery, and justice. He was 
not yet to turn professed philosopher; his half-formed precepts as to valor had now to be tested in 
actual war.  

He was strong, and they put him into heavy armor and sent him to fight, during the Pelopon-
nesian war, which lasted almost a generation, at three important battles, enduring the snow and ice 
of a Thracian winter barefooted in fortitude, saving the life of Alcibiades on a stricken field and 
carrying him a mile from the scene of danger; and earning the plaudits of his generals for his con-
stancy and splendid courage. He was a private soldier; all Athenians had to serve in the army, and 
the greatest philosopher of his age fought as unquestioningly as a slave; service was a debt he owed 
his beloved Athens.  

When he was able to settle down to civic life again he turned seriously to philosophy and to the 
instruction of his fellows. He left his children to the care of his scolding wife Xanthippe, and spent 
his days about the city, at the gymnasium, in the market place, at street corners, wherever he could 

Socrates with a disciple and Diotimo, Franz Caucig 



SOCRATES 

35 

lure or challenge youth or poverty, riches or pompous officialdom, into debate with him, to the in-
tent that he might inoculate men with wisdom, humility, virtue, and love of all that is beautiful.  

He was as happy in conversing with workmen as with statesmen; to all he put his searching 
questions, leading from point to point with infinite subtlety, often giving edge to his questions with 
exquisite irony and humor, and proceeding from one petty detail after another to a philosophy of 
life.  

He would attend a feast and turn revelry to consideration of wisdom; he would declare that, 
whereas an artisan could teach his trade, nowhere was there a man who could teach justice or wis-
dom. He aimed at extracting absolute truth and applying it to all the concerns of life.  

Virtue is wisdom, he taught. If a man knows the right from the wrong he will do the right. If he 
is asked whether he prefers to be just or unjust he will wish to be considered just, and, knowing 
what justice is, he will practice it. All his discussions had the same delightful series of ingenious 
questions leading to some surprising revelations of ignorance in the person questioned. That 
achieved, Socrates in the goodness of his heart felt that he had made a convert and that the person 
instructed would err no more in thought or action.  

We know Socrates only through the writings of his two devoted disciples Xenophon and Plato, 
for he himself never wrote a line. Xenophon, the splendid soldier, hero of the deathless march of 
the Ten Thousand, was an Athenian Boswell, without the skill of Dr. Johnson’s worshipper and re-
corder. He writes down what he remembers of the dialogues, forthright, simple, convincing in a way, 
but not, we feel as we read, giving us anything like the true essence of the man whose thoughts con-
tinue to baffle and to dazzle the world.  

Plato, on the other hand, pours all his own marvelous genius into his record of the conver-
sations, and at times moves in an atmosphere so subtly rarefied that the ordinary mortal can hardly 
breathe in it.  

The men with whom Socrates most frequently did battle were pretentious, so-called philoso-
phers known as Sophists, who would undertake to prove anything, no matter how absurd or false. 
Now it has always been a source of grief to lovers of Socrates that Plato at times makes him talk as 
a Sophist unashamed. Such he actually seemed to many men of his own age. Aristophanes, the great 
wit, shows him in his play, The Clouds, as the head of an academy in which he teaches nothing but 
sophistry, like a pettifogging modern lawyer, to plead a cause and win it, whether he may be in the 
right or in the wrong.  

 
Why, they do say 
These men have the secret of both Arguments,  
The honest argument, if there be such a thing, and the other; 
Now this last, this false Argument, you understand,  
Will make the verist rascal win his cause.  

 
Plato’s representation of Socrates does repeatedly justify the satirist’s gibe. May not the expla-

nation be that, as Johnson, the English Socrates, when not engaged on religion or other grave topics, 
confessed that he sometimes talked for victory, so Socrates did the same? Of course, we do not know 
that the sophistries that Plato makes him utter were his at all, but there is the evidence of his fellow 
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Athenian, Aristophanes, an aristocratic die-hard, by whom the methods of Socrates were regarded 
as entirely detestable.  

But let us not forget that Socrates, a man given to long, trance-like fits of abstraction, heard or 
felt, not indeed the Voices of Joan of Arc, but one voice, his genius, the spirit, the voice and direc-
tion of a god. On that, he said, he ever acted. On that he advised his friends when they consulted 
him as to some action that they proposed to follow.  

For the laughing, jesting philosopher of the market place was a devout man. He sacrificed to 
this gods, as all religious Greeks did. He observed the religious festivals, and honored all the rites, 
but he was guided by what he believed to be that inner voice, and therein lay the chance of his 
enemies to attack him.  

He loved to instruct youths. What he taught them was not always in compliance with the teach-
ings of an unimaginative, commonplace, domestic home. That angered parents as much as his con-
founding of the great men angered the cliques that ruled in Athens and were to bring her to ruin. 
He braved the wrath of the Thirty Tyrants and lived; he risked his life to demand trial by jury, 
instead of instant condemnation, for men accused of having left their comrades to drown in a battle 
at sea. But thirty years of his teaching and of his gently, ironically, but decisively flouting the intel-
lectual upstarts, had bred in the city a feeling of anger that was bound to destroy him at the first 

The Death of Socrates, Jacques-Louis David 
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opportunity.  
The Thirty Tyrants passed. There 

came a new democracy which, fresh from 
the degradation of the age-long war that 
had delivered them over to themselves, 
was jealous of any new attempt at intel-
lectual or political leadership, and Soc-
rates was admittedly the leader of intel-
lectual enterprise. He encouraged a youth 
to give up trade and student philosophy, 
and one day there was posted up in the 
streets of Athens this accusation:  

Socrates is guilty of crime: first in not 
believing in the gods which the city believes in; 
secondly in introducing new gods; thirdly in 
corrupting the youth of Athens. The penalty is 
death.  

The trial took place before a jury of 500 
Athenian citizens. Socrates was so confi-
dent of the power of the guiding spirit 
within him that he prepared no defense of 
a formal kind, but addressed himself to 
posterity. He showed his devotion to the 
national religion and asserted the auth-
enticity of the divine messages he had re-
ceived, by direction from which his friends 
had often benefited. This in itself was an 
offence to the democratic jury, who re-
sented his claim to a special inspiration.  

As to his teaching, he recalled that the 
Delphic oracle had proclaimed that “Sophocles is wise, Euripides is wiser, but Socrates is the wisest 
of men.” That, he said, had made him ponder long and realize that he was the wisest of men because 
he alone had discovered that he knew nothing. In that belief he had sought knowledge, and had 
taught while learning of others, leading all who came in contact with him to examine their own 
lives and principle of action. If the court acquitted him he declared he would begin the same course 
again, for to desist would be to incur the disfavor of the gods. 

Only by a majority of 60 votes was he condemned, and it remained to take a second vote on the 
penalty to be inflicted.  

Called upon to propose a milder alternative to death, Socrates answered that some of his friends 
would furnish the money to meet a small fine, “but if I am asked what my life and conduct deserve 
I reply that maintenance at the public expense, as a benefactor to the State, is the right recompense 
for one who has given up his own fortune and embraced voluntary poverty for the sake of the 

Bust of Socrates, Roman copy from Greek original 
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improvement of his fellow citizens.”  
Sentence of death was passed by as increased majority; and Socrates told his judges that to die 

was a pleasure, as he was going to converse with gods and heroes. He had thirty days to await the 
end, for the Delphic festival was in progress, during which time the law forbade any execution.  

All his friends visited him in his cell, even his scolding Xanthippe; but he sent away the women 
because he thought tears unworthy. He lived in his cell as he had lived at large, brave, gay, whimsical 
to the last, as when Crito asks him, “Where shall we bury you?” and he answers, “Wherever you 
will, if you can catch me,” for he is assured that, whatever may happen to his body, his soul will go 
marching on.  

The last scene, which Plato puts into the mouth of their common friend Phaedo, is one of the 
most moving chapters in all the world’s literature: the sunset glowing in the cell, the sorrowing 
friends whom the doomed man gently chides for the emotion; the gaoler forgiven for bringing the 
cup of hemlock Socrates must drink; the superb spirit of the philosopher as the poison creeps 
through his system; the slow advance of death, and then—peace and silence.  

Xenophon writes of the last hours of this grand old man like a gallant soldier laying a laurel on 
a brave man’s grave; but Plato with his golden trumpet sounds a noble requiem that has ever since 
echoed through the hearts of mankind.   
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Chapter 9 

 

Plato 
427-347 B.C., Ancient Greece 

 
There has never been an age like that into which Plato was 

born. He came into the world just after Pericles had left it. There 
were living in Plato’s day Sophocles, Euripides, Aristophanes, 
and Thucydides. Socrates was Plato’s master, and Aristotle his 
pupil, and Aristotle was to pass on such of Plato’s teaching as he 
approved to his own pupil Alexander, called the Great. 

 Plato was a boy when there sailed from Athens a proud fleet 
and army to attempt the conquest of Sicily, where Greek cities 
groaned under the oppression of a brutal tyrant. The fleet was 
destroyed, the army annihilated, and the place of Athens at the 
head of the Greek States was for ever lost. Fortunately the dis-
aster did not prevent Plato from pursuing the ordinary course of 
a young Athenian’s ordinary education.  

He learned his grammar and the poets, the mystic, sad-
hearted philosophers who had preceded him; he became master 
of music. But his body was trained as well as his mind, and he 
became a practical soldier while flowering into a scholar. He was 
only ten when the war between Athens and Sparta and their 
constantly changing allies broke out; it lasted 27 years, with 
Athens beleagured year after year.  

Every man in Athens had to take his turn in guarding the 
doomed city, often to sleep at night in his armour on the ram-
parts in readiness for an assault by the Spartans. All was un-
availing; in the end Athens was compelled to surrender. Poor 
Plato saw his beloved city’s walls raised to the ground and the 
transfer of her power to Sparta.  

It might have been worse; Plato might have been made a 
slave. The atrocities came from within, from the barbarism of 
the Thirty Tyrants. Happily for posterity he was spared the fate 
of many noble figures, mainly owing to the fact that one of the 
tyrants was his own kinsman Critias. He was safe, and found 
consolation in the company and conversation of Socrates.  

Plato in The School of Athens, 

Raphael  
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The result of the intercourse between Socrates, his pupils and friends, embalmed in the writing 
of Plato, has been the delight of mankind for about 23 centuries. He cast the work in the form of 
dialogues, in which Plato makes Socrates the conductor of the discussions and the world’s cleverest 
and wittiest cross-examiner, who makes his antagonists prove his argument out of their own mouths.  

But those dialogues end on a note of unmatched pathos. Socrates is brought to death by the 
malevolence of his enemies; he is to destroy himself by drinking hemlock. Plato is present with other 
friends dear to Socrates, and his description of that last talk and that last scene cannot be read even 
now, after all these centuries, without a mist before the eyes. No one has ever written such prose as 
Plato’s; and nowhere does that prose attain greater sublimity than in this scene.  

Broken by the tragedy, Plato, while all men were flocking to Athens to learn of him, went forth 
a wanderer, first to Megara to study philosophy, then to Egypt and Palestine, and, legend says, even 
as far as China. He was student not sightseer, and he pondered the wisdom of Egypt, where, perhaps, 
he learned from the elders of Jewry of the Old Testament  

Returning by way of Italy and Sicily he won the friendship of one of Plutarch’s heroes, Dion, 
brother-in-law of Dionysius, the ferocious tyrant of Sicily, and was persuaded to visit the ruler’s 
Court and attempt his conversion in practical government to the views that Plato had outlined in 
his philosophy. Plato was at first favourably received, and discoursed of virtue, fortitude, and justice, 
denouncing tyranny as cowardice, and upholding justice as a happiness to men, whatever their 
condition.  

In a rage Dionysius had him forcibly taken on board a ship and sent to Aegina to be sold as a 
slave; and sold he was, for £20, but happily to an admirer, who restored his liberty and enabled him 
to return in safety to Athens. That was a fateful day when Plato stood under the auctioneer’s 
hammer. He had written hardly anything at the time, and we should have known little of Socrates 
and less of himself had a bargain-hunter bought and decided to keep him for the sake of his broad 
shoulders and his splendid frame.  

At home once more he opened the first of the schools of philosophy that for the next eight 
hundred years were to teach men all they knew except the Christian religion. Great names were 
among his pupils, one of them, Demosthenes, as famous in oratory as Aristotle in science. There 
Plato taught for forty years, with two interruptions. The infamous elder Dionysius died, and the 
faithful Dion induced Plato to go a second time to Sicily to prevent the ruin of the young Dionysius, 
who was given over wholly to riotous courses.  

The young ruler gave himself sincerely to his new master, reformed his Court and methods of 
government, disarmed a great part of his forces, crowded his palace with triangles on the walls and 
geometrical figures on the sand—Plato’s discipline for clearing his mind; and then proposed to 
restore freedom to the Greek cities in Sicily that had so long suffered oppression. Such was the 
power and influence of the philosopher’s teaching. But Plato, who said in his own great work, his 
Republic, that it was founded in Reason although it existed nowhere on Earth, was ill-advised in 
this connection.  

He would not let the reformed and good-hearted young king proceed to this immediate amend-
ment; no, he must go through the philosopher’s full apprenticeship a further five years before Plato 
would allow him to put his noble impulses into practice. Very soon the friends of the young king, 
tired of the austerity of the new fife, successfully plotted against the noble Dion so that he was 
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expelled the kingdom and made Plato’s task additionally hopeless. The king, who sincerely admired 
him, detained him as long as he could, but, war breaking out, he let Plato depart on the under-
standing that he should return with the recall of Dion.  

Dionysius had received him with the honours that his nation commonly accorded to their gods; 
and, in speeding his departure, went with kindness and courtesy to the landing-stage with him. 
“When thou art in the Academy with thy philosophers thou wilt speak unkindly of me?” he wistfully 
asked. “The gods forbid,” answered Plato, “that we should have so much time to waste in the 
Academy as to speak of Dionysius at all!  

Yet he went a third time, ten years later, when he was old and bowed. He went, as on the pre-
vious occasions, not so much with the expectation of redeeming Dionysius to philosophy as in the 
fear that, if he abstained, he might be taunted with admitted impotence and cowardice, and his 
philosophy condemned as only fit for discussion in the schools and unfit for application in practice.  

It was a brave man’s act to go, for he knew that there were men about the king who sought but 
a favourable opportunity to murder him. Again he was received with honour, and the king paid him 
one marked compliment. Plato had told the elder Dionysius that tyrants had no courage; and it was 
true of that king, for so afraid was he of assassination that he would allow no man to cut his hair, 
but had it singed; and the men who came to discharge the office had to exchange their own clothes 
for others that were handed to them in the king’s presence.  

Illustration from Great men and famous women, Volume 7, by Charles Francis Horne, 1894 



MY WORLD STORY BOOK 

42 

Young Dionysius was as timorous, and 
Plato was the only man allowed to enter his 
presence without being searched. The noble 
Dion had not been recalled in accordance 
with promise, so for the third and last time 
Plato retired, not before officers of the king’s 
guard had sought to assassinate him; this in 
the city of Syracuse, which Archimedes was 
soon to render for ever memorable by means 
of his marvellous discoveries and inven-
tions. 

The rest of his life Plato spent amid his 
friends and pupils at Athens, teaching and 
writing. His philosophy, which has influ-
enced thought for more than two thousand 
years, may briefly be characterised as a 
mystic scheme in which ideas are more real 
than material things, which themselves are 
only passing and imperfect imitations of the 
ideas they represent. Ideal virtue is repre-
sented as consisting of science and wisdom, 
of the recognition of the highest Good that 
exists.  

Plato believes in the passage of the soul 
from one body to another, and that know-
ledge is but remembrance. The merely aver-
age Good is attained by education of man’s 
true nature, governed by the laws of the 
State; to the few it is given by effort to attain perfection by study that enables them to realise the 
greatest Good.  

His Republic reflects his age. Democracy, he thinks, has ruined his Athens, and he despises 
democracy. His Republic is the parent of all the Utopias created by idealists in pursuit of human 
happiness and wellbeing in the mass. Superb thoughts are in it, as in all that he wrote; but applied 
to practice his ideal would be injurious to human progress. There is to be a small governing class, 
trained for the task; all others are absolutely subject to them, never to progress, whatever their 
merits.  

All property is held in common; the State arranges marriages and does not allow parents to see 
or know their children. Both sexes are trained alike; much reading by the many is forbidden; the 
people must accept the belief of the State as to the gods or suffer imprisonment, or worse, for blas-
phemy and heresy.  

There must be absolute conformity to the dictates of the State in religion and in legal and 
communal matters: the very thing that England shed her best blood to resist during her Civil War. 

Sculpture of Plato 
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Plato loved his old master, Socrates, and makes his death appear one of the most hideous tyrannies 
in history; yet his own code, his own suggested system, propounded for the guidance of the world, 
would inevitably have sent Socrates—and any other independent thinker of blameless life—to a 
heretic’s death.  

He is extraordinarily modern in his prejudices. He ranks sorcery (witchcraft as our persecuting 
ancestors called it) with heresy as one of the worst of crimes. His system was meant, if adopted, to 
endure for ever. It would have allowed of no evolutionary developments of human society; we 
should have been tied to tasks and castes, like the castes in an ant-hill, with their undeviating round 
of duties for queen, workers, and warriors.  

It has taken the world two thousand years to realise that the ideal society of this great mind can 
be improved upon as the human spirit soars to heights not then attainable. But no disciple grieves 
for these errors of his master. Plato is so full of rich and noble thought that he is to the scholar an 
inspiration and a joy for ever.
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Chapter 10 

 

Aristotle 
384-322 B.C., Ancient Greece 

 
Among the supreme Athenian philosophers who consid-

ered man’s place in the Universe he takes his place as the one 
who most influenced the thought of Europe. 

After a silence of a thousand years his voice spoke again to 
the West. It awoke men’s slumbering minds to consciousness. 
It was a light to break the gloom of the Dark Ages and illumine 
the Middle Ages of Europe with its penetrating rays; and such 
is the power of human thought that two thousand years after 
he had taught and spoken it continued to shed a radiance 
dimmed but unaltered, and does so still.  

He was the last of the immortal Three, of whom the other 
two were Socrates and Plato; and he influenced European 
thought more than they, first because in the European Revival 
of Learning he was made better known, and secondly because 
his range of inquiry took in the more material things in man’s 
life and existence. It is said that every human being is con-
sciously or unconsciously a follower of Plato or Aristotle. Plato 
teaches that what seems actual in Time and Space, the stars 
in the heavens, the flowers in the fields, the sound of the wat-
erfall, is not real but only the impression in man’s mind of the 
true reality behind these phenomena.  

Aristotle teaches that the only reality is that which is 
actual in Space and Time. The Sun is reality. The passage of 
Time, the spoken word, are real. The thought which registers 
them is transient compared with them. Plato was a metaphy-
sician; Aristotle was what we should today call a natural philo-
sopher. His inquiry extended itself to the world about him so 
that he collected and classified plants and animals, and was 
the first biologist, groping for the idea of evolution. Charles 
Darwin could say that Linnaeus and Cuvier were “mere 
schoolboys to old Aristotle.”  

That is only one example of the way in which he has held 
Aristotle, holding his Ethics, in The 

School of Athens, Raphael 
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his own among the great minds following him. The Arabian thinkers preserved his thought and 
doctrines, and fragments were being translated by Spanish Jews when Richard Lionheart was on his 
way to the Crusades.  

But the full glow of his teaching was lighted in Europe by the fires of the great library at 
Alexandria, which scattered Greek manuscripts like embers about Europe. The great contribution, 
however, was made after the fall of Constantinople in 1453. Their translation determined the whole 
course of medieval and modern culture. Thomas Aquinas spread the Aristotelian teaching and 
strove to reconcile it with Christian belief. From Erasmus to Sir Thomas More, all were Aristo-
telians.  

Then as learning, fed from many sources, grew his influence waned, eclipsed by the new chem-
istry of Boyle, which extinguished Aristotle’s four elements, Earth, Air, Fire, and Water; and by the 
discoveries of Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo, which were fatal to his ideas about the celestial 
spheres. 

By the same token even his philosophy of thought, far more important than his that Cosmos, 
became old-fashioned to the cocksure critics of the 17th century. The prevailing attitude was 
summed up by Dryden:  

 

The longest tyranny that ever swayed  
Was that wherein our ancestors betrayed  
Their freeborn reason to the Stagyrite.  
And made his torch their universal light. 
 

But Bishop Berkeley had a good word for him, and Aristotle has continued to prove himself too 
great for his detractors. He is universal. The seed of every new speculation is in him; he is a standing 
proof that the mind of man has not changed since he, its great diviner, revealed it to itself.  

This great stirrer of human thought was as unlike the Greek ideal in appearance as Socrates 
before him. He had no physical graces, though he affected a smartness in his dress; and was a bald, 
small-eyed, and spindle-shanked man who spoke with a lisp. The physician Nicomachus was his 

Fresco depicting the School of Aristotle by Gustav Adolph Spangenberg 
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father, and he was born at Stagira in Macedonia nearly four centuries before Christ.  
Socrates had been dead 15 years. Plato had already founded the Academy at Athens where he 

developed the philosophy Socrates had taught in the Athenian marketplace. Athens was then the 
school of the world, famous as the great centre of learning, attracting the most brilliant intellects. 
To Plato’s Academy came men of varied ambitions and attainments, more especially mathema-
ticians; and we learn from the philosopher’s book, his Republic, that a scientific education was held 
to be the best training for any career. Many came and many spread the Academy’s fame in the most 
diverse places.  

Plato at 60 went to Sicily to instill his lofty ethical principles into the mind of Dionysius the 
Second, the young tyrant of Syracuse, and it was while he was there that Aristotle, a youth of 17, 
left home to become his disciple. 

Plato called his great pupil the Mind of the School, with which he was associated for many years, 
though nearly all details of his scholastic career there have vanished. But it is certain that the bent 
of his mind was less toward mathematics than to Natural Science. He was especially interested in 
zoology. There is a tradition the young Alexander the Great urged him to write a treatise on animals, 
paying him an advance royalty of 800 talents, and while on his own Asiatic expedition employing 
soldiers to collect animals of all kinds to be sent home to the Athenian zoologist.  

When Aristotle’s great master Plato died a change was imminent in his own life. The School 
was carried on by Plato’s nephew, but Athens was no longer the sanctuary of learning it had been. 
The rising power of Macedonia was already becoming ominous to the Athenian State. A hint may 
have been given to the philosopher by his Macedonian relatives. At any rate, he retired to the Court 
of Hermias, tyrant of Atarneus, staying there for three years, and being so well accounted that he 
married Pythias, the tyrant’s niece. Others of the disciples of Plato joined him, but it was after he 
had migrated to Mitylene with his wife that he became teacher to the most famous and least prom-
ising of his pupils. Philip of Macedon sent for him to undertake the education of his son Alexander, 
then a boy of 13. From the sequel the mind of Alexander the Great would not appear to have been 
a fruitful soil for the humane and temperate seed of Platonic philosophy.  

Five years after the pupil had become regent for Philip of Macedon, Aristotle returned to Athens 
to found his own School of the Lyceum, in a building hard by the Lycian Apollo; and for 12 years 
more developed his own philosophical system among disciples known as the Peripatetics, from the 
garden walks where they discussed all things of heaven and Earth.  

In the trinity of the great philosophers, Socrates, by precept and example, had inculcated the 
lesson that the teacher should not dogmatise, but instruct by eliciting and suggesting Plato held 
with him that “the letter killeth.” He preserved the Socratic form of question and answer, rather 
than continuous exposition, and adhered to it in his written discourse. In his Dialogues men of his 
own time and those of Socrates meet and converse in lively dramatic discussions, in a way that 
could only be achieved by a great imaginative artist.  

The genius of Aristotle lay in another direction. His mental activities covered a vast field. He 
and the students under him collected all the known facts about earlier philosophers and their phil-
osophy so as to form a sort of systematic encyclopedia of the sciences. He formed a great collection 
of manuscripts which are believed to have found their way into the famous library of Alexandria.  

Besides his greatest achievement, the invention of logic, his writings deal not only with meta-
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physics, but physics, biology, psychology, ethics, 
and treatises were probably in many cases sketches 
for lectures, or summaries based on notes taken by 
his pupils. Their aim was precision of statement 
rather than literary form. 

These are the heirlooms he left to the Ages, 
the expression of the tremendous intellectual 
force we recognise as Aristotle. Compared with 
them the details of his life, though fuller than 
those we have of Shakespeare, are of small ac-
count. We know that while he was engaged on his 
last great work his wife Pythias died, and he 
consoled himself with Herpyilis, who bore him a 
son to whom he gave his own father’s name 
Nicomachus.  

It is known also that as his end drew near his 
position at Athens, in spite of all he had done and 
taught, became insecure. One cause of the in-
security was singular. Alexander the Great had 
offended all Greece by sending a herald to the 
Olympic Games to command, under a threat of in-
vasion, the return of all exiled Macedonians. The 
message had been entrusted to Aristotle’s adopted 
son Nicanor, and Aristotle was a friend of Alexander’s regent Antipater.  

With the martyrdom of Socrates in his mind, the aged philosopher shook the dust of Athens 
from his feet, lest, in his own words, “the Athenians should sin twice against philosophy.” He did 
not long survive, but died at Chalcis the next year, making Antipater his executor.  

By his will he left most of his fortune to his son Nicomachus, with provision for Herpyilis, and a 
direction that his adopted son Nicanor (the herald) should marry his daughter Pythias when she 
came of age. His slaves he freed. He was to be buried with his wife. 

 
 

Bust of Aristotle 
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Chapter 11 

 

Demosthenes 
383-322 B.C., Ancient Greece 

 
He was the Isaiah of ancient Greece who matched his eloquence with resounding deed and 

fought for his ideals. 
He stands alone in ancient history as an orator, the standard by which all noble speech is tested 

and compared. 

Demosthenes on the Seashore, Eugène Delacroix 
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He was born about 383 B.C. when the Sun was setting on the glories of Greece as an imperial 
power. Her drama of tragedy and comedy from the pens of Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, and 
Aristophanes was complete; for the youngest of them, the great humorist Aristophanes, had been 
dead four years when Demosthenes was born. But Plato and Aristotle were there, producing their 
unmatched works of genius. He was left an orphan early, with a fortune committed to the care of 
guardians who stole or misused it, so that there was only a pittance left. The young Greek set himself 
to the task of punishing the wrongdoers and regaining his estate. 

He studied law and oratory, but in educating his mind he forgot his body. He grew into a weedy, 
narrow-chested youth with a weak voice that could hardly be heard and was hampered by a stam-
mer. These defects he courageously mastered. He made himself a gymnast to develop his strength; 
he put pebbles in his mouth when practising his speeches, and would walk up-hill talking all the 
time. 

He built himself a study underground and wrote and practised before a mirror speeches that 
stand as jewels of oratory to this day. He won 
his case in the law courts, but there was little 
money to be recovered. The study had pre-
pared him for a legal career, but he soon 
wearied of legal strife and made a handsome 
income by writing speeches for others to 
deliver. His heart was set on statesmanship. 
He saw something rotten in the state of 
Greece and determined to remedy it. He 
knew he must face opposition and danger, 
and to accustom himself to the uproar of 
turbulent opposition he would go by night to 
the seashore and practise his speeches where 
the waves crashed and thundered. 

The Greece he beheld was no longer the 
patriotic Greece of Pericles. Riches and lux-
ury had sapped the fibre of the people. They 
no longer went forth in defence of land and 
liberty, but hired mercenaries to fight. Their 
politics and social life were corrupt, and 
Demosthenes, seeing the audacious and craf-
ty Philip of Macedon fighting a little here, 
scheming a little there, an alliance in one 
place, an overawing in another, realised that 
he meant to absorb all Greece. Demosthenes 
steeled his soul against it. 

It is one of the ironies of history that all 
the splendour of his oratory seems to have 
been a vain attempt to stem the tide of Demosthenes before the Athenian Council, Louis Loeb 
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destiny; for, looking back, it would appear essential for progress that Alexander should be lord of 
Greece. Alexander’s first conquests count as nothing so far as the triumph of the sword is concerned, 
but they are of inestimable consequence in their effects. Had Demosthenes succeeded, Alexander 
could not have won the world. By overcoming the Athenian he was able to spread Greek art, 
science, and philosophy far and wide, and the results bore fruit for centuries and came back to us, 
through Arab scholars, to light the only torch that shone in Europe’s Dark Ages. 

The efforts of Demosthenes were directed to curb the power of Philip. He recoiled from the 
thought that Macedonia, hitherto a backward and rather barbarous nation, should influence and 
dominate Greece, the master mind of the world. Who would not? He addressed his countrymen in 
speeches of such majesty and beauty that after some 22 centuries they still thrill and delight us. We 
call them Philippics. 

We have nearly a score of them, quarries to which every scholar turns. They play upon every 
emotion; they appeal to all that is noble and patriotic; they lash vice and greed and sloth; they are 
charged with the lightning of imagination, with the vision of the prophet; they laugh with polished 
jest, they echo from the depths of anger charged with woe. 

Demosthenes by his great orations could have saved Athens from the fate of the rest of Greece; 
but not until too late would the people listen. He shared in the public affairs, serving in petty offices 
and high; he fought in the ranks, but at the battle of Chaeronea in 338, where he served as a foot 
soldier, he threw away his arms in the hour of defeat and fled with the rest. 

Thebes had been on the point of joining Philip against Athens when Demosthenes arrived and, 
in the presence of the king’s ambassadors, by his matchless eloquence induced ancient enemies to 
become new friends and strike a blow for the liberties of Greece. Side by side the old foes stood on 
that fatal field, to be overthrown by the phalanx of Philip and the fiery genius of young Alexander; 
and at the end of the day the man whose magic had brought about reunion was a fugitive, flying 
while the Thebans had died to a man, with a thousand Athenians dead beside them. 

Demosthenes, reviled for his flight replied in a phrase which has become part of English speech: 
“He that fights and runs away, May live to fight another day.” 
But he was not to escape. Philip had paid agents at Athens, and these, to wound Demosthenes, 

insisted on presenting him with a crown of gold for his conduct in the battle, pretending that they 
thought him valorous. It was too much for the patriots, who insisted on bringing the orator to trial. 
At that trial Demosthenes defended himself in the finest of all his speeches. 

He vindicated himself, and the end of the trial was that the man who had brought about the 
prosecution, the rival orator Aeschines, was sent into exile at Rhodes. There he set up a school of 
eloquence, and one day he read to his scholars the speech he had made against Demosthenes. His 
scholars received it with applause, and Aeschines then read to them the oration of Demosthenes 
himself. Now the scholars could not refrain from a great outburst of delighted approval, whereupon 
their exiled master said to them, “Ah, how you must have been affected had you heard him deliver 
it.” 

Yet after this Demosthenes found his life still constantly in danger, for he had all the ignoble 
elements of the populace against him, men bought with Macedonian money, men whose pride was 
wounded by his just censures; and the time came when they were able to aim an almost fatal blow. 
While Alexander was on his great campaign his treasurer at Babylon absconded with his money and 
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carried it to Athens, where it was placed 
in the treasury under the custody of 
Demosthenes and others. When Alex-
ander demanded the money a great sum 
was found to be missing, and Demos-
thenes was accused. 

Not one worthy man believed him 
guilty, but the factions against him were 
all-powerful, and he was banished. 

Alexander ended his career in 323, 
and Athens remembered the man she 
had ill-used. If ever the Macedonian 
yoke was to be cast off now was the 
time, and Demosthenes was the man. 
He was brought back in great honour to 
the city that had sent him forth a home-
less outcast. He shared the brief glory of 
the sunset of Athens. 

The battle of Cranon was fatal to 
her hopes. The defeat was decisive, and 
Antiper marched on Athens. Demos-
thenes fled to Calauria. Sentence of 
death was passed upon him in his ab-
sence, and Macedonian troops were 
sent to execute it. They found him in his 
last retreat, the Temple of Neptune. 
The soldiers were more merciful than 
others of their age. 

He begged leisure so that he might 
write a letter, and took up his quill, but 
instead of writing he bit off the end of 
the pen. In it was concealed a deadly poison, and the soldiers returned to find him dying. He was 
mourned by the entire nation, who buried him with the honours of a sovereign beneath a monument 
of brass. His name, his fame, and his speeches live forever, with such an example of selfless passed 
upon him in his absence, and heroism as the world has rarely seen.

Bust of Demosthenes, Roman artwork,  

inspired from a bronze statue by Polyeuctos 
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Chapter 12 

 

Epicurus 
341-270 B.C., Ancient Greece 

 
When we remember that Gulliver’s Travels, the 

most savage satire in our language, has become a 
delightful fairy story for children, we can the better 
realise how it is that the life and work of Epicurus 
have become as fantastically distorted. He sought to 
make saints of his pagan brethren, and his teaching 
has been taken to extol gluttony and every form of 
base indulgence.  

He lived nearly 1800 years too early for the 
printers, so all his 300 books are lost, or the con-
fusion could not have arisen. He was born in the 
Greek Island of Samos, the son of a schoolmaster 
from Athens, and himself became a schoolmaster, 
wandering from place to place, brooding and study-
ing while he taught, and thinking out a philosophy 
of life that would content the heart and intellect in 
a Greece that had been deprived of all political free-
dom.  

He was a patriot, but he fought in no battle; his 
warfare was against misery, ill-health, luxury, and 
its enervating consequences. He settled down at 
Athens when he was 35, and with the little money he had saved bought a garden in the heart of the 
city, the famous Garden Academy celebrated in a thousand books of later ages.  

He no longer taught the rudiments of learning. His scholars were youths and adults, who, as his 
fame spread, flocked to him from all parts of Greece, so that, as it was said, his classes numbered 
more than the population of a town. No man went to him with any false impression as to the char-
acter of his teaching. Over the gateway he posted this notice:  

“The hospitable keeper of this mansion, where you will find pleasure the highest good, will 
present you liberally with barley-cakes and water fresh from the spring. The gardens will not provoke 
your appetite by artificial dainties, but satisfy it with natural supplies. Will you not be well enter-
tained?” 

For himself he said, “With a cup of water and a barley-cake I could be as happy as Zeus,” 

Epicurus in The School of Athens, Raphael 
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meaning the supreme deity of the Greek gods. 
Epicurus had studied the older philosophers and unconsciously adopted some of their theories, 

notably that of Democritus as to the Universe consisting of atoms that came together to form worlds, 
but left vast vacuums between them. But he believed himself to be entirely original in his theories, 
as indeed, apart from physics, he was.  

He saw Greece, which was the world to him, with its fine people politically enslaved, prey to 
superstitions arising from the beliefs that gods and demigods, nymphs and naiads, were everywhere 
controlling the actions of human beings. His endeavour was to create happiness in place of despair, 
to free minds from craven fear and to create healthy minds in healthy bodies.  

He taught that the gods existed in the spaces between the worlds, that they were pure and 
happy, and therefore incapable of vexing their lives by concerning themselves with the care of the 
world and humanity; therefore it was useless to sacrifice to them, needless to go in fear of them. 
Goodness, nobility, purity were to be sought for themselves, not with a view to reward by the gods, 
but because they were essential to the dignity, the welfare, and the happiness of mankind  

In our language to be an epicure is to delight in the luxuries of the table and other selfish pleas-
ures. It was against such indulgences that good Epicurus toiled nearly 40 years to warn his disciples. 

He knew nothing of the Bible, he was nearly four 
centuries too early to learn the teachings of Christ, 
but he taught the noblest philosophy ever deliv-
ered to men apart from the Christian faith.  

Pleasure, he held, is the chief good. But he said 
expressly that pleasure is not to be sought by self-
ish indulgence, but by freedom of the body from 
pain, and the mind from fear and anxiety. He said 
again and again that happiness does not consist in 
rich living and revelling, but by their avoidance, 
by plain, healthy living, and by deep contempla-
tion that searches out the good and avoids the bad, 
that averts injustice because it is an evil, and pur-
sues justice because it is a virtue and secures the 
mind from disquietude.  

He taught his followers to live nobly, not to 
fear the fantastic threats of those who declared 
that the vengeance of the gods would attend some 
breach of foolish, superstitious rites, to shape life 
so that none suffered, but all were made healthier, 
happier and wiser, and then the end could be faced 
with courage. When we are, death is not; and 
when death is, we are not.  

Epicurus was the most famous and popular of 
all the ancient philosophers. His students almost 
worshipped him. They committed all his works to 

Statue of Epicurus, Roman copy  

after a lost Hellenistic original 
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memory; they engraved his portrait on their rings and household vessels of gold and silver; they 
made a modest festival of his birthday each year, and Athens honoured him in his lifetime with a 
statue of himself in bronze.  

He practised what he preached, living a life of spotless goodness, rich on the simplest fare. He 
suffered the tortures of disabling illness for many years, and during the late part of his life could not 
even walk the length of his beloved garden. He died and his disciples went forth to spread his doc-
trine about the world.  

His teaching became gravely misrepresented. It was declared that he had sought only happiness; 
it was forgotten how he had defined true happiness and the way of attaining it. But he has never 
been without a noble following.  

His system was practised, and also misapplied, in Rome. It sprang up again in Europe with the 
re-birth of learning; it enters into the philosophy of the wisest Christian teachers today.  

No other philosopher has been so much written of. His books perished, but some of his letters 
and some of his summaries of his philosophy survive in his own words and in a great poem Lucretius 
embodied much of the teaching that would otherwise have been lost.  

The one thing that could not have been foreseen is that the warnings he repeated so often 
against selfish indulgence should come in course of time to represent the fine doctrine his great 
mind evolved. 
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Chapter 13 

 

T itus Livius 
59 B.C. – 17 A.D., Ancient Rome 

 
Titus Livius was born of a line which had given senators to Rome but had been for some time 

resident in Padua, a city second only to Rome itself in riches and importance. Unlike most of the 
great figures before him Livy was not in any way a man of war; he lived serene and calm, a con-
templative spirit, clear of vision, pure of heart, gentle of nature, never warlike even in spirit except 
against oppression, injustice, and cruelty. The peaceful and fortunate circumstances of his home life 
enabled him to enjoy the liberal education proper to a young Roman patrician. 

The time was one of storm and stress, with wars echoing across the world and rending the 
Roman State in twain. For Livy was a child of four when Caesar sailed for Britain, and 15 when 
Caesar fell in the Forum beneath the daggers of his assassins. He witnessed the tide of slaughter 
which swept over the land when Caesar fell; he saw the rivals contending for the world, dividing it 
between themselves like the contents of a dead man’s wardrobe. So great a storm in Rome Livy 
lived through unscathed.  

When it was all over he went to Court, famous as an 
author. He was married and was the father of two sons, 
for whom he wrote certain treatises which caught the 
notice of the Emperor Augustus and induced him to 
extend his influential patronage to the young writer.  

Livy was many years at Court, and he spent 
them in collecting materials for his History. There 
were libraries open to him, thanks to the friend-
liness of Augustus.  

There is evidence that he read much of his 
work to Augustus, and it is entirely to his credit 
that he should have done so, for he dared to reveal 
himself an unflinching Republican in the presence 
of the man who had founded the Empire. He con-
fessed himself unable to decide whether Caesar was a 
blessing or a curse to a republican land; he approved the 
action of Caesar’s open foes, and denounced Cicero.  

It is good to remember that Augustus listened 
and that no ill befell the dauntless Livy. On the 
contrary, Augustus so respected him as to commit 

Illustration from Library of general and practical 

knowledge, Vol. 5, 1905 
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the instruction of his grandson Claudius to his care. Livy taught the youth the value and purpose of 
history, and induced him to practise writing it. There is no doubt that Claudius was moulded partly 
by his old master. It was not the young man’s humanity, or his intellectual merit, which saved him 
when the mad Caligula came to the throne; on the contrary, it was only his assumption of idiocy 
which kept poor Claudius alive. A testing time of the character of Livy’s pupil came when the noble-
spirited Caractacus, a brave chieftain of Britain, was taken captive to Rome, with his wife and 
children, to grace the conqueror’s triumph.  

Claudius was emperor then, and sat on a high tribunal in the Forum to decide their fate. The 
undaunted Caractacus, addressing him, said he considered himself justified in having defended 
himself and his possessions to the last, and that his long resistance had made the Roman triumph 
all the more conspicuous.  

His speech, which has rung through nearly nineteen centuries of history, might have been 
composed by Livy himself; it was exactly in his vein. And the act of Claudius, too, might have been 
dictated by the dead master, for it was the kind of deed he delighted to honour in his writing.  

Claudius, lord of the world, remembered the teachings of the man whose voice he would never 
hear again, and set free Caractacus and his family. We are told that he maintained them as honoured 
pensioners in Italy for the remainder of their lives.  

Livy’s influence must have been for the betterment of the times he lived in. It was a marvellous 
age, such as Rome had never known before and was never to know again, a time such as the world 
had seen but once before, in the days of the greatness of Greece.  

There was the Court itself, and there was the princely home of Maecenas, the friend and coun-
sellor and ambassador of Augustus in any difficult negotiation affecting the fortunes of the Empire. 
Maecenas occupied a noble place in the Roman world of literature and art. At the Court and at the 
home of Maecenas there was, in Livy, the model of all Latin poetry, and there was Virgil, the inspirer 
of half the poetry of the next two thousand years, the type for all succeeding Latin poets and the 
best writers of Latin prose. Virgil fixed the standard of Latin poetry, as Dante, 1300 years after, fixed 
the standard of modern Italian in the great poem which has Virgil as its hero.  

There was also Horace, an ex-slave’s son, wittiest of all Latin poets, gentlest of satirists, whose 
works are as fresh and fragrant now as when they were written. There was Ovid, doomed to die a 
melancholy exile, inspirer of a thousand modern imitations, whose work surpassed all else that anti-
quity had to show of its kind, and many others.  

While these men were creating imperishable monuments of poetic and literary genius Augustus 
was raising noble sculptures. Finding Rome built of brick, he left it built of marble. And, more than 
all else, there was peace in the land.  

The age in which Livy lived produced no great scientist; the Latin genius of the times did not 
tend that way. But it did evolve one fine mind whose eye saw deep into the heart of things. That 
was Lucretius, the poet and philosopher. Lucretius was before Livy, and died when Augustus was a 
boy of about eight, but his works must have been familiar to them both. All the other great men we 
have spoken of lived at the time of Livy, so that we can imagine the company he kept, the spirit 
with which his own mind came in contact and struck fire.  

The main respect in which he differed from the rest was that he was no courtier; he could never 
write or utter handsome insincerities either to his emperor or to Maecenas, Caesar’s friend. The 
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other could, and did.  
Livy searched the libraries and the collections of the great Roman houses. He wrote his History, 

volume after volume, and read much of it to Augustus and his friends, as we picture Shakespeare 
reading a play over to Ben Jonson.  

In the magnificent capital of the greatest empire the world had ever known Livy preferred the 
simpler old republic, and said so plainly. In the midst of peace throughout the world he realised a 
peril to the State. He saw luxury and greed among the rich; he saw oppression of the poor. He saw 
the greed of gain and the unwillingness to work for it. His History was not a tract but a colossal 
warning beacon. It aimed at the glorification of the Mistress of the World, but it sought to show 
that courage and fortitude, justice, mercy, nobility of purpose, splendour of sacrifice, are the well-
spring of national success; that meanness, cruelty, dishonour, compass the ruin of all who practise 
them.  

From such of his books as we possess posterity has judged Livy, and placed him high among the 
intellectual and moral glories of Rome. His work is not that of a philosopher so much as of a great 
human writer. He gives us names of countries, towns, mountains, rivers, lakes; the names of kings 
and generals, of ambassadors and priests, even of shepherds, nurses, and poor prisoners. His nar-
rative is clear, human, and moving. As a Roman he naturally saw events from a Roman standpoint, 
and he believed his country to be right and its enemies to be wrong; but occasionally he states the 
case as it appeared to the other side. He does not suppress or condone an act of cruelty, dishonesty, 
or dishonour on the part of a Roman, whether of high degree or low. Never does he modify the 
bitter complaints with which foreign embassies arrived in Rome, telling of perfidy and barbarism by 
Romans.  

Livy’s History covers a period of 743 years, from the foundation of the city onward, and embraces 
much fable. It was bound to be 
so. “As to these circumstances 
which bear the semblance ra-
ther of poetic fictions than of 
authentic history (he says), 
these I have no intention eith-
er to maintain or refute.” Did 
not Milton say much the same 
thing in opening his History of 
Britain, declaring that he did 
not intend to pass over old 
fables simply because one anti-
quary exploded them as fic-
tions. Narratives once called 
fables, he said, were afterwards 
found to contain in them 
“many footsteps and reliques 
of something true.” 

In much the same spirit, 

Carved bust of Titus Livius with the inscription “To do and suffer much is 

Roman” in Latin at Pontifical Gallium College in Como, Italy 
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we imagine, Livy tells all the old fables of 
the founding of Rome. His History branch-
es out from the city to the world as Rome 
grows up, tells of her petty wars and great 
wars, of politics, and of how men broken in 
the wars were evicted from their homes or 
cast into prison by “men who have profited 
by the wars in which we fought.”  

Superstitions, like fable, creep into his 
long record, for Livy was the son of his age, 
and his age was superstitious. Caesar be-
lieved in signs and wonders. His generals, 
in the presence of an eclipse, would seek to 
frighten away the enemy of the Sun by 
beating their drums. Augustus was as sup-
erstitious as the rest. He was a believer in 
dreams, and in obedience to instructions 
received in a dream he once went begging 
through the streets of Rome. Such was the 
wisest ruler the Roman Empire had ever 
seen. Livy probably knew better, but his 
books suggest his doubts. They show also 
his horror of offending the gods.  

“I am well aware (he says) that through 
the disrespect which has led men into the 
prevailing opinion of the gods never giving 
portents of any future events, no prodigies 
are now either reported to Government or 

recorded in histories; but for my part, while I am writing the transactions of ancient times, my 
sentiments, I know not how, become antique, and I feel a kind of religious awe which compels me 
to consider that events which the men of those days judged deserving of the State, and of public 
opinion, must certainly be worthy of a place in my History.”  

Then he goes on to tell that in the year of which he is writing a blazing torch was seen in the 
sky at Anagnia, where, also, a cow spoke to men, and was therefore afterwards maintained at the 
public expense. He reports miraculous growths of palms in unexpected places, a shower of blood in 
the middle of the day, and the burning of things without damage to any part of them. Then he tells 
us how the rulers consulted their oracles with regard to public events, and directed what sacrifices 
should be offered and what supplications should be made. The ancient times live again before us as 
we ponder these strange details, and the mind is still aglow with fancy, and pity for Livy and his age, 
as he carries us on into a brilliant piece of narrative which we know to be true.  

It is all wonderful reading, in noble language, with noble sentiments and noble ideals. The His-
tory, copied again and again, spread over the civilised world. It is believed that no patrician’s house 

Statue of Titus Livius at the Austrian Parliament building, 

Vienna, Austria 
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throughout the Roman Empire was without a copy. We read of a citizen of Cadiz who travelled all 
the way from Spain to Rome simply to look on the face of Livy. Having beheld his hero he straight-
way returned; there was nothing in the majesty and wonder of this marble city of Augustus which 
interested him further. He had made a perilous journey across a continent to look upon the author 
of the History he loved to read, and, having gratified his ambition, his cup of happiness was full to 
the brim.  

Livy did not write for profit or for glory — but because he wished to warn the Empire that what 
had happened once might happen again, that the proud might be brought low by ignoble conduct. 
He told the history of his native land as he was able to see it.  

“To the following considerations I wish everyone seriously to attend (he said): by what kind of 
men, and by what sort of conduct, in peace and war, the Empire has been both acquired and ex-
tended. 

“Then, as discipline gradually declined, let him follow in his thoughts the structure of morals, 
at first, as it were, leaning aside, then sinking farther and farther, then beginning to fall, precipitate, 
until he arrives at the present times, when our vices have attained such a height of enormity that 
we can no longer endure either the burden of them or the sharpness of the necessary remedies.” 

The Empire lasted longer than Livy thought it would, perhaps because his trumpet call to the 
people nerved its rulers to withstand the moral paralysis that was creeping over it.  

It was while Jesus was a boy in Galilee that the grave closed over Titus Livius. He died where 
he was born, in Padua, probably on the day his friend Ovid died in exile. We have lost much of the 
history of Rome, and probably of our own land, through the tragic disappearance of most of Livy’s 
work; we should have lost our chief knowledge of the streets of ancient Rome but for a little book 
of Ovid’s. From the scene of his banishment the hapless fugitive sent his volume to a friend, and, in 
a manner common to ancient writers, addressed himself to the book as if it were a person, telling it 
in playful language by what route it is to enter Rome, and what it will see as it passes. From that 
playful passage came down to us the description of old Rome by which we identify today the ruins 
of her landmarks and her palaces.  

If the lost books of Livy should happily come to light it must prove that they will do for our 
knowledge of the man and events of his time what this book of Ovid’s has done for our knowledge 
of the streets of Rome. In any case, scholars have for nineteen hundred years answered Livy’s doubt 
as to whether he would emerge from obscurity. Even the fragments of his great work have long 
secured him an immortal fame.
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Chapter 14 

 

Plutarch 
46-120 A.D., Greece / Rome 

 
It has been said that Plutarch’s Lives have been the favourite book of all mankind, and it may 

well be so. This Greek writer has been the companion of princes, statesmen, warriors, philosophers, 
reformers, and the children of all civilized lands. From his own time down to this hour there has 
never been an age when instructed mankind has not placed him at or near the head of all the 
authors who have ever lived, and there seems no probability of his being dethroned.  

He was a hero to his contemporaries; he was the inspiration and the delight of Europe till the 
triumph of barbarism drove his fame into obscurity. He was beloved of Montaigne, the idol of 
Rousseau, and a mainspring in the overthrow of that tyranny which fell before the French Revo-
lution. He fired the French reformers to hazard their lives for liberty; he solaced the anguish of 

scholars martyred when liberty became cruel 
licence. He entertained Elizabeth’s England 
and furnished Shakespeare with detail, char-
acters, and language for three great plays. He 
gained new kingdoms in our midst a century 
later when a second version of his book was 
published, and edition has followed edition. 
Shakespeare is for all who speak English; 
Homer is at his best in Greek; but Plutarch, 
although he wrote in Greek, can be better read 
in English. 

The strange thing is that this master did 
not write with that splendour and majesty of 
language which characterizes the works of the 
great Greek poets and dramatist. He was 
homely, verbose, rambling, and involved, like 
a man thinking aloud, not caring for precision 
or melody of words. So Sir Thomas North, with 
his fine Elizabethan English, and the brothers 
Langhorne, with their rich scholarship and 
their perfect 18th-century diction, make him 
even more worth while in our language than 
he can ever be in his own. Bust of Plutarch, Chaeronia, Greece 
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But Plutarch and his work are pure gold; his translators are only the goldsmiths. He is a painter 
of life, not a historian; he reveals the hearts and instincts and impulses of men, and does so in such 
a collection of Lives as exists nowhere else in the world. He is broadcast through the world’s liter-
ature; in the statesman’s speech, in the poet’s epic, in the plots of plays and novels, and in the 
storybooks of children of all nations. He saw men’s faults but he sought men’s virtues, and if he 
brings tears to the heart with a tale of tragedy and terror he is always ready to pounce upon us with 
a smile and set us laughing with him over a merry jest. 

The curious thing is that this man of undisputed sovereignty in the realms of literature, though 
we think of him among the Greeks, does not belong to the classical age of Greece. He was the last 
great son of Greece when the glory that was Greece had gone from the world. Greece, which had 
stood between Europe and the domination of the East, had been mistress of the world and had given 
her arts and culture to three continents; but when Plutarch was born she had fallen to become a 
province of another nation. Plutarch and Boadicea, Caractacus and King Lear, were citizens of the 
same Roman Empire. Greece was the easternmost possession of Rome in Europe, as Britain was the 
most western possession. 

It was long before the birth of Plutarch that Greece had attained that perfection in art, liter-
ature, and science which has ever since made the rest of the world her pupils, for he did not arrive 
until about the year 46 A.D., when, although he did not know it, a new religion was in the world, 
founded by One whose Name he never heard – a religion which was to sweep away the faith that 
had inspired all the poems, all the drama, all the art that had made Greece immortal. Yet Plutarch, 
for all his literary faults, was a scholar of the old Greek tradition, and we infer from his writings that 
he must have been something of a prodigy of learning. 

We hardly know who Plutarch was. He chats, pen in hand, without reference to the time or 
order of the events in the life of the man he describes; and as a matter of fact this prince of bio-
graphers left nothing in all he wrote to tell us of himself. We have to roam through his works, getting 
a fact here, a hint there, opinions everywhere. He does not even tell us his father’s name, although 
we know his grandfather and great-grandfather, his wife, four sons, and one daughter; for he men-
tions these by name. He was born at Chaetonea in Boeotia. 

One of his little pictures tells us the sort of man his father was. 
“I remember, (he says) that I was sent when a very young man along with another citizen of 

Chaeronea on an embassy to the proconsul. My colleague being by some accident obliged to stop in 
the way I proceeded without him and executed our commission.  

“Upon my return to Chaeronea, when I was to give an account in public of my negotiation, my 
father took me aside and said, ‘My son; take care that in the account you are about to give you do 
not mention yourself distinctly, but jointly with your colleague. Say not, I went, I spoke, I executed; 
but we went, we spake, we executed. Thus, though your colleague was incapable of attending you, he 
will share in the honour of your success as well as in that of your appointment; and you will avoid 
that envy which necessarily follows all arrogated merit.’” 

Possibly so frank and simple a soul did not need the warning. Either by nature or by training he 
was the most modest of men. He was 20 years in Rome, but he tells us little or nothing of his doings 
there. We know he went there to lecture. He was one of many such men who went on similar er-
rands, for the Romans had the courage and the candour to proclaim the learned Greeks their 
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schoolmasters. 
We are not certain about 

the year of his birth, and we 
can only guess that he died 
about 120 A.D., which would 
give him a life of about 74 
years; so that during his 
career Rome would have ele-
ven emperors, beginning with 
Claudius and ending with 
Hadrian. He must have been 
in Rome a quarter of a cen-
tury, teaching philosophy. It 
is said that he was a tutor to 
one of the emperors, but we 
know positively that the most 
illustrious men in Rome attended his discourses. Names that crop up again and again as those of his 
friends and pupils bring us face to face with great historical figures. 

There is, for example, a story of the head of one of the oldest Roman families who had occupied 
the highest position in the State next to the Emperor which Plutarch recalls, we may be sure, merely 
to illustrate the capacity to repress curiosity. 

“It once happened (he says) that when I was speaking in public at Rome Arulenus Rusticus, 
the same whom Domitian, through envy of his growing reputation, afterwards put to death, was one 
of my hearers. When I was in the middle of my discourse a soldier came in and brought him a letter 
from the Emperor. Upon this there was a general silence through the audience, and I stopped to 
give him time to peruse this letter; but he would not suffer it; nor did he open the letter till I had 
finished my lecture and the audience was dispersed.” 

In addition to priceless biographies Plutarch left us a great collection of writings on moral and 
philosophic subjects, over sixty in number, which he groups under the title Moralia. We are to sup-
pose that these essays, which have been a delight of nearly two thousand years of civilization, are 
parts of the lectures which Plutarch delivered in Rome. 

These essays are not, however, the supreme treasure with which he enriched the world. His 
Lives are the incomparable prize, and these he must have written after leaving Rome, at the death 
of Trajan, to return to his native place. It would be unbelievable, if we had not his word for it, that 
he was not a good Latin scholar and talked nothing but Greek in Rome. 

He did learn Latin late in life, but we know from the slips he made that his knowledge was not 
perfect and that his range of Latin authorities was limited. He never wrote Latin; he had been dead 
over a thousand years before the first Latin version of his writings appeared. The effect of his handi-
cap is apparent in his works. It may be that he travelled in Egypt; he certainly knew more of Italy 
than Rome, but he gave up all for a life of quiet service in the town of his birth, to enable him to 
write the finest series of biographies that have ever sprung from the human mind.  

His plan was to take the most illustrious characters in Greece and Rome and group them in 

Parallel Lives (Life of Romulus) by Plutarch in a manuscript  

written by Manuel Tzycandyles, a Byzantine scribe 
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pairs, balancing a Greek against a Roman, a Roman against a Greek, endeavouring always to secure 
resemblance in character, ideals, efforts, or circumstances, and always to show that the sons of 
Greece had ever been the equals of the Romans. Nearly fifty of the Lives survive, by some happy 
miracle of fortune, but close upon twenty are lost. The writings are not only precious in themselves 
but enshrine work which could not otherwise be found; of the 250 authors he quotes 80 have dis-
appeared beyond recall. Not prose alone but poetry is saved for us by his pages.  

It is difficult to write about the Lives, for they are as some enchanted sea crowded with embar-
rassment of jewels. Plutarch is a positive danger, for if we take up his book we cannot put it down, 
and bed and table call to us in vain. There is something for every mood and every man, deeds to 
thrill us, deeds to appall, tears and mirth, feeling which seems almost Biblical in its nobility and 
beauty. 

What rises to the minds as we think of him? We have those iron laws of Lycurgus, more extra-
ordinary than anything in all the Utopias; the conversion by Numa, in the fire of disciplined kind-
ness, of the steely Roman warriors to the pursuit of peace and law. 

We have Alexander in all his majesty and his weakness, and we know as we read that Plutarch 
had as great a love for a little Spartan boy as he had for the conqueror of the world. The boy hid a 
stolen fox beneath his coat and, rather than confess his offense, he let the fox bite him till he fell 
dead. Plutarch loved the manly virtues, and found them in the practices of a philosophic sect of 
India, forerunners of the Boy Scouts; no boy was permitted to have dinner unless he could prove to 
the elders that he had done his day’s good deed. 

It is interesting to have an authoritative reference to these folks of long ago, for there is some-
thing in their attitude to life which fits in with out conception of the modern Scout in one particular, 
at any rate. The Gymnosophists were Hindu philosophers divided into two sects, the Brachmani 
and the Germani. The Brachmani were most esteemed because there was a consistency in their 
principles. Apuleius tells us that not only the scholars but the younger pupils were assembled about 
dinner time and examined as to what good they had done that day; and those who could not point 
out some act of humanity, or some useful pursuit that they had been engaged in during the day, 
were not allowed any dinner. 

There is great neatness of retort in a story which we may quote as an example of Plutarch’s 
style, a story of Lysias, the man of eloquence, who wrote a defence for a man to be tried at Athens. 
Long before the defendant had learned the speech by heart he went in great distress to Lysias, 
saying: “I was delighted with your speech the first time I read it, but I liked it less the second time, 
and still less the third time; and now it seems to me to be no defence at all.” “My good friend,” 
answered Lysias, “you quite forget that the judges are to hear it only once.” 

Then there is the meeting between Solon and Anacharsis. When Solon, one of the wisest of all 
men, was at the height of his fame, Anacharsis, a stranger, called on him desiring to enter into en-
gagements of friendship and mutual hospitality. But Solon answered with unwonted asperity: 
“Friendships are best formed at home.” “Then do you,” said the other, “who are at home, make me 
your friend and receive me into your house?” The appeal was successful. 

Plutarch loves portraits, and transmits them in profusion. He teems with pictures in words of 
men among the greatest in the history of nations, men like Archimedes, Pericles, Pyrrhus, 
Demosthenes, Themistocles, Pompey, Cicero, Mark Antony – and, of course, the matchless portrait 
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of Cleopatra and the gorgeous description of 
her river journey to meet her lover, which 
march straight into Shakespeare, changed only 
into poetry from prose. He makes us feel that 
we know the characters, as when he tells us 
details his grandfather gathered of the house-
hold of Antony and Cleopatra from Philotas, 
the physician who was there. 

Philotas was invited by one of the cooks to 
see the preparations for dinner, and he ob-
served with surprise that eight boars were ready 
for roasting whole, besides an infinite variety of 
other provisions. The cook explained with a 
laugh that the company for dinner did not 
exceed twelve in number, but that, as every 
dish was to be roasted to a single turn, and as 
Antony was uncertain as to the time he would 
sup, it was necessary to have ready a succession 
of suppers. 

Not all honey are the pages of this famous 
man. Where in literature is there anything 
more bitter than this tale of Timon, of whom 

Shakespeare makes a tragic play? Once, in an assembly of people, the embittered man mounted the 
rostrum and said: “People of Athens, there is a fig-tree in my garden on which many worthy citizens 
have hanged themselves; and as I have determined to build upon the spot I thought it necessary to 
give this public notice, so that such as choose to have recourse to this tree for the same purpose may 
repair to it before it is cut down.” 

Napoleon boasted that he was a student of Plutarch; he could not have read him closely or he 
would hardly have sneered at us as “a nation of shopkeepers.” One of Plutarch’s points is that in the 
great days of Greece “no business was looked upon as a disparagement. The profession of merch-
andise was honourable, as it brought home the produce of barbarous countries, engaged the friend-
ship of kings, and opened a wide field of knowledge and experience.” 

Solon, Protus, Thales, and Hippocrates are among the examples he gives us of illustrious trad-
ers; and he tells us that Plato sold oil to defray the cost of his travels in Egypt. So the merchant, not 
less than the prince, the philosopher, the reformer, the hero, and the lover of noble deeds, is nobly 
celebrated in Plutarch’s noble pages. He wrote for the edification and entertainment of his friends 
and his own generation, and in doing so he found and established for ever his immortality. 

He gave immortality, also, to the men and women who had the good fortune to be singled out 
for notice by him. His fame is undying, and Professor Gilbert Murray, in speaking for all who love 
Plutarch, echoes the verdict of the centuries when he says of his work that it is the most widely and 
permanently attractive work by one author known to the world; while as to Plutarch himself he is 
described as one of the most lovable characters in antiquity.

Engraving of Plutarch, Léonard Gaultier 
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Chapter 15 

 

Marcus Aurelius 
121-180 A.D., Ancient Rome 

 
The man who sits on his horse 

crowning the Capitol in Rome 
was called by Matthew Arnold 
perhaps the most beautiful figure 
in history.  

He was Marcus Aurelius, and 
ruled over the Roman Empire 
nineteen years. He would have 
been for us no greater a man than 
many other emperors of Rome but 
for the fact that he wrote down in 
a book the meditations of his 
heart. For his greatness is not the 
greatness of a conqueror or a 
statesman, but the greatness of a 
pure and lofty spirit.  

In reading his meditations we 
feel ourselves in the presence of a 
being very beautiful and exalted. 
After all these tragic centuries of 
history we look back to Marcus 
Aurelius and see in him the ideal 
of humanity not yet reached by 

mankind as a whole.  
He was born in the year 121 of the Christian era. The Emperor Hadrian loved him so well that 

he made him a knight when the boy was but six years old. He was a priest when he was eight. He 
put on the philosopher’s robe when he was twelve.  

From his mother, he tells us, he learned piety and beneficence, and abstinence not only from 
evil deeds, but even from evil thoughts; and, further, simplicity in his way of living far removed from 
the habit of the rich. He became a stoic in childhood; but, though he learned to live without luxury 
and to welcome hardship, he never lost the sweetness and tenderness which came to him from a 
devout study of Greek writers. He learned music and geometry when he was quite a child, and 

Marcus Aurelius Distributing Bread to the People, Joseph-Marie Vien 
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before he was in his teens he had a wonderful acquaintance with Greek and Roman literature. But 
he pursued these studies with a moral purpose.  

From my tutor I learned endurance of labour, and to want little, and to work with my own 
hands, and not to meddle with other people’s affairs, and not to be ready to listen to slander.  

One of his favourite sayings was “See to your opinions,” for he believed that so great is the 
human mind that it can make itself independent of circumstance and environment. We are what 
our thoughts make us. He saw that life is a noble experience, and taught men to seek its rewards in 
nobility of character.  

When you find an unwillingness to rise early in the morning make this short speech to yourself: 
“I am getting up now to do the business of a man; and am I out of humour for going about that 
which I was made for? Was I, then, designed for nothing but to doze and batten under the coun-
terpane?”  

He tells us to check all actions and all thoughts which are not necessary to the greatness of our 
life. On every occasion we should ask our-
selves: “Is this one of the unnecessary things?” 
So shall we make time in our lives for those 
things which add to our moral stature and 
intensify our happiness.  

Everything in our habits and thoughts 
should be simple and benevolent, he says. We 
should seek for no rewards and desire no re-
compense.  

What more dost thou want when thou 
hast done a man a service? Art thou not con-
tent?  

He made goodness seem the natural life of 
man, and evil a thing alien to the human spirit. 
He believed that all men are made for one 
another, as we see from this passage:  

“As regards the objectionable person, you 
are to remember that both his mind and yours 
come from God, and that we are all made for 
mutual help, like the rows of the upper and 
under teeth. Whatever man you meet, the 
Universe has need of him.  

“We are not to fear death, he says. Why 
should we, seeing that, if there are Powers to 
shelter us, all must be well; and, if not, death 
matters nothing?  

“You are to act as if at any moment you 
might die; nor is that to be feared. If there be 
gods or Providence, you are safe; and if there 
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be not, a world without them is not worth a 
man’s while to live in.  

“Death and misfortune do not touch the 
man himself. Living and dying, honour and 
shame, pleasure and pain, riches and poverty, 
happen indifferently to the good and to the 
bad, and are in themselves neither the one nor 
the other. The whole extent of life is but a 
point, and the body is always tending to decay.  

“What, then, is worth our while? It is to 
preserve the godlike that is within us.  

“We needs must choose the highest when 
we see it, says the poet; and so, too, says this 
Roman emperor.  

“We must follow whatever is best. If we 
find anything better than justice and truth 
and courage and content, then let us give our 
whole souls to the enjoyment of it; but if these 
god-like things within us be the best we can 
discover, we must be true to the best of our-
selves.  

“If we wish to know the true worth of peo-
ple we must look into their minds and see 
what are the things that they pursue and the 
things that they avoid. The worth of a man is 
the worth of the things to which he devotes 
his life.  

“Nor must we waste our time.  
“Do not act as if you had ten thousand years to throw away. Death stands at your elbow. Be 

good for something while you live and it is within your power. Soon you will be returned into that 
universal mind which gave you your being.  

“How small a thing is our time, the little hour in which we live, compared with Eternity; and 
what are we in the boundless Universe?  

“Change is always and everywhere at work; it strikes through causes and effects, and leaves no-
thing fixed and permanent. How near us are the two vast gulfs of Time, the present and the future, 
in which all things disappear!  

“Is he not a blockhead who lets momentary things make him proud or unhappy, as though they 
could trouble him for long? Remember what an atom your person is compared with the Universe, 
what a moment of immeasurable time falls to your share, and what a small concern you are in the 
empire of fate.  

“Remember that all things come from the soul of the Universe, whether directly or indirectly. 
The lion’s growl, the serpent’s poison, anti whatever seems offensive in Nature, such as ‘thorns’ or 

Portrait head of Marcus Aurelius 
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dirt, are the outcome of something noble and beautiful.”  
Never has a greater man inhabited a palace, and never has a palace had less effect on the char-

acter of a man. He was the crowned head of the world, the emperor of civilisation, the lord of man’s 
life, the master of many nations; but he lived with great simplicity, with the justice of a magistrate, 
and with the severity of a philosopher.  

Long after his death there were houses throughout the great Roman Empire, houses even in 
remote England, which treasured among their possessions the bust of this sweet-minded and gentle 
emperor. How much did the thoughts suggested by those effigies contribute to the civilisation of 
mankind?  

Men of many centuries and of many countries have found consolation in his philosophy since 
his day, and have professed their admiration for it. A prince of the Church, Cardinal Barberini, 
translated him in the Middle Ages. Renan in France and Matthew Arnold of our own country and 
almost our own time have exalted him because what he wrote in the scrap-book of his thoughts was 
neither local nor temporary.  

The reason one of them gives is that in general the action Marcus Aurelius prescribes is that 
which every sound nature must recognise as right, and the motives he assigns are those that every 
clear reason must recognise as valid. And so he remains the special friend and comforter of all 
clearheaded and scrupulous yet pure and upward-striving souls, in those ages which more especially 
walk by sight and not by faith, and yet have no open vision. He cannot give such souls all they long 
for but he gives them much, and what he gives they can receive.  

He was a pagan philosopher, yet in his philosophy he could dare to look up to the Unknown 
God, and beg that He should deal with him for the future as He would, for he was of the same mind 
and spirit, fashioned out of that unseen Being. In that exclamation there is little difference from the 
prayer of St. Augustine, who said that God had fashioned man in His own image and, for that rea-
son, unquiet was the heart till it rested in Him.  

On one occasion Marcus Aurelius was marching against a dangerous traitor. Someone came to 
him with the news that this enemy had been assassinated. “I am sorry,” said the emperor, “for it robs 
me of the pleasure of pardoning him.”  

But the great emperor needed Christianity to consummate his moral perfection. He was the soul 
of goodness, but in his goodness there was no joy. He was haunted by the shortness of life. A wistful 
sadness breathes from all his pages. We feel that he is man at his highest, not man at God’s highest.
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Chapter 16 

 

Francis of Assisi 
1182-1226 A.D., Italy 

 
Below the hill of Assisi is an imposing and opulent church, not 

possessing the splendour of beauty of that which crowns the hill, 
yet lofty and vast. 

Almost in the middle of it is a tiny church like a cell, greater 
far in all that it signifies than the casket which encloses it. It is the 
cell of St. Francis of Assisi, and it is like a symbol of the story and 
the influence of the little poor man who preached within it, and 
sent out from it the message that reached to the farthest limits of 
the Christian world, the greatest words of all, Let there be light. 

Other messages he had to give, the message of poverty, that 
was welcomed because he who embraced it gave all his goods to 
the poor; the message of renunciation, the message of humility, 
the message of the utmost self-sacrifice. Others have striven with-
in the limits of their mind and spirit to utter the same messages, 
but none with more fervour nor with more far-reaching effect 
than this fragile saint who was a giant in force of spirit. 

The contrast between the meagre dark chapel, no larger than 
a labourer’s cottage, and the spacious pillared church that sur-
rounds it, is no greater than that between the two lives of Francis. 
Many painters have pictured and idealised him, as in that lovely 
fresco by Giotto where he preaches to the birds that come to his 
call; and we have seen him like a king in stained glass windows. 
But the true picture that would fill our memory is that of a rather 
scrubby little friar, in a single garment girdled with a rope, and 
with a thin face that one would hardly notice but for the brilliant 
eyes. That was the St. Francis who shone in the world like a bright 
light. 

There had been another, young Francis Bernardone, the 
happy, careless son of a wealthy father who had no thought for 
anything but soldiering and pleasure. He had been taken prisoner 
in a fight against Perugia. But that did not subdue this merry soul 
“given to sports and singing.” 

Coronation of Mary, left inner panel,  

St. Francis, Gentile da Fabriano 
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He was preparing to join another expedition when the change came. 
It came as strangely as the conversion of Paul of Tarsus, if in a different fashion. He has himself 

told half his tale, confessing, so that we may understand it, the intolerable horror he had in his 
young life of the lepers who haunted Assisi as they haunted most Italian towns in the 12th and suc-
ceeding centuries. 

There was a hospital for them at the very gates of the town, from which he always shrank in 
passing. But one day as he was riding up the hill, singing as he went, a leper appeared in his path. 
Shocked and horrified he clutched at the bridle rein, and the horse bolted. 

At that moment the revelation came to him. He pulled the horse up, he turned round, he flung 
himself from the saddle, he took the poor leper in his arms. With that embrace he embraced a new 
life. He went back with the leper to the hospital. He entered it, he forced himself to talk gaily to the 
lepers, who thronged about this unaccustomed visitor with the winning smile and the merry tongue. 

That was the beginning. He conquered his horror and his disgust, he went again and again to 
this hospital and the one at Gubbio. He tended the lepers, he dressed their wounds. It was no sudden 
short-lived enthusiasm, for as he had begun he continued and never faltered. He renounced his 
riches like the garments he discarded. He clothed himself in a single tunic of coarsest stuff, going 
barefoot; he set himself to live on the scraps of food that he could beg from door to door. He began 
to beg in the city, not only for bread but for stones to repair the church. Thus the Apostle of Poverty, 
as the ages have called him, began his mission of repentance. 

In one way only he remained unchanged. He never lost his gaiety nor confused godliness with 
gloom. They called this preacher, with so gay a courage joined to so tender a sympathy, God’s Troub-
adour. He sang his way into the hearts of the people and soon disciples were gathered about him. 

It was not an easy crusade that he sought though at first all went well with him. He and his dis-
ciples had the blessing of the Pope in that tiny chapel of St. Maria de Portuincula that we see today 
in the big church. It was given to them as the headquarters of the new preaching orders in place of 
the deserted leper hospital where they had lodged. 

Francis was bidden to go to Rome for an audience with the Pope. The privilege filled one of his 
greatest friends, the Cardinal who was himself afterwards to become Pope Gregory, with some appre-
hension lest the little poor man’s simplicity should only arouse contempt. 

The princes of the Church yielded to his charm and sincerity as the poorest peasants did. He 
obtained permission to carry the Word of Christ to the unbelievers and preached before the Soldan 
in Egypt, converting him to the Faith. The Order of the Franciscans grew and multiplied. Its branch-
es spread all over the world. 

Yet now when the little poor man had become a great one the end was nigh. The old happy days 
when the brethren all loved one another were gone or going. The poverty which had been the high-
est aim of Francis was in danger of becoming a figment in the increasing power and multitude of an 
immense organisation. It was not what he had hoped or foreseen. He resigned his office of minister 
general with touching humility, he withdrew himself to a mountain solitude for prayer and fasting. 

That was indeed the end. The severity of the penances he inflicted on himself, the hard life he 
had so rigorously led told its tale. Those brilliant eyes began to dim, his health began to fail. They 
brought him back to Assisi, where some of his first loved companions nursed him, and there in 
October 1226, no more than 44 years of age, he died. 
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Very shortly before his death he caused himself to be placed on the bare ground, and then he 
stripped off his poor garments and received them back as a loan from one of the brethren. It was his 
last symbolical act of resignation of the riches of the world, and so he died in the humble hope that 
he who had lived with the poor on earth should live with them also in the world that was to come. 

By some it might be thought that his life was in part a failure, so quickly did his spiritual influence 
pass away. Italy was so little disposed to receive the spiritual liberty he preached, and so shallow 
were the roots among them of the Gospel of Love that he preached that even in Assisi itself after 
his death the story of the city became a list of murders, of struggles to the death for power, and of 
wars that made the fair Umbrian country a desolate and cruel waste for years. Yet it was not all in 
vain; the charm of his character, the devotion of his life seized on the hearts of the Italian people, 
who to this day have never forgotten him and have never ceased to love him. 

One side of his influence would have astonished and displeased him more than any other, 
though we cannot ourselves regret it. It was the effect of his life on Italian art. In violation of his 
wishes his friend Brother Elias, after his death, began that splendid basilica at Assisi, one of the 
greatest examples of the architecture 
of the Middle Ages in Italy. 

Here, some 70 years later, Giotto 
painted the frescoes illustrating the 
life and miracles of St. Francis; and 
from then onwards the little poor 
man becomes one of the most fam-
iliar figures in Italian paintings. 
Among Giotto’s frescoes the most 
charming and the most admired is 
that of St. Francis preaching to the 
birds. 

The story is set out in that col-
lection of tales and traditions about 
the Saint called the Little Flowers of 
St. Francis. Here it is told how once, 
when Francis began to preach, he 
bade the twittering swallows to keep 
silence till he had finished, and the 
swallows obeyed him. Afterwards 
when he had left the people greatly 
comforted, and with minds turned to 
repentance, he passed on along the 
road to Bevagno, and as he went he 
uplifted his eyes and saw a great 
number of birds on trees hard by the 
road. 

Then he said to his companions, Legend of St Francis: 15. Sermon to the Birds, unknown artist 
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“Ye shall await me here on the road and I will go and preach to the birds my sisters.” 
He went into the field and began to preach to the birds which were upon the ground, and anon 

those in the trees came to him, and all of them stood still together till St. Francis finished preaching, 
and even then they departed not until he gave them his blessing. 

Now the preaching of St. Francis was on this wise: 
“My Sisters the Birds, Much are ye beholden unto God your Creator and always and in every 

place ought ye to praise Him because He hath given you liberty to fly wheresoever ye will and hath 
clothed you with two-fold and three-fold raiment. 

“Again you are beholden unto Him for the air which He hath appointed for you. Furthermore 
ye sow not neither do ye reap, yet God filleth you and giveth you rivers and fountains wherefrom to 
drink. 

“He giveth you mountains and valleys for your refuge and high trees wherein to build your nests, 
and in that you know not how to sow nor spin, God clotheth you and your little ones; wherefore 
doth your Creator love you, seeing that He giveth you so many benefits. 

St. Francis, Albert Chevallier Tayler   
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“Guard yourselves therefore, my sisters the birds, from the sin of ingratitude and be ye ever 
mindful to give praise to God.” 

As St. Francis spake these words unto them all the birds began to open their beaks and to stretch 
out their necks and to open their wings and reverently to bow their heads even unto the ground, 
and to show by this and by their songs that the holy father gave them very great delight. St. Francis 
rejoiced with them, and making over them the sign of the Cross gave them leave to depart, where-
upon all the birds rose into the air and, according to the form of the Cross that he had made over 
them divided themselves into four bands, flying east, west, south and north, singing their songs as 
they went. 

Thereby, says he who tells the story, they signified how the preaching of the Cross of Christ was 
to be carried through the world by men who went freely and carelessly as the birds, unmindful of 
poverty, confident that He who lets not a sparrow fall without His notice would as surely have His 
crusaders in His keeping. The sermon to the birds is the emblem of the life as well as of the teaching 
of St. Francis. He stands for us all as the man who loved simplicity and was brother to all created 
things.
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Chapter 17 

 

Dante 
1265-1321 A.D., Italy 

 
By a grass-grown street of Ravenna, the town of exiles, stands a small chapel with the inscription 

on a monument to say:  
Here am I Dante laid, shut out front my native shores.  
He has lain there for 600 years, and though the Florentines of his native shores begged back his 

body the Ravenna people have always refused to give it. Rightly so, for Florence would not have 
him while he lived and was blind to the greatness of the man it neglected and rejected.  

Someone has said that if a man is a few paces ahead of his time the world will follow him, but if 
he is a thousand yards he disappears out of sight. It was so with Dante. To the people of his time he 

Dante (He Hath Seen Hell), Jean-Léon Gérôme  
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was simply Dante, son of Alighieri of St. Peter’s Gate in Florence, and of no great importance in 
that small grey Gothic city of dark crooked streets overlooked by the fortified towers of quarrelsome 
nobles, with churches where bells were always ringing and riots were as frequent as festivals. The 
family was one of the small nobility, and Dante as a youth and young man had his share of feasting 
and fighting and later of politics.  

He was known for a scholar who had written a few fine poems, and that was, apart from his 
political career, the sum of all the attention he received in his time. He trod the streets of his own 
Florence, and afterwards of Verona, of Padua, and of Ravenna, towns of his exile, with his greatness 
unperceived, the breadth and depth of his genius unknown. To those who were aware of him, that 
half of his life when he had been the young man of lively manners, a soldier, and a partaker of the 
colourful life of medieval Italy, or when after his marriage he began to take a share in the turbulent 
political life of 13th-century Florence, would have seemed by far the most important one.  

To those who knew him later as a poor, joyless, wandering man with a perpetual grievance and 
a bitter tongue, he must have seemed of very small account. Yet all the while in the brain of that 
moody, dark-faced dreamer the gigantic edifice of his fancy was constructing an image of the spiri-
tual belief, the accumulated knowledge, the history and the story of his day, such as by its grandeur 
and the light of the genius illumining it is touched with immortality.  

By a sort of inspired insight he put into it the gropings of science in a day when it was hampered 
by tradition and theology, and invested his lines with the speculations of philosophic thought.  

Dante, Marie Spartali Stillman 
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It is not a picture of a day that has passed or can ever pass; it is the reflection of the tremulous 
hopes, the fears, the aspirations of man’s soul. In it are all the passions and emotions; here are hate 
and retribution, pity and remorse — nothing in the human heart is alien to it.  

In its spiritual message this Divine Comedy of Dante, this poetic image of Purgatory and Hell 
and Heaven, is clear. It recalls the lines of the Persian poet Omar Khayyam as Edward Fitzgerald 
translated him in our own times:  

 

I sent my Soul through the Invisible 
Some letter of that After-life to spell; 
And by and by my Soul returned to me 
And answered, I myself am Heaven and Hell.  

 

Passing centuries have not changed the nature of that thought.  
But for an understanding of the secular side of the great dramatic poem we must realise the 

Dante of Verona, Antonio Cotti  
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world in which the writer lived.  
It was a very small world, like an inverted bowl bounded by a not too distant horizon. Sun, 

Moon, and stars revolved about it as mere accessories. The idea that the Earth revolved about the 
Sun, itself a speck in an immeasurable universe of stars, had not yet dawned upon mankind. The 
boundaries of the civilised world were almost as narrowly defined. To a citizen of Florence the 
restricted republics of Siena, Pisa, Genoa, and Venice were the kingdoms of the Earth. If greater 
issues were to be considered the strife between the Guelphs and the Ghibellines, the Guelphs look-
ing to the Pope as their head, and the Ghibellines the party of the Emperor of the Holy Roman 
Empire, transcended all else. The Guelphs, to whom Dante belonged, were the Liberal middle-class 
party who stood for an independent Italy under the Pope; the Ghibellines were a party of powerful 
princes together with a satellite nobility who welcomed the Emperor as an ally for the preservation 
of their insolent privilege.  

There was a further sub-division in Florence itself of the Guelphs into Blacks and Whites, be-
tween whom the feud became almost as bitter as between Guelph and Ghibelline. To such a pitch 
did their hostility develop that the Blacks clamoured for the intervention of Pope Boniface, asking 
for Charles of Valois, brother of the King of France, as his representative. The Whites, Dante among 
them, were bitterly opposed to both Boniface and Charles.  

The meeting of Dante and Beatrice, Raphael  
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The Blacks gained the upper hand, and Dante, who might otherwise have settled down comfort-
ably in the office of a city magistrate, found himself and some of his friends thrust out of the city 
and sentenced to banishment. He was doomed to a life of woe and wandering. His property was 
confiscated; he had the feeling that it was unjust and nefarious in the sight of God and man. He 
made every effort for reinstatement, but bad only became worse.  

There is a record in the Florence archives dooming this Dante, wheresoever caught, to be 
burned alive. He was a homeless man. In that small world where he lived exile seemed to men 
almost as bitter as death. He wandered from patron to patron, learning in his own words, 

 

How salt that bread doth taste that thou shalt know 
That others give thee, and how hard the way  
Or up or down another’s stair to go.  

 

Yet we need not complain of Dante’s miseries. Had all gone well with him he might have become 
a prosperous lord mayor with a comfortable wife and family, the great love of his earliest youth, the 
Beatrice who married another, entirely forgotten. As it was, all his bitterness and loneliness, all his 
anger against an ungrateful world, was turned within himself to become the food and sustenance of 
his tremendous inner vision. In that vision the eternal world of his mystic unfathomable song was 

Dante and Beatrice on the banks of the Leteo, Cristóbal Rojas 
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the only reality. To him its heights and depths, its awful circles, its punishments, its terrors, its re-
wards, were as real as the streets and the life of a city.  

In it his own life becomes spiritualised, his adored Beatrice, the child-woman he had loved and 
lost, becomes the spirit of tender reproach and true repentance. The lines he dedicates to her are 
among the purest utterances of affection that ever came out of a human soul. 

In the nether world of the poet’s imagination the people and the stories of his day and time pass, 
not like shadows, but with every circumstance of pity or tragedy to make them real. Here is the 
undying story of Paolo and Francesca, a thing woven as out of a rainbow on a ground of eternal 
black. Here is the tragedy of Ugolino starving to death in his prison with his children. 

Here are the tyrants and potentates of his time—here is Pope Boniface, the grim old man who 
sat for three days unmoving on his throne while his enemies thundered at the doors. Here are sinners 
and saints; here is Condemnation, and an appalling picture of Punishment, yet there is ever undying 
Hope in company with heavy Sorrow. A soft breathing of Penitence mounts higher and higher to 
the throne of Mercy itself.  

All this we may say of this poem of immeasurable grandeur, and yet may not convey its intel-
lectual insight, its swift movement, the wonder of its phrases, the intensity of its pictures like the 
vividness of fire in a dark night. 

The women of Ravenna, as Dante passed by, used to look after him and whisper that this was 

Dante and Beatrice’s Friends, Marcel Reider  
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the man who had been down into Hell. That simple saying is something of the measure of his stature. 
If we marvel that out of the threadbare and insignificant hardships and disappointments of his life 
he should have wrought this noble fabric of a vision so far beyond his own human frailty we may 
accord to him for the same reason the name of hero because in all this he rose so superior to the 
bludgeonings of circumstance.  

His book, like most good books, was written with his heart’s blood. It is his whole history. He 
died after finishing it, not yet very old, for he was only 56—broken-hearted, it was said. But in him 
the silent centuries before him had found a voice. He is the spokesman of the Middle Ages, setting 
the thought they lived by in everlasting music. 
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Chapter 18 

 

Vittorino da Feltre 
1378-1446 A.D., Italy 

 
He did much to free education and culture 

from the conventionality and stagnation of the 
Middle Ages. In him dwelled harmoniously the 
very different and often clashing ideals of conduct 
of the Renaissance and Medievalism. For, like the 
other great humanists who followed and were in-
spired by him, he united the fervent, devoted 
Catholicism of medieval times with the intellectual 
curiosity and culture of the Renaissance.  

Vittorino was born near Venice; and in his 
youth studied at Padua. He was an earnest scholar 
and a lover of all things Greek. He was early im-
bued with the pure ideals of living enjoined by 
Aristotle and Plato, and he always presented to his 
scholars an example of gracious and austere living. 
But in studying the classics he determined to re-
concile the ancient learning with the Christian life, 
thought, and government of his own day. He be-
came a lecturer in Greek at Padua, and there some 
students boarded with him. He took a personal 
interest in each boy and was anxious for his moral 
welfare. 

In 1423 he set up a school in Venice; later he 
became tutor to the children of one of the princes; 
and it was about this time that he established his 
great school at Mantua, whose aim was: “A desire 
to combine the spirit of the Christian life with the 
educational apparatus of classical literature, while uniting with both something of the Greek passion 
for bodily culture and the dignity of the outer life.” 

He was perhaps the first man to conceive and carry out such a system. Only those who realise 
the differences of aim and environment which existed in houses of learning, even in the Universities, 
before and after Vittorino, can imagine the debt we owe to him. In his school at Mantua Vittorino 

Vittorino da Feltre, Justus van Gent  

and Pedro Berruguette 
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taught poor and rich together with the little princes. Fees varied according to the wealth of the 
parents, and some boys he supported entirely for the ten years they studied with him. 

People soon realised that with Vittorino their boys were “certain of the most careful guardian-
ship.” His school became famous. His boarding-house was a fine building pleasantly situated, with 
playingfields attached. There was no luxury, but a plain and healthy life for all the scholars. 
Vittorino thought of his scholars, and cared for them, as sons. He rarely found it necessary to punish 
severely, for he realised that no really good results could be obtained by force and fear. His own life 
was guided by the doctrine of love rather than of fear, and so he always respected the individuality 
and personal dignity of his boys, and sought to make learning attractive to them so that they needed 
no compulsion. He loved his boys and was loved by them. Indeed, in an age of harshness, cruelty, 
and intolerance he stands out as a rare example of Christian love and purity and selflessness. 

His curriculum was an all-round one; and justice, wisdom, and integrity were its three guiding 
principles. Here we find no ascetic view of the body, so prevalent in the Middle Ages. Indeed we 
may imagine Vittorino feeling what Browning expressed centuries later: “All good things are ours.” 
In his ideals and teaching we find the revolt of the humanist against the teaching so beloved by the 
ascetics of the Middle Ages – that the body is the enemy of the soul and the intellect. His aim was 
to give his boys such an education that body, mind, and character should be developed harmoni-
ously. In his day there were perhaps greater scholars, like Guarino, who turned out brilliant students. 
But Vittorino was fired by an aim perhaps nobler, that of creating the “complete citizen,” fitting his 
boys for whatever task might befall them in their future life. 

Vittorino worked on the doctrine that love was better than fear, and that he could dispense 
with harshness and punishment just because he was intensely sympathetic with young people. 

He forestalled modern educators in inventing letter games for very young children, that learn-
ing might be pleasant to them; and great emphasis was laid on correct speech and manners. Reading 
aloud was much practiced and stress laid on voice and gesture, for Vittorino declared this to be 
“both an aid to, and a test of, the intelligent understanding of historian or poet.” 

Great care was taken to avoid weariness and monotony by varying the lessons with exercise 
and games. All teaching and probably most of the conversation was carried on in Latin, for at this 
time few scholars doubted that Latin was destined to be the language common to the cultured 
world. But Latin to Vittorino was not, as it had been to his predecessors, merely an exercise in 
grammar; to him it was a revelation of Roman history, civilization, culture, and poetry. 

In philosophy, too, the same advance is to be noted, for it was taught not as an exercise in 
abstract thinking but as a practical guide to promote exact thinking. The wondrous syllogisms and 
verbal ingenuities so beloved of the medieval schoolmen were dismissed as empty show. The value 
of logic to the teacher, says Vittorino, is that it enables him to acquire the fundamental virtues of 
exposition, precision, connection, and clearness. 

Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics were studied attentively, for no man was thought to be truly 
educated, or fitted for any task in Church or State, without a preliminary grounding in and a real 
understanding and appreciation of the great Greek philosophers. This conception of the importance 
of the letters in the training of the complete citizen represents the highest ideal of the great humanist 
educators whose aims and ideals powerfully influenced the history of education from the fifteenth 
on to the nineteenth century. 
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As may be expected Vittorino firmly believed in the full and free development of the individual, 
and part of his success lay in the fact that he adapted his educational method and subject to the 
individual need of each scholar. He was convinced that true education had a great and ennobling 
influence upon life and character. 

It has been said that Vittorino and Guarino rescued the function of the schoolmaster from con-
tempt. Vittorino was perhaps the first to prove that the New Learning demanded wise and cultured 
men as its exponents, as well as being one of the first to make this ideal possible. 

He emphasised bodily exercise and all forms of sport. This was partly due to the inspiration of 
Greece and Rome, with the magnificent ideal of a beautiful soul in a beautiful body; partly because 
he aimed at fitting his scholars for any profession, and many of them would grow up to be soldiers; 
and partly for its own sake. It was the reaction from the asceticism and mortification of the flesh 
prevalent in the Middle Ages to the saner realization of the beauty and dignity of the human body, 
and the interdependence of moral and physical wellbeing. 

But above all we must remember that rev-
erence, humility, and loving-kindness were 
the dominant features of Vittorino’s personal 
life. His own gracious example and his insis-
tence on the importance of forgiveness and 
humility were the fount and mainspring and 
unifying influence of his teaching. In his rare 
and magnetic personality Christianity and hu-
manism were reconciled; he was a living proof 
of his own belief that these were the two nec-
essary factors which, harmoniously working 
together, resulted in the development of noble 
and complete manhood. 

Never since ancient times had there been 
a teacher more wise and learned, more selfless 
and devoted, more lovely in character, than 
Vittorino. One has said of him that in an age 
of bitter rivalries he had no enemy and in an 
atmosphere of moral upheaval he kept a high 
standard of personal purity. 

His own scholarship was considerable, but 
even more important was his inspired influ-
ence on education and the genius he showed 
in moulding the vast substance of a redis-
covered literature to the need of his own day. 
His courage and wisdom, his sincerity and sim-
plicity, profoundly impressed all who knew 
him, and became an inspiration for all time.

Vittorino's first meeting with the heir of the Gonzagas, 

illustration from "Vittorino da Feltre: a prince of 

Teachers", by a Sister of Notre Dame, 1908 
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Chapter 19 

 

Catherine of S iena 
1347-1380 A.D., Italy 

 
In the Italian city of Siena, set on three 

hills above the Tuscan Plain, is a street run-
ning steeply down between tall houses. One 
of them is the house where, to Benincasa the 
dyer and his wife, was born a child, given the 
name of Catherine, who was destined to be-
come perhaps the greatest woman of the 14th 
century.  

Siena to this day wears such an air of an-
tiquity that those who walk through its streets 
at nightfall, or watch the Sun set from its 
guarding walls, can easily imagine them-
selves back in the Middle Ages. There are the 
palaces of the nobles with their coats-of-arms 
on the walls, side by side with mouldering 
houses dark with age and dirt. There is the 
great unfinished cathedral striped within like 
a tiger moth. There is the great marketplace 
shaped like a shell, with the tower of the 
Mangia soaring above it. There are narrow 
and dirty byways, the city is far from sweet-
smelling, and there are cresset flares still left 
in some of the streets. 

Into this medieval city the dyer’s daugh-
ter was born in the year of the Black Death. 
That dread affliction came on Sienna like a 
scourge. To some it might seem like the wrath 
of Heaven, for there was a background of al-

most incredible violence and cruelty in 14th-century Siena which must be realized as part of the 
surroundings of the child who was to grow up to be known not only by the city in which she was 
born but by the whole Christian world as a hero and a saint. 

The streets were filled with the brawlings of rival houses: public executions and torture were so 

Saint Catherine of Siena receiving the stigmata between 

Saints Benedict and Jerome, Domenico di Pace Beccafumi 
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common that at last the people protested and the victims were led to a place outside the walls. In 
the prisons they thirsted and starved. 

It is one of the strangest things in the life of Catherine that, though she was only a young 
woman of 33 when she died, she should have risen from her lowly origin to a position of respect; yet 
she was one of the most commanding figures of the 14th century, not only as a saint and philan-
thropist but as an administrator, a statesman, and an ambassador for the Pope. In her there must 
have been a tremendous force of character as well as an ability amounting to genius, and a holiness 
which is the highest expression of genius.  

She was associated with a sisterhood, not as a nun but as a kind of novice who, though still 
living with her family, was set apart from the world. That was not unusual. It was the life Catherine 
led and the things she did that set her apart from the holy sisterhood. Even when she was young the 
halo of sanctity seemed to be about her; but while some recognized it and later the whole world was 
to admit it there were many to deny it. But one thing immediately raised her from the common 
order of those who merely aspire to be holy. She was a practical benefactor.  

The Black Death that had heralded her childhood (when “the father scarce stayed to look on 
the son and the wife abandoned her husband”) left a recurring legacy of disease behind. Plague 
came back to Siena, leprosy was common in it, and in those foul streets and pestilential byways the 
spectre of disease found a very ready foothold, and maintained it. 

Catherine was first and foremost a nurse. She tended the leper; she nursed the plague-stricken 
when others shrank away from them or were forbidden to visit them. When for the third time in 
less than 30 years a new plague devastated Siena, Catherine was the Florence Nightingale of that 
terrible time. Her brother and sister died of it, and so did six of the eleven grandchildren her mother 
was bringing up. It fell to the lot of Catherine with her own hands to lay them in a grave. 

Her name became known far beyond the region of her work. Her voice soothed dying beds, her 
touch and her prayer healed 
the sick. It was told that the 
daughter of old Benincasa the 
dyer cured a doctor’s patient 
when the doctor said there 
was no hope, and with each 
sufferer restored to health her 
fame improved. 

We may add as a curious 
footnote to all this charity, 
and the recognition of it by 
her fellow-citizens, that slan-
ders were spoken of her and 
that the life of prayer and 
fasting which she joined to her 
nursing was made the cause of 
a bitter reproach by her slan-
derers. So high ran the feeling Saint Catherine of Siena writing, Rutilio di Lorenzo Manetti 
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that once while she was lost in prayer 
in the Church in San Dominico she was 
dragged out of the sacred building, 
kicked, and flung into the street, un-
conscious of what had been done until 
she came to herself and found her 
friends weeping over her. 

By degrees the storm of calumny 
died down and admiration and respect 
surrounded her. Stories came to be told 
exalting her charity and showing with 
what favour she was regarded in Heav-
en. It is thus, we do not doubt, that a 
legend of a saint is born; yet it could 
neither grow nor endure unless it had 
for its foundation some immensity of 
sacrifice, of devotion, courage, and wis-
dom, and much of that virtue for which 
there is no other name than holiness. 

Her work had been mostly among 
the poor, but a young nobleman had 
been condemned to die for some small 
offence and furiously refused to prepare 
himself by seeing a priest. Catherine 
begged leave to see him. She brought 
him to resignation to his bitter fate. He 
made her promise to be with him at the hour of execution. She consented. Her voice was the last 
voice he heard, her name was the last on his lips when he died. 

She wrote of it afterwards to a priest in what may seem to us a curious document, because no 
horror of the ordeal appears in her words, though she spares no detail of the execution; she only 
rejoices in the penitence of the victim. But her letter has a curious interest because it is one of the 
very few she wrote, for this woman who was to become so great a figure had never learned to read 
or write till she grew up, and to the end of her life she preferred to dictate her own letters and have 
others read to her. Natural gifts she must have had to compensate for what was her undoubted lack 
of learning. 

Her mind was filled with her dreams of a reformed Church and a great Peace in Italy. She wrote 
and spoke continually with those ends in view. We hear of her surrounded by a crowd of a thousand 
people who had come to Siena to hear her, listening entranced to her voice. We also hear of her 
running into the streets with a Crucifix in times of popular uprising and calming the mob. The 
advice of this woman who had no education was sought not only by the great and the lowly of the 
Church; but by magistrates and soldiers and learned men. The Pope sent her as his ambassador to 
Pisa. It was she who, when others had failed to do so, brought back the Pope from Avignon. 

Saint Catherine of Siena sharing her coat with a poor man 
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Her life and her work, though the years of her short life were closing round her, did not end 
there. She was involved in the fierce struggles that took place in Italy, she was threatened with 
martyrdom in Florence; but we may best end her story with the words she addressed to the Pope, 
who was reluctant to leave the comfortable shelter of his great palace. Looking straight at him, she 
said: “To do your duty, Most Holy Father, and act according to God’s will, you shall abandon these 
beautiful things and take the road to Rome, where perils and malaria and discomfort await you, and 
where the delights of Avignon will be but a vain recollection.” These words were the moving words 
of a woman who despised comfort and was without fear.
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Chapter 20 

 

Leonardo da V inci 
1452-1519 A.D., Italy 

 
Was he greater than Shakespeare? Was he the master mind of the Renaissance, or of all time? 
When Europe’s thousand years of intellectual night came to an end and learning was reborn, a 

flood of mental energy seemed to burst over Europe, suffusing the minds of men with power and 
imagination such as had not been known since the days of Greece The uncrowned king of this 
domain of the intellect was born in the small fortified village of Vinci, between Pisa and Florence, 
nearly 500 years ago — Leonardo da Vinci, whose gifts were such as to place him apart from all 
men, without parallel in human annals.  

Not only was he the greatest painter and 
sculptor of his age; he was its foremost engi-
neer, architect, author, inventor, mathema-
tician and philosopher; a musician, a poet, a 
man who, first to do so, plunged into specu-
lations and inquiries which have engaged the 
massed efforts of scientists for four centuries 
since his time. He could do everything, his 
contemporaries did, and do it better; but he 
outsoared them in things they could not at-
tempt, as one who dwelled solitary on a height, 
seeing past and future with the vision of a 
prophet.  

There is no accounting for his genius. On 
his father’s side there had been lawyers for 
generations; his mother’s people were peas-
ants. As a child he was a model of beauty, as a 
man he was of kingly stature and grace; but his 
hands, which painted with exquisite delicacy, 
could bend an iron horseshoe like lead. He 
revelled in study as a boy, and by his insight 
into things he puzzled all his teachers. Quite 
untaught, he began to paint and model, and 
his proud father, showing his work to men 
better versed in art than himself, was assured 

Leonardo da Vinci, Francesco Melzi 
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that he had a genius on his hands. So he apprenticed him to the gifted Andrea Verocchio, in whose 
studio Leonardo had the company of Botticelli and Perugino. Very soon he had learned all his 
master had to teach, and, entrusted with details of an altarpiece, he eclipsed Verocchio himself.  

Freed from tutelage, Leonardo struck out a line for himself. He did not go to classical sculptures 
for inspiration, but to Nature. He studied botany, anatomy, the play of light and shade, so that his 
figures stood out as though in life, detached from their surroundings—yet perfectly related to them. 
Michael Angelo and Raphael were both to attain something of their splendour from studying 
Leonardo.  

In his formative period Leonardo ranged throughout the animal and mineral kingdoms for 
knowledge. A rock and a sunset were equally fascinating to him; the head of an old man was as well 
worth sketching as the head of a beautiful girl; toads, bats, lizards, noisome insects were brought 
together to be studied for the making of a painting to amuse his father or to scare a peasant.  

His studies from Nature enabled him to draw life as it is; but his mind was full of a thousand 
other studies. Nothing was too small to interest him, nothing in physics or philosophy too profound 
to move him to an ecstasy of contemplation and inquiry. He studied the theory of science and 
applied it in practice.  

His investigations of air and of mechanics enabled him to design the first outline of an aeroplane. 
He made the first suspension wheel— a wheel such as we use for cars and cycles. He invented the 
saw which for the next four centuries cut the white marble of Carrara to furnish Europe with statues. 
He planned the tunnelling of mountains; he propped up toppling hillsides, he irrigated waterless 
plains, he showed how rivers could be linked and canals made for traffic.  

He had the spirit of one of the old troubadours, and could compose poem and music as he sang 
to the harmonies of a lute he had made with his own hands; and kings and autocrats were delighted 
with toys he made to move and do tricks at his bidding. He was equally happy in the company of 
scientists and in the centre of a band of gipsies; his wit and charm and generosity collected either 
so that he might study their ways and demeanours.  

Throughout his life he was the busiest of writers. Whenever a subject engaged his mind, he 
wrote his thoughts on it in notebook after notebook. These mines of learning lay unknown or un-
realised for three centuries after his death, and it was only when they came to be studied that the 
world knew what a marvellous, almost incredible genius he was, how far-seeing, how immensely in 
advance of our own Francis Bacon, who came more than a century after him. He was a thinker, 
artist, man of action, everything that one could be except a soldier, for he hated war as much as he 
loved art.  

He loved travel, too, and action in far strange scenes. The greatest artist of his age, he served 
the Sultan of Cairo as an engineer. He went to Milan, where he lived for many years, acting as 
engineer, architect, sculptor, artist, and director of artistic, scientific, and mechanical works to the 
usurping tyrant Ludovico Sforza. There he invented plays and pageants and masques, as Inigo Jones 
and Ben Jonson did for our own Court. There he planned defences of the city and irrigation of the 
outlying area; modelled a colossal equestrian statue which seems to have been the wonder of the 
time; and painted the greatest religious picture ever known.  

The statue, 26 feet high, never got beyond its plaster cast, for, before it could be finished in 
bronze, an invasion of French soldiers led to its destruction. The painting of the Last Supper 
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remains, a pathetic ghost of its original, on the walls of a monastery in Milan. He never worked 
quickly; thought, contemplation, and study of his subject retarded him immeasurably, and the prior 
of the monastery for whom the picture was being painted complained to the duke of the delay.  

Leonardo answered that he had been working for two hours a day on it for two years, not in 
painting, but in studying types for the figures. There remained one head to do, that of Judas, for 
which he had seen no face base enough. He made good the deficiency by painting in the head of 
the grumbling prior! Such daring did not displease a duke who looked to the artist to provide jests 
and tales for the entertainment of his Court as well as to execute immortal masterpieces for him. 

The great altarpiece was finished at last, and from what remains of it today, and from the many 
sketches made for it, we know that it was the most wonderful religious picture ever seen. But the 
soldiers stabled their horses in the monastery where the picture was; that is war, which cares for 
nothing. The chamber was flooded; damp settled on the walls, and the work began to flake and 
become mildewed. Even the monks at last cut a doorway through it! 

Yet to this day it is Leonardo’s conception of the scene that dominates our minds as we think of 
the Last Supper; he links all Christendom by that one work.  

Returning to Florence, Leonardo was pitted against Michael Angelo in the most memorable 
contest in the annals of art. Each was given a wall of the new council chamber to decorate. They 
chose two scenes from the war between Florence and Pisa, Angelo’s showing soldiers caught by the 
enemy while bathing, Leonardo’s a victory in battle won by the Florentines. News of the rivalry 
between the two excited all Europe, and the artists exerted all their powers each to outvie the other. 
Leonardo took two years in preparing his drawing of his subject, and when the cartoons were ex-
hibited men realised that nothing comparable with Leonardo’s work had been seen since the passing 
of the great Greeks.  

The Last Supper, Leonardo da Vinci  
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Unfortunately the methods by which 
Leonardo sought to paint his subject on 
the wall proved a failure; such parts of it as 
were finished peeled off, or their colours 
ran, and Leonardo turned away in disgust 
and never touched it again. He offered to 
return the money he had been paid, but his 
offer was refused, for the magnates of 
Florence realised that one of the greatest 
of men was here in their service.  

So many and exhaustive were his 
studies in every branch of activity that 
Leonardo left many works incomplete, but 
among those he did finish was his portrait 
of Mona Lisa, the wife of Francesco del 
Gioconda, a lovely woman with a quiet, 
mysterious smile lighting up her fine 
features. Four years the artist gave to the 
work, and, so that melancholy should be a 
stranger to her face while he painted, he 
engaged musicians and wits to entertain 
and keep her blithe and happy. Although 
some of its colours have now darkened, 
this painting remains the most famous 
portrait in the world.  

More has been written about Mona 
Lisa than about any other picture; it has a 
veritable literature of its own. Mona Lisa 
has been the theme of poems and essays 

and of whole books. The portrait has had many humiliating adventures. Bought by Francis the First 
of France, it remained for four centuries one of the artistic glories of France, and not many years 
ago a workman entering the Louvre took it down from the wall, and, hiding it under his blouse, 
stole out of the gallery with it. For two years artistic Europe was in an uproar over it, and then the 
treasure came to light in a garret.  

The wars which rent Europe involved Leonardo, not as a soldier, but as an artist over whom the 
storm broke. He moved from Florence back to Milan, and from Milan to Rome, where he was cold-
shouldered in favour of Michael Angelo and Raphael by a Pope who wanted him to teach him magic 
and alchemy, practices which Leonardo despised. Two paintings, some mechanical toys for the 
Pope, and engineering work at Civita Vecchia were his contributions to the Eternal City.  

France had now possessed herself of Milan, and the brilliant young Francis, meeting Leonardo, 
aged and venerable as a prophet in appearance, delighted in his talk and works, declaring that his 
knowledge of the fine arts and of science and philosophy was beyond that of mortal men. The artist 

Mona Lisa, Leonardo da Vinci  
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admired the young king and accepted 
his offer to make his home in France. 
There, in the splendid castle of Cloux 
near Amboise, he spent his last years, 
with an income befitting his station and 
eminence.  

There he prepared a pageant for the 
marriage of the dauphin, designed a 
castle for the king, planned a canal to 
link the River Loire and the River 
Saone, and held court like a prince, 
receiving the king and his friends and 
all the artists and men of learning who 
could visit him. To the elect of these he 
would reveal his papers containing his 
writings of more than forty years on art 
and science in all their aspects. Only 
one of these treasures of learning was 
published before the 19th century, and 
that was his work on the art of painting. 
It was a masterpiece, the first, the foun-
dation, the source to which every writer 
and teacher on art has gone. At a stroke 
he created a literature for artists.  

Slowly the great spirit waned, the 
mighty energies ebbed, and, at peace 
with the world and with the Church whose doctrines he had neither accepted nor traversed, he 
died. The king, when he heard the news, burst into tears, and all Europe mourned.  

But it was left to later ages to discover what Leonardo really was; to penetrate the secrets of his 
amazing mind, to realise that he was, as it were, a score of men in one, a man whose titanic projects 
and profound speculations only a host of men could effect or express. He peered with unshaded eyes 
into mysteries which took centuries to solve. He advanced learning as no other man had done, 
leaving us too few works from his brush, but those few incomparable. 

 

Leonardo da Vinci, self-portrait 
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Chapter 21 

 

Michelangelo 
1475-1564 A.D., Italy 

 

Out from a wooded valley rides a 
man, humbly mounted on a mule. He is 
a lean, unshapely man, with disfigured 
features, the bridge of his nose beaten 
flat to his face. Yet there is something 
majestic and noble in his look, for in 
spite of his nose, in spite of a meagre, 
whispy beard, there is a solemn grand-
eur in his eyes. 

And as he emerges from the valley 
the great dark eyes light up; he gazes 
with rapture on a mountain of noble 
outline, and he is instantly fired with a 
great resolve. As he surveys its towering 
height and its rugged outline a tremen-
dous thought fires his mind. 

The thought is that he would carve 
the summit of the mountain into a 
monument to last till mountains crum-
ble into dust. That was his instant 
thought, a colossal design to impose the 
majesty of human art on the majesty of 
Nature’s own creation. 

The man was Michael Angelo, and 
this astounding thought that came to 
him gives us in a flash the key to his 
marvellous career – his towering ambi-
tion, his wonderful faith in his own 
great powers. 

He knew himself for what he was, a genius with the capacity of a hundred men. Nothing was 
too great for his imagination. When he first saw the Parthenon in Rome he said, “I will make another 
such building, but I will hang it in the air!” And he did it, or something like it, for his Parthenon is 

Michael Angelo, illustration from The Life of Michael Angelo  

by Romain Rolland, 1912 
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the dome of St. Peter’s, the cathedral in which fifty thousand men can stand. His hanging Parthenon 
was one of his achievements; his desire to carve the mountain was one of the things he was com-
pelled to leave undone. There is a great list of the things he planned and began but had to leave 
unfinished. That arises from the fact that no other man ever attempted so much, and perhaps no 
other man who lived in his own time was so hampered by enemies, by calamities, and illness. 

The things he left undone are many, but the things he did are more. He carved the mighty 
David and the awe-inspiring Moses, and the all-but-breathing figures in the church of San Lorenzo 
at Florence, which he made world-famous; he painted the Sistine Chapel at the Vatican, the most 
tremendous achievement by one man in the whole history of art; he fortified Florence in her wars 
as she had never been fortified before; and, to crown all, he wrote poetry which ranks with 
Shakespeare’s sonnets and made him the foremost poet of his age – he, Michael Angelo, the man 
on the mule at the foot of the mountain. 

He was born at Caprese, near Florence. His family were Florentines, but when the child was 
born his father was acting as resident magistrate in the place where Michael Angelo was cradled. 
At the end of his term of office the family returned home, taking up their residence at the village of 
Settignano, overlooking Florence. Nearly all the villagers were engaged as masons or marble-cutters, 
and Michael used to say he gained his love for sculpture with the milk which fed him as an infant. 
As soon as he was old enough he was sent to school, but, though in time he became an accomplished 
scholar, he would do nothing at first but draw. In after-life he objected much to drawing, declaring 
that he was no painter but a sculptor; but in his early years drawing was his passion. 

Michael’s first original work was a laughing faun in marble which caught the quick eye of 
Lorenzo the Magnificent, who ruled Florence at this time and was one of the most generous patrons 
of art ever known. He forthwith took him into his own house and treated him as if he were his own 
son. 

In the prince’s home the boy associated daily with the greatest scholars of the age, and at 15 
carved in marble the battle of the Centaurs and Hercules. A wonderful piece of work it was for a 
boy, full of imagination, strength, and intimate knowledge of the human form. It still exists in his 
old home in Florence, and is well known.  

Guided by his master as well as by developing talent Michael studied painting afresh, and was 
sent with other students to make copies of frescoes in the churches. 

The work was easy to him, but not to all his friends, and his candour in pointing out their faults 
cost him his disfigured face. If we turn to Benvenuto Cellini’s own lifestory we get the tragedy in 
the words of the very man who was guilty of it. The offender was one Torrigiani, a youth somewhat 
older than Michael, who was both big and hot-tempered. 

“Buonarroti and I,” he said, “when we were lads, used to go to the Church of the Carmine to 
study in the chapel of Massacio. Now, Buonarroti had a habit of teasing all the rest of us who were 
drawing there; and one day in particular he was annoying me, and I was more vexed than usual. So 
I stretched out my hand and dealt him such a blow on the nose that I felt it yield under my fist as if 
it had been made of crisp wafer. And so he’ll go with my mark upon him to his dying day.” 

Michael was only 17 when Lorenzo died, and as his successor was an empty-headed noodle, the 
young artist left his household. Savonarola, the monk who preached against the corruption of 
Florence, was 20 years older than the young artist, and greatly terrified him; for study of the ancient 
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masters had introduced a certain pagan atmosphere into the new art and into public life, and 
Michael Angelo had drunk in all the lessons of the past. 

He left Florence and wandered to Bologna, where he had to flee from fear of the local sculptors, 
who declared that his work was taking the bread from their mouths. He returned from his travels, 
to find the son of his old patron fugitive and Florence governed by a party set up by the fiery 
Savonarola. The monk’s enthusiasm had grown into fanaticism, and he was having bonfires in the 
public square of precious works of art. 

Michael Angelo was mortally afraid of him, yet he carved more “pagan” works, and still 
trembled. Leonardo da Vinci watched the monk with contemptuous, pitying eye, and secretly drew 
him as Satan presiding over the bonfires in which priceless art was perishing. Savonarola was cruelly 
put to death when Michael was 23, but there can be little doubt that the terrific sermons to which 
the boy had listened affected him all his life and found expression in the terrible paintings he 
bequeathed to the world. 

A trick got him to Rome. He executed a figure of a Sleeping Cupid so perfectly resembling a 
piece of Greek statuary that it was suggested he should hide it in the earth for a time, and then have 
it dug up and put forth as a discovery of an ancient treasure. He fell into the plot, executed what 
was declared the finest piece of work of the time, and the statue was carried to Rome and sold to 
an art-loving cardinal as ancient Greek. 

When the truth of the matter came out the cardinal was angry, but, realising the wonderful 
merit of the statue, he sent for the young sculptor to Rome. Here his first outstanding work was a 
marble group, La Pieta, one of the loveliest things he ever did, representing Jesus, after the descent 

Illustration from Crowned masterpieces of literature…  

by David J Brewer, Edward Archibald Allen, and William Schuyler, 1908 
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from the cross, lying upon the knee of His mother. The tender sorrow on the mother’s face, and her 
whole attitude, complete a picture which seems to say, “Was ever grief like this in the world before?” 
It stands today in a little side chapel in St. Peter’s. More than four centuries have passed since the 
sculptor carved it, and it is a little stained by time and dust, but once you have seen this group you 
are for ever a disciple of the unhappy man who so lovingly and proudly carved it. For he was un-
happy. His family had fallen on evil times; the revolutions and troubles of Florence brought them 
to poverty, arid Michael had to support his father as well as his brothers. 

He toiled in Rome with feverish energy, and went short of food and rest to do it, making himself 
ill in the attempt. So his father wrote to him from Florence, warning him against starvation and 
miserly living; and it is odd to read the advice he gave his son, ending with this remarkable injunc-
tion: “Above all things, never wash; have yourself rubbed down, but never wash!” 

When Michael returned to Florence he was famous, and commissions poured in upon him. 
Some of them vexed his heart to the end of his days, for he could never carry them out. But instead 
of applying himself to any of these works he commissioned himself. From the exquisitely subdued 
feeling of the Pieta, he yearned to do something that should match the power and strength he knew 
to be within him. There had lain in Florence for forty or more years a colossal block of marble which 
a roughhanded sculptor had begun to carve and partly spoiled. Michael Angelo obtained this block 
as a gift. He built a workshop of wood around it, and there, with hammer and chisel, he wrought for 
two years and completed his gigantic statue of David, his greatest figure. 

Leonardo da Vinci helped to choose its site, and it was placed on a pedestal outside the Old 
Palace in Florence near where Savonarola was put to death. 

There it stood for nearly four centuries, until it was found to be damaged by rain, and removed. 
A fine bronze duplicate of it stands on the hill overlooking Florence. It is a Titan of noble mien, 
anatomically perfect, with strength, defiance, yet with something of the melancholy of the sculptor. 
He had passed from the dainty, boyish fancies that characterized his earlier work into a lasting mood 
of the gigantic and rather terrible. 

About this time he entered into competition with Leonardo. Leonardo was 20 years his senior, 
but there was keen rivalry between the two. The two greatest men of the age were pitted against 
one another to decorate the two sides of the great Council Chamber of the Old Palace of Florence. 
We need not retell the story, which is well known, except to say that each man prepared a cartoon 
of his drawing; that neither did the actual painting, but that the cartoons themselves remained on 
exhibition for all the people to see. 

Leonardo left his half-done, a masterly fragment, but the other remained for some time before 
being destroyed by a rival. So long as it lasted, Cellini tells us, it was “the school of the world,” and 
yet only copies of fragments remain. Michael Angelo would probably have carried out his scheme, 
but now he was summoned to Rome, to the tragedy of his life. 

Pope Julius the Second, impressed by the grandeur of the sculptor’s work, called him to Rome 
and bade him prepare for him a marble mausoleum. The Pope was a war-like man, feared in battle 
as in peace, and he could not have chosen a more passionate, high-spirited servant for the work. 
All began well. Michael Angelo sketched what would have been the most superb tomb in the world. 
It was to embrace 40 gigantic statues, besides reliefs in bronze and exquisite tracery, and was to 
cover an area of nearly 800 square feet. St. Peter’s was too small for such a tomb, so the Pope decided 
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to rebuild the church, and set Bramante to work on the plans. The sculptor went to Carrara to 
superintend the hewing of the marble, and lived there while the work was in progress.  

He returned to Rome, and the great piazza of St. Peter’s, which was once Nero’s circus, soon 
became stacked with marble. 

Then came the first rift. A quantity of marble arrived, and Michael Angelo, desiring to see the 
Pope to obtain the money, was refused admission. The angry sculptor immediately went home to 
Florence. His return was fiercely demanded by the Pope, who, having concluded a successful war 
against Bologna, threatened to turn his arms against Florence unless the artist rejoined him. 

Michael Angelo went to the Pope, was forgiven, and ordered to set up a figure of the Pope in 
bronze in the city of Bologna. Owing to the stupidity of the bronze-casters the work occupied over 
a year, and three years later the citizens seized it and converted it into a cannon. 

During the sculptor’s absence from Rome his enemies and rivals persuaded the Pope that it 
would be unlucky to have his tomb built during his lifetime, and that it would be better to employ 
Michael Angelo to paint the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. This, they hoped, would ruin him, for he 
had had no experience of such work. The Pope fell into the trap, and bade the sculptor turn painter, 
in spite of his agonized protests. Michael blamed Bramante and Raphael as chief conspirators in this 
plot, but he began the work. He began with half a dozen assistants from Florence, but, these not 
satisfying him, he bundled them out, locked himself in the chapel, obliterated their work, and set 
out to do the whole of this enormous task himself. 

The ceiling is a vault measuring 
no less than 150 feet by 50 feet, and 
he covered it with nearly 400 figures, 
most of them ten feet high, telling 
the story of the Creation, the Flood, 
and the hope of final redemption. He 
had to lie on his back at the top of a 
scaffold, working in torturing posi-
tions, so that he could neither eat nor 
sleep properly. He was tormented by 
his relatives; he was harassed and 
once actually beaten by the Pope, 
whom he enraged by locking him out 
of the chapel until the work was 
finished. 

At last the work was revealed, 
and the world realized that the 
genius and super-human strength of 
the painter matched his qualities as a 
sculptor. Then the Pope died, and 
Michael Angelo was ordered to re-
model the tomb. He had barely begun 
when the new Pope sent him to 

Michelangelo in Bologna introduces himself to Pope Julius II, 

Anastasio Fontebuoni 



MY WORLD STORY BOOK 

98 

Florence to decorate the façade of San Lorenzo’s church with marble and sculpture. 
Again he had to go out quarrying marble, and then, two deaths having occurred in the Pope’s 

family, the tormented genius was taken off his new work to build a chapel as a monument to their 
memory. Commissions poured in upon him without ceasing. 

The land became convulsed with war. Florence became involved in a struggle for the right to 
govern herself, and called upon Michael Angelo to help. He built her wonderful fortifications, so 
that she held out for a year and then fell only through treachery. The war died down, but not 
Michael Angelo’s troubles. He was toiling at the Medici tombs, he was badgered to finish the tomb 
of Pope Julius the Second, and all the time his family worries continued. Eventually he did finish 
his work at San Lorenzo’s in Florence, and the chapel of the Medici and its tombs are among the 
world’s masterpieces.  

Michael Angelo returned to Rome and then he resumed the labours he had begun 30 years 
before upon the Julian tomb, when suddenly a new Pope appointed him chief architect, sculptor, 
and painter to the Vatican, and ordered him to paint the altar-wall of the Sistine Chapel. 

Here the painter depicted the Last Judgement, most terrible, most wonderful, with gigantic 
figures, a wrathful Saviour, mighty in frame as a gladiator, with doomed souls about Him cast to 
appalling fate. For eight years he was making this vast picture of gloom and horror. 

Michelangelo and Julius II, Constantin Jean Marie Prevost 
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He finished the Julian tomb at last, with 
but three statues instead of forty; but one of 
these is the colossal Moses, a grimly power-
ful, contemplative giant, seated and gazing 
afar as if in dire wrath at the breaking of the 
Tables of the Law which he holds in one of 
his mighty hands. 

By this time Michael Angelo was near-
ing 80, but the building of St. Peter’s re-
mained, and the veteran did not forget his 
young ambition. He did “hang a new Parth-
enon in the air.” But first he dismissed the 
incompetent and knavish hordes who had 
gathered about the building; he abolished 
much rubbishy work done since the death of 
his old enemy Bramante. Many new ene-
mies were ranged against him, but still 
another Pope reigned, Julius the Third, and 
trusted him. 

At first he carried the scheme of the 
dome in his heart, and would let none know 
its details, but at last he consented to make 
a wooden model, which we can still see at 
the Vatican. 

While all those who were dear to him 
were dying, and he was nearing his own end, 
he used to sit at a window of his house and 

see his great dome slowly rising, little by little, into reality. 
The last days of this great man were crowded with enormous variety of work: work on the 

Capitol, designs for new churches, monuments for existing churches, and his poems. He was always 
ill and unable to rest, but he wandered out in all weathers on horseback or on foot, the fire of his 
energies burning fiercely, though his frame was breaking. 

Michael Angelo was last seen in the streets in a raging storm, and then for four days and nights 
he sat in his chair, and there died in his 89th year. Even at his death strife centred still about him. 
Rome, for which he had done so much and suffered so greatly, had made him a citizen, and the city 
now claimed his body, though he had passionately desired to lie at Florence. To carry out his wish, 
his friends secreted the body in a bundle of merchandise and smuggled it out at dead of night, to be 
buried at last in the church of Santa Croce in Florence. 

He never married; he had but one love affair, late in life, a story beginning when he was 59 and 
ending when he had reached the age of 72, but productive of his most exquisite poetry. 

Not the half of his glories nor a tithe of his sufferings can be told here. But in any six of the 
world’s greatest men since the dawn of civilized life Michael Angelo must always be included. 

Michelangelo Being Shown the Belvedere Torso, 

 Jean-Léon Gérôme 
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Chapter 22 

 

Galileo 
1564-1642 A.D., Italy 

 
If it be true, as Pasteur said, that chance 

favours the prepared mind we might think 
that the stars in their courses fought to pre-
serve the genius of Galileo for mankind. The 
eldest son of an impoverished father, he was 
educated at the monastery near Florence 
which is remembered in Milton’s familiar 
lines: 

 

Thick as autumn leaves 
that strow the brooks 
In Vallombrosa. 

 

He nearly became a monk, but his father 
had sounder views and, out of the family’s 
slender means, sent him to the University of 
Pisa to study as a doctor. That would, he 
thought, be more profitable than being a 
monk, and the study would also divert the 
young student from what was regarded as his 
rash inclination toward mathematics. 

The father’s plan was all in vain. While 
the young medical student should have been 
occupied in his devotions in the cathedral at 
Pisa he noticed, as many another has idly 
done, that the great lamp which was sus-
pended from the cathedral roof was swinging as if it was caught by some vagrant current of air. He 
noted also what others had missed: that whether its oscillation was great or small, the arc of the 
swing was always completed in the same time. It was thus he discovered the law of the pendulum. 
All the use he made of it at the time was to apply the discovery to measuring the pulse rate. Fifty 
years later, when he was an old man, he applied the law of the pendulum to the construction of the 
astronomical clock. 

The chance which favoured him was not going to wait as long as that before intervening again 

Galileo, unknown artist  
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in his career. By accident he listened to a lesson in geometry intended for the pages of the Grand 
Ducal Court in Pisa. The moment had struck; he would become a mathematician and nothing could 
prevent him. 

He had to leave the university where his father could no longer afford to keep him, and he 
laboured for long, unremunerative years at his chosen science with as much ardour as ever sustained 
a neglected genius in poetry or painting. He was paid a small sum as mathematical lecturer at the 
University of Pisa. If Pisa paid him little in money it offered him the next opportunity of his vigorous 
and combative career; this was through its Leaning Tower. 

In his day, and long after, established authority was hard to shake from its throne. None thought 
of disputing, for example, the almost sacred doctrine that heavy bodies fall with velocities pro-
portional to their weights. It is clear to the meanest comprehension that a cannon ball falls faster 
than a feather, but Galileo had the wit to perceive that it was owing to the resistance of the air. 
From the top of the Leaning Tower of Pisa, on that glorious green which is one of the unforgettable 
sights of the world, he dropped metal bodies and wood of the same size, and showed that they arrived 
at the ground sufficiently near enough one another in time to prove that their weight had practically 
nothing to do with the speed of their descent. 

Galileo Galilei displaying his telescope to Leonardo Donato, Henry-Julien Detouche 
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In other words, he blew the old beliefs sky-high, making himself many enemies in doing so be-
cause his too polished gift of sarcasm did not conciliate the die-hards. He never suffered fools gladly. 
More important than this demonstration was the comprehension beginning in him of the nature of 
gravity. It never quite crossed the threshold of his mind, though it was always waiting at the door. 

His imprudent candour in condemning a dredger invented for Leghorn by one of the Medici 
deprived him about this time of the Grand Ducal patronage. He was hissed at his lectures, and 
found it prudent to retire from Pisa to Florence. Misfortunes did not come singly, for his father died, 
and the young and arrogant Galileo had to support the rest of the family. But again, in this critical 
emergency, happy chance came to his aid. 

He obtained a professorship at the far more august University of Padua, and here for 18 years, 
amid the applause of Italy and all Europe, he pursued the lectures, the observations, and the theories 

Galileo Demonstrating the New Astronomical Theories at the University of Padua, Félix Parra 
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he deduced from them which in their sum place him among the immortal thinkers. 
He had that gift of intellectual insight enabling its possessor to perceive not only where his own 

discoveries are leading, but also what is the best use to be made of the discoveries of others. Galileo’s 
work with the telescope is the cardinal example of this faculty. About this time an obscure optician 
of Middelburg in Holland, Johannes Lippershey, had discovered the magnification to be obtained 
by employing a plano-concave and a plano-convex lens together. When the slow-travelling rumour 
reached Padua, Galileo at once perceived what could be done with the invention. He improved on 
it by constructing the first astronomical telescope. 

With this implement in his hands he turned his inquiring eye and searching intellect on to the 
heavens. He made new discoveries while shattering old beliefs. He found the Moon’s mountainous 
surface and asserted the nature of its illumination by direct and reflected light. He split up the fabled 
Milky Way into its swarms of stars. But, more than this, he found the moons of Jupiter and the 
phases of Venus, and employed these discoveries for the furtherance of the greatest single truth in 
the history of astronomy. Truth—that was what he cared for, all he cared for in those days when 
the truth was slowly dawning on a superstitious world. 

He was the heir in astronomy to Copernicus, who knew that the Earth and the planets moved 
round the Sun, and not that these heavenly bodies, as Aristotle had asserted, moved round the 
Earth. Kepler, the contemporary of Galileo, had gone farther and had inquired into the nature of 
their orbits. But though Galileo knew and believed, most of the rest of the world were resolute in 
their unbelief, and the Church most of all. 

Up to a point the Church was willing to let these technical theories go by default, but Galileo’s 
penetrating exposition drew attention to the discrepancy in them with some of the sentences of 
Scripture. The suspicion was strengthened by the anti-Christian influence of that rebellious free-
thinker of the time Giordano Bruno. Galileo’s lively pen betrayed him. He was not content to let 
absurd statements of his adversaries pass unanswered. He dissected them and endeavoured to show, 
as many a scientific man has done since, that the discoveries of science were not incompatible with 
Holy Writ. 

It led to his undoing. The favoured and eminent mathematician and astronomer of Padua and 
Florence was summoned to Rome to defend and exculpate his heresy. He had friends at the Papal 
Court, and some there who were far from being ignorant or bigoted. They listened to his represen-
tations and he returned to Florence with an understanding that he should be allowed to continue 
to adhere to his scientific opinions as long as he did not too publicly proclaim them. 

The pact was kept on both sides, and for seven years after Galileo’s return to Florence he kept 
silence, trusting, we think, to his own scientific ingenuity in veiling his beliefs under the guise of a 
theory. But it was not in his temperament or in his intellectual disposition to keep silence forever. 
He may have thought that seven years spelled a limitation of liability; at any rate, he published in 
different and detailed form his famous dialogues on the system of the Earth. He was summoned to 
Rome to meet a Pope who was sternly indignant at what was held to be his ingratitude and insub-
ordination. 

No excuse was admitted; he was examined under threat of torture and he was compelled to re-
cant his opinions. He was then sentenced to imprisonment though this sentence was never carried 
out, and was condemned by way of penance to recite once every week for three years the seven 
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penitential Psalms. 
To this futile ceremonial is attached a story of Galileo better known and oftener quoted than 

any other. It is said that, as he rose from his knees after repeating the adjuration of his assertion 
about the movement of the Earth, he murmured the words, “Yet still it moves.” 

If in a moment fraught with peril to himself the words remained unuttered, as seems most likely, 
the thought was there and is significant of Galileo and his share in widening the boundaries of space 
and time in spite of all the efforts of dogmatism to narrow them. The world moves on, whatever 
priest or bigot can do to impede its progress. Galileo stood at a new turn in its revolution. 

The eternal question arises whether Galileo was a coward, as a hero well may be in some hour 
of his life. Times have changed indeed since Galileo was so harassed and the Italian Royal Com-
missions have now published, at the public expense, all the works of this great thinker in 21 fine 
volumes, including documents showing what really happened at Galileo’s trial. What did happen 
was that Galileo determined he would not have any quarrel with the Church or its teachings. He 
admitted the right of the Church to tell all men that they must believe in religion, and he meant to 
profess to believe whatever he was told to believe, for he put religion and science wide apart, as two 
different things. The claims of each he settled separately. 

But other people would not do this. They found out the contradictions and insisted on having 
them cleared up; and they were perfectly right. Galileo was as clearly quite wrong. The contra-
dictions, where the Church had made mistakes and had taught errors as truth, could not be shirked. 
They must be investigated, and solid facts must be admitted. 

Galilei before the Council, Friedrich Karl Hausmann  
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It was not the Church that was the coward; it was Galileo. The Church was ready to maintain 
its traditions through thick and thin. Galileo knew he was right, but did not mean to fight. He would 
say anything the Church wanted him to say, and then go on believing the very opposite, because in 
his view the Church was a meddlesome interferer. Its duty, he said, was to teach men how to go to 
heaven, not how the heavens go. 

In his attitude he was backed up by authority in the Church itself. It was the fanatics who pressed 
and persecuted the man of science. Popes and cardinals protected him quietly and shielded him. 
They knew he was right in his science, and they gave him hints how to escape his enemies. 

One cardinal was sent to admonish him, but what he did was to find fault with him for the form 
in which he expressed his discoveries. “Do not say the Earth circles round the Sun,” wrote Cardinal 
Bellarmin, “but say, Suppose the Earth circles round the Sun. To say it does is dangerous; to suppose 
it does is allowable.” 

And so Galileo went on supposing when he knew, saying he believed what he did not believe, 
all the while feeling that the truth would at last prevail, though he was not bold enough to suffer 
more than a little worry on its account. He bowed his head to popular ignorance while he muttered 
the truth into his beard, and we may 
regard him as what many of us would 
have been in his place, no doubt, a 
man ready to let Tyranny have its 
way by any trick so long as we could 
serve Truth. 

On the day he died (January 8, 
1642) Isaac Newton was born: as 
one chapter ended, another began. 
Not only were the place and move-
ment of the Earth in the Solar Sys-
tem established. The mechanism of 
the movements of the planets and 
the law that governs them were 
securely founded in the minds of 
men. The science which seeks a way 
to the farthest limits of the Universe 
was begun. 

To this inquiry Galileo had given 
far more than the results achieved by 
his telescope and his interpretation 
of them. His astronomical work, 
though it comprised the discovery of 
the Moon’s librations, made only a 
few months before his eyes were for 
ever closed in blindness, his tables of 
the revolutions of Jupiter’s satellites, Galileo's Trial, Artur Grottger  
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his examination of Sunspots, are only part, and not the greater part, of his memorable contributions 
to the study of celestial mechanics. 

In this we see him as the forerunner of Newton. Two great men drew from a common stock of 
ideas, and if it was Newton who formulated the Laws of Motion, and established with mathematical 
precision the law of the attraction of gravity throughout the visible Universe, and the exact formula 
of its operation, yet Galileo’s inquiring mind was reaching, if unavailingly, toward these eternal 
truths. 

No papal court could put bounds on his aspiring thought or his practical industry. They sent 
him from Rome to Siena, where he stopped a few months in that house by the walls overlooking 
the Tuscan Plain with the castle of the Four Towers in the distance. Then he was permitted to 
return to Florence, and there he spent the last eight years of his life in strict seclusion, as Rome 
prescribed, but with intellectual activity unabated. Sorrow and infirmity visited him in his old age 
and when John Milton came to see him at Arcetri in 1638 he was blind. 

Blind though he was, he continued his scientific correspondence and found time to invent and 
to dictate. It was while he was dictating to two of his disciples that a slow fever seized him which 
ended a long life of some small humiliation but of greater triumph, for he is assured of his place in 
the story of the Earth and of the unconquerable mind of man. 
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