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An Auspicious Proem

It happened recently. I was lost in thought, considering as 
I often do the way in which I came into this world and 
the way in which I must leave it; not overcome with sleep, 
as sick people often are, but wide awake with anxiety. 
Then I seemed to see a woman; she was from a time and 
of a splendour impossible to describe, and of a beauty 
which no mortal comprehends. By her clothes and general 
appearance she was a maiden; but I do not know how she 
came to be there. I was stunned by such unaccustomed 
radiance, and did not dare to raise my eyes to look at the 
sunlight streaming from hers, but I did hear her speak: 
“Do not let this rare beauty confuse or trouble you. I pity 
your errors, and I have descended from a distant place to 
bring you some much-needed help. You have already spent 
enough time – more than enough – looking down at the 
ground with your clouded eyes. Now, if mortal things 
attract you so much, what may you not hope for if you lift 
up your eyes to that which is eternal?”

After she had spoken I was still afraid; but I did manage 
to stammer out those few words of Virgil: How must I 
address you, maiden? Yours is no mortal face, your voice 
no mortal voice. “I am she,” she replied, “whom, with 
a certain studied elegance, you described in Africa, our 
poem; I am she for whom, like Amphion at Thebes but far 
in the west on the highest peak of the Atlas mountains, 
you raised a famous and beautiful dwelling so skilfully, 
quite literally with the hands of a poet. So listen quietly: 
you ought not to shudder at being close to her whom you 
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once boasted – in a clever roundabout way – you were on 
familiar terms with.”

She had hardly finished speaking when I realized that it 
could only be Truth who was speaking. Yes, I remembered 
writing a description of her palace in the Atlas mountains; 
but I did not know what region she had come from, although 
I felt certain it must be from some part of heaven. That is 
why I stared at her so greedily, only to find that a human 
gaze, however keen, cannot bear celestial light. And so my 
eyes dropped down to earth once more. She noticed this 
and, after a brief spell of silence, she began to speak again, 
and by repeating a number of little questions she led me 
eventually into a long conversation with her. I recognize 
now that my benefit from all this was twofold: I became a 
little wiser, and talking with her gave me the confidence to 
direct my gaze into that countenance which had terrified 
me at first with so much splendour. Once I had learnt 
to bear that light without a tremor, I was happy to stay 
close to her. I looked around. Was there anyone with her, 
or had she entered alone into my innermost solitude? It 
was then that I saw an old man, of venerable and majestic 
appearance.

I had no need to ask his name: his priestly manner, his 
modest countenance, his serious gaze, his sober step, the 
combination of his African clothing and (once he began 
to speak) his Roman eloquence – all made it clear that this 
was the glorious St Augustine. There were, moreover, signs 
from him of an affection sweeter and stronger than any 
human affection, and that did away with any lingering 
doubt.

I would not have remained silent for long, indeed I was 
already beginning to speak, when of a sudden I heard his 
name from the lips of Truth. Turning to him, and breaking 
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in on his profound meditation, she said: “Augustine, more 
dear to me than a thousand others, you know that this man 
is devoted to you, and you know also that he is suffering 
from a long and dangerous illness, an illness which is the 
more likely to prove fatal the less he understands it. He is 
already half-dead: something must be done to save his life; 
and who better than you to do it? For this man has always 
loved your very name, and learning enters much more 
easily into the mind of a pupil when he loves his teacher. 
Moreover, unless the blessedness you now enjoy makes you 
forgetful of all unhappiness, you know that you yourself 
suffered much, and in much the same way, while you were 
still imprisoned in your body. So I beg you, who are the 
best person to heal passions from which you yourself have 
suffered, I beg you, even though nothing is more agreeable 
to you than silent meditation, to break that silence with 
your sacred voice, which I love so much, and see if you can 
by some means raise him from his dreadful prostration.” 
To this he replied: “You are my leader, my counsellor, my 
lady, my mistress: why tell me to speak, when you yourself 
are present?” She then said: “The ear of mortal man will 
give a fairer hearing to a human voice. Yet in order that 
he may realize that all you say comes from me, I shall 
stay here with you.” “I am constrained to obey,” he said, 
“both by my love for the sufferer and by your commanding 
authority.” Saying this, he gave me a kindly look and a 
warm fatherly embrace, and led me to a more secluded 
part of the building, while Truth went on a little way 
ahead. We sat down there together. There at last, where 
there could be no other witnesses, with Truth the silent 
judge on every single point, a long conversation developed 
which, since there was so much to talk about, continued for 
three days. There was so much criticism of contemporary 
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customs and of the faults which are common to all men, 
that it did not seem any reproach was levelled at me, but 
rather at the whole human race; nevertheless, those things 
for which I was censured have remained firmly fixed in my 
mind. I did not want this intimate discussion to be lost, 
and so I decided to write it down, and it has run to the 
length of a book. Yet I would not like this to be numbered 
among my other works, and I do not look for glory from 
it (I have something greater in mind): my hope is that I 
may, whenever I read it, experience once again the pleasure 
which I had in the conversation itself.

Therefore, little book, avoid the places where men 
assemble, and be content to stay with me, remembering 
the name which I have given you. You are my Secret Book, 
and so you shall be called. When I think about important 
matters, what you have recorded in secret will be recalled 
in secret.

Wanting, like Cicero, to avoid the overuse of I said and he 
said, and wanting also to give an impression of immediacy, 
I have distinguished between the words of my eminent 
collocutor and myself simply by putting our names before 
them. I learnt this way of writing from Cicero, and he 
learnt it from Plato. So, without more ado, here are the 
first words Augustine spoke to me.
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The First Dialogue

Augustine. What are you doing? Dreaming? What are 
you waiting for? Have you completely forgotten your 
unhappy state? Have you forgotten you are mortal?

Francesco. I certainly have not forgotten that – the thought 
of which always horrifies me.

A. I hope that you do remember it, as you say, and take a little 
trouble with yourself. That would save me a great deal of 
trouble, for there is certainly nothing more efficacious, if 
we wish to scorn the allurements of this life and to keep 
on an even keel amidst the storms of this world, than a 
consciousness of our own unhappiness and a constant 
meditation upon death; just so long, of course, as those 
thoughts do not slip lightly by, but find their way right into 
our very bones. I very much fear that you are deceiving 
yourself in this matter, as I have seen many others do.

F. How do you mean? I don’t quite understand what you 
are saying.

A. Well now. Nothing about mortals astonishes me more, 
nothing makes me shudder more, than their deliberate 
indulgence of their misery, their pretence of not seeing 
the danger which hangs over them, and the way they 
shut out the thought of it even when it is forced upon 
them.

F. In what way?
A. Do you think there is anyone who is so crazy that, if he 

were in the grip of a serious illness, he would not want 
above all to be rid of it?

F. I don’t think anyone’s as crazy as that.
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A. What follows? Do you think that anyone is so lazy and 
dispirited that he would not strive earnestly for that 
which his whole heart desires?

F. I don’t think that either.
A. Since you and I agree on these two things, it follows we 

must agree also on a third.
F. What is this third thing?
A. Just as anyone who has fully recognized his unhappiness 

wants to be happy; and anyone who wants this tries to 
achieve it; so anyone who tries to achieve it is able to 
achieve it. It is clear that this third thing can be prevented 
only by some failure in the second, and the second only 
by some failure in the first. Therefore what we may call 
the root of human salvation is to be found in the first. 
But all foolish people – including you, my son, who have 
such a gift for self-destruction – strive to drag this root 
of well-being out of their breasts with all the chains of 
earthly pleasure. And they are rightly punished for this 
uprooting and for their neglect of everything else.

F. This seems to me a rather long accusation which needs 
further discussion. And so, if you don’t object, let us 
put it off for a while, and consider the premisses for a 
moment, so that I may see more clearly what follows 
from them.

A. I must slow down for you. Stop whenever you want to.
F. I don’t see how your conclusion follows.
A. Has a mist come down on us? Where does the doubt 

arise?
F. There are innumerable things which we ardently desire 

and zealously strive for, which nevertheless no effort and 
no persistence has ever won for us or ever will win.

A. That is true with regard to other things; but in this 
matter the opposite is true.
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F. How can that be?
A. Because whoever wishes to discard his unhappiness, 

provided he wishes it really and truly, can’t fail to have 
his desire.

F. I can’t believe my ears. There are certainly very few who 
fail to see that there are many things in this life which 
they cannot have; anyone who has ever looked into 
himself knows that; consequently they must confess 
to being unhappy in that respect. If, as is generally 
believed, a great accumulation of good things is what 
makes us happy, it follows that the lack of any one thing 
must detract from that happiness. It is a well-known 
fact that everyone has wanted to lay down his burden 
of unhappiness; but how many have actually done so? 
There are so many who are weighed down by continual 
anguish – bodily illness, or the death of loved ones, or 
imprisonment, or exile, or poverty, or other things of 
that kind; it would take too long to tell them all, and it 
is difficult and distressing to bear them all. Moreover, 
however burdensome they are, we cannot, as you see, 
rid ourselves of them. I have no doubt whatsoever that 
many people are unhappy who certainly don’t wish  
to be.

A. We will have to go back a long way and, as we do 
with children who are inattentive and slow, we must 
repeat everything again and again from the beginning. 
I did think you were too mature to need such childish 
reminders. In fact, if you had committed to memory 
those true and wholesome sayings of the philosophers, 
which you have read over and over again with me; if – let 
it be said without offence – you had worked for your own 
benefit and not to impress others; if you had directed 
your reading of so many volumes to the improvement of 
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your life, and not to vain display and the windy plaudits 
of the mob – you would not have made such callow and 
stupid remarks.

F. I don’t know what you mean. However, I’m already 
going red in the face. I feel the way children feel when 
their teachers reprove them. Just as they are upset as soon 
as they hear the teacher’s voice, before they know what 
fault they have committed, because they know they have 
committed quite a few, so I blush before you have finished 
speaking, conscious as I am of many errors and much 
ignorance and plenty to be reproached with, even though 
I still do not know what you are driving at. Please be more 
open with me. What are you complaining of so bitterly?

A. Many things, of which we shall talk later. What makes 
me so indignant at the moment is that you imagine that 
anyone can be unhappy against his will.

F. I have stopped blushing now. Is anything more obviously 
true? Who is so ignorant of mortal affairs, and so cut off 
from all human society, that he is not aware that want, 
grief, ignominy, illness, death, and all such ills, which 
are considered the worst of afflictions, are unwelcome 
for the most part, and certainly never willed into 
existence? From this it follows that, while it is very easy 
to recognize and hate one’s own unhappiness, getting 
rid of it is a very different thing: the first two depend on 
our choice, the third is a matter of luck.

A. When you were ashamed I felt I could pardon your 
error; but now your impudence angers me more than 
your error did. You’re crazy. Have the sacred words of 
the philosophers slipped your mind, which tell us that 
no one can be made unhappy by those ills you have just 
mentioned? For if it is virtue alone that can make us 
happy – something which Cicero and many others have 
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often demonstrated with the soundest of arguments 
– then it follows that only the opposite of virtue can 
make us unhappy. And what this opposite is you must be 
able to remember, unless you are completely befuddled, 
without my telling you.

F. I do remember: I remember the precepts of the Stoics, 
which go against popular opinion, and have more to do 
with theory than practice.

A. You’re more misguided than anyone, if you hope to 
find truth in popular opinion, and expect to see the 
light with only the blind to guide you. You should in 
fact avoid those tracks which are trodden by the many 
and, striving for higher things, take that way which has 
few footprints on it; that is, if you wish to be worthy to 
hear those words of the poet: Blessed be your youthful 
courage, child: this is how men reach the stars.

F. Could I only hear those words before I die! But please 
continue: I am not completely shameless, and I do agree 
that the opinions of the Stoics are preferable to vulgar 
misconceptions. I’m eager to find out what you’re 
leading up to.

A. If we agree that no one can either be or be made unhappy 
except by his own fault, then there is no need for any 
more words.

F. There is however just this one problem. I believe I’ve 
seen many people, myself among them, whose greatest 
suffering was that they could not free themselves from 
the burden of their faults, even though they had tried 
their utmost to do so all their life long. That is the reason 
why, although we accept the opinion of the Stoics, we 
must admit also that many are unhappy who do not 
wish to be, who suffer because of it, and who indeed 
desire the very opposite.
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A. We did go somewhat astray, but gradually we’re getting 
back to our starting point. Unless perhaps you have 
forgotten what the starting point was?

F. I was beginning to forget, but now I’m beginning to 
remember.

A. I proposed to demonstrate to you how meditation upon 
death and human unhappiness was, as it were, the first 
step in freeing oneself from the restrictions of mortality 
and rising above them; and also how having an urgent 
desire to rise was the second step. And I promised you, 
once you had taken these two steps, an easy ascent. 
Unless of course you beg to differ on this matter also?

F. I would not dare to have a different opinion. From the 
days of my youth my respect for you has gone on growing 
all the time: if I did see things differently, I would know I 
had made a mistake.

A. Please leave the flattery out. Now, since you agreed with 
me out of reverence rather than from conviction, I hereby 
give you permission to say what you really believe.

F. I am still full of trepidation, but I should like to go 
ahead since you say I may. Leaving other people out of 
it, I must say that she who like you sees all my actions 
(I mean Truth of course) can bear witness how often 
I have thought about my unhappiness and my death, 
and have tried to wash my filth away with useless tears. 
But still, as both of you see, and as I cannot mention 
without breaking down, it was all to no avail. And this 
is the one thing which makes me doubt the truth of your 
proposition that no one becomes unhappy unwillingly, 
and that no one remains unhappy unless he wants to. I 
know from sad experience that the opposite is true.

A. This is an old and never-ending complaint. Even so, 
although I’ve had no success up to now, I shall not stop 
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