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The extant works of Epicurus (4th-3rd century BCE) are mainly preserved in Diogenes Laertius’ Lives and sayings of the eminent philosophers[footnoteRef:1], with a further 81 sayings in a mediaeval manuscript known as the Vatican sayings[footnoteRef:2]. Further references to Epicurus’ philosophy survive in works of later Epicureans such as Philodemus and Lucretius, and others including Cicero. The Κύριαι Δόκαι (Principal Doctrines), the first four of which are translated here, are quoted by Diogenes Laertius and gave Epicurus’ followers short maxims to memorise, summarising his teachings. These four doctrines, in prime position in the list, are reflected in the tetrapharmakos (four-fold remedy) in Philodemus: do not fear god; do not worry about death; what is good is easy to get, and what is terrible is easy to endure[footnoteRef:3]; revealing the importance of these ideas to Epicureans.  [1:  All references to Epicurus’ works (with the exception of the Vatican sayings follow the text of Diogenes Laertius Book 10]  [2:  Some attributed to Epicurus’ followers: Inwood and Gerson, 1994, p.36]  [3:  Hutchinson, 1994, p.vi] 


This commentary aims to clarify the semantic range and usage of key terms, to analyse grammatical constructions and their interpretative significance, and to draw parallels with other works both within the Epicurean corpus and beyond.
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[I] τὸ μακάριον καὶ ἄφθαρτον οὔτε αὐτὸ πράγματα ἔχει οὔτε			1
ἄλλῳ παρέχει, ὥστε οὔτε ὀργαῖς οὔτε χάρισι συνέχεται· ἐν 			2
ἀσθενεῖ γὰρ πᾶν τὸ τοιοῦτον.							3

[II] ὁ θάνατος οὐδὲν πρὸς ἡμᾶς· τὸ γὰρ διαλυθὲν ἀναισθητεῖ·			4
τὸ δ’ ἀναισθητοῦν οὐδὲν πρὸς ἡμᾶς.						5

[III] ὅρος τοῦ μεγέθους τῶν ἡδονῶν ἡ παντὸς τοῦ ἀλγοῦντος			6
ὑπεξαίρεσις. ὅπου δ’ ἄν τὸ ἡδόμενον ἐνῇ, καθ’ ὅν ἄν χρόνον ᾖ,			7
οὐκ ἔστι τὸ ἀλγοῦν ἢ τὸ λυπούμενον ἢ τὸ συναμφότερον. 			8
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[IV] οὐ χρονίζει τὸ ἀλγοῦν συνεχῶς ἐν τῇ σαρκί, ἀλλὰ τὸ μὲν			1
ἄκρον τὸν ἐλάχιστον χρόνον πάρεστι, τὸ δὲ μόνον ὑπερτεῖνον τὸ		2
ἡδόμενον κατὰ σάρκα οὐ πολλὰς ἡμέρας συμμένει. αἱ δὲ			3
πολυχρόνιοι τῶν ἀρρωστιῶν πλεονάζον ἔχουσι τὸ ἡδόμενον ἐν τῇ		4
σαρκὶ ἤπερ τὸ ἀλγοῦν.								5
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[1] The blessed and immortal neither has troubles itself nor causes them to another, just as it is affected by neither anger nor favour: for all such feelings are found within the weak.

[2] Death is nothing to us: for that which is dissolved lacks awareness, and that which lacks awareness is nothing to us.

[3] The removal of all pain is the limit of the magnitude of pleasures. And wherever pleasure is present, during the time when it is present, there is no pain or grief or both together.
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[4] Pain does not linger continuously in the flesh; rather, the most extreme pain is present for a very short time, while that which barely exceeds pleasure throughout the flesh does not persist for many days. And long-lasting sicknesses admit of pleasure in the flesh which is actually more than the pain.
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1-3 Epicurus treats ὀργή (anger) and χάρις (favour) equally as weaknesses: see also Phld. (On the gods 3, PHerc. 1479). In Ep. Hdt. 77 both imply dependence on others, which is inconsistent with blessedness. Epicurus presents the gods as models for human self-sufficiency, and suggests this allows men to live as gods (Ep. Men. 123, 134). Mitsis[footnoteRef:4] discusses Hellenistic philosophy’s interest in self-sufficiency: c.f. Ep. Men. 130 and Sent. Vat. 77 where Epicurus praises self-sufficiency (αὐτάρκεια) as a great good. In Sent. Vat. 79, he who is free from troubles himself gives none to another; c.f. Sen. Apoc. 8: oὔτε αὐτὸς πρᾶγμα ἔχει τι οὔτε ἄλλοις παρέχει. Elsewhere Epicurus explains the importance of dispelling the anxiety caused by a belief in immortal and capricious gods (KD 12-13; Ep. Hdt. 77-81).  [4:  1988 p.1-4] 


1 τὸ μακάριον καὶ ἄφθαρτον: echoed in Ep. Hdt. 77 and Ep. Men. 123; the idea of the gods being blessed and immortal is repeated in Lucr. (inmortalibus atque beatis: 5.165); in Ep. Men. 128 pleasure is the goal of living blessedly (μακαρίως).
πράγματα: matters, but here in the negative sense of difficulties, annoyances, troubles; see also Ep. Hdt. 77; this sense also in e.g. Hdt. 1.155.3; Xen. Cyr. 1.3.4.4. 

2 ὀργαῖς…χάρισι: ὀργή denotes negative passions including anger, wrath and impulse; χάρις conveys positive emotions of favour, gratitude and kindness; c.f. Cicero’s Latin translation (ira/gratia: Nat. D. 1.45).

3 ἀσθενεῖ: substantive adjective indicating the weak; can be physical (Htd. 4.135.6; Pl. Leg. 659e.6) or, as here, mental (Thuc. 2.61.2); the noun variant ἀσθενείᾳ, attested a Vatican codex and testimonia[footnoteRef:5] does not affect meaning. [5:  Long, 1964, p.559 app.crit.] 


4-5 Elsewhere, Epicurus emphasises the importance of conquering the fear of death, identifying it is as one of the worst disturbances of the mind (KD 10-11; Ep. Hdt. 81; Ep. Men. 124-5 uses very similar language); see also Lucr. 3.445-1094 (esp. 830: nil igitur mors est ad nos) and Phld. (On Death 4; On the Gods PHerc. 26, col.17 on the interrelation between fear of the gods and fear of death); but c.f. Cic. Tusc. 1.14 where Cicero concedes the dead are not wretched as they no longer exist, but regards the living’s anxiety over mortality as rational. Warren[footnoteRef:6] discusses fear of death in Epicurean philosophy. [6:  2004; 2009] 


4 θάνατος: can refer to both the act of dying and the state of being dead; here τὸ διαλυθὲν (see below) indicates reference to the ultimate state, as in Ep. Men. 124 where θάνατος is described as the absence of perception
τὸ διαλυθὲν: noun phrase of definite article plus aorist passive participle (from διαλύω: destroy, with a sense of dissolving/dispersing), signifying that which is destroyed; the meaning of the aorist is aspectual, i.e. the action of dissolving has been completed, indicating that this maxim refers to the state after death, not the process of dying. The variant ἀναλυθὲν attested in one manuscript tradition[footnoteRef:7] does not impact meaning. In Ep. Hdt. 64-6 Epicurus discusses death using words derived from λύω: both ἀναλύω and λύω can signify dissolving. Epicurus (Ep. Her. 65) explains that when the atoms of the body are dissolved, the soul is dispersed, a key understanding in Epicurean atomist notions of the nature of the world and mortality. [7:  Long, 1964, p.559 app.crit.] 


5 ἀναισθητεῖ: a rare verb, used by Demosthenes (De cor. 221.2) in a sense closer to lacking judgement, by Soranus (Gyn. iv.3.49.2) for the cessation of physical sensation, and by Josephus (BJ vii.165) as insensibility; the variant adjectival form ἀναίσθητον transmitted in Stobaeus[footnoteRef:8] retains the same meaning and again can have physical (Aret. SD 1.7) or mental (Isoc. 12.112; Th. 6.86) connotations[footnoteRef:9]. In Ep. Hdt. 65 Epicurus explains why after death the soul no longer has sensation. [8:  Long, 1964, p.559 app.crit.]  [9:  LSJ, s.v. ἀναίσθητος] 

τὸ ἀναισθητοῦν: noun phrase of definite article plus present active participle; the present form gives the aspectual meaning of ongoing process, i.e. continuing lack of perception in the final state of death.

6-8 Every part of the body (and mind) is either in pain or pleasure, with no ‘neutral’ state, so that when all parts are in pleasure, the quantitative limit of pleasure is reached (c.f. KD 18; Sent. Vat. 33; Cic. Tusc. 3.47, Fin. 1.38; Rist[footnoteRef:10] discusses). Ep. Men. 131-2 provides Epicurus’ definition of pleasure as lack of pain, echoed by Lucretius (2.1-37), contrasting with hedonists like the Cyrenaics who do not recognise the absence of pain as pleasure (Diog. Laert. 10.136).  [10:  1972, p.107-11] 

Three substantivised participial phrases appear in this maxim.  ἀλγοῦν (gen. ἀλγοῦντος; from ἀλγέω - feel pain), is active in form but passive in meaning. The participle has a sense of feeling pain. ἡδόμενον (from ἥδομαι - be pleased) is a passive participle with a sense of feeling pleasure. λυπούμενον (from λυπέω - give pain) again has a sense of feeling pain. The addition of the neuter definite article to form an abstract noun phrase moves the focus from the sufferer to the condition itself, turning experience into object. This construction offers more of a sense of the experience of pain as an event rather than an abstract thing (pain) which the noun form, e.g. ἄλγος, would signify. C.f. Plato (Leg. 689a-b) with λύπης/ἡδονῆς followed by λυπούμενον/ἡδόμενον; both pairs are generally translated as pain and pleasure, but perhaps ancient readers would have instinctively understood the distinction.

6 ὅρος…ὑπεξαίρεσις: complementary construction; the definite article ἡ with ὑπεξαίρεσις indicates this is the subject, while the lack of article with ὅρος marks it as the complement
τοῦ μεγέθους τῶν ἡδονῶν: two nested gen. terms with τοῦ μεγέθους (gen. of specification) modifying ὅρος and τῶν ἡδονῶν (gen. of content) modifying μεγέθους

7 ἄν…ἐνῇ; ἄν…ᾖ: the particle ἄν plus subjunctives ἐνῇ and ᾖ form indefinite relative constructions with a sense of indefiniteness or possibility, i.e. wherever and whenever pleasure is present (if it is)

8 τὸ ἀλγοῦν ἢ τὸ λυπούμενον: Greek has five main terms for pain, including ἄλγος and λύπη. These words lack precise meaning and are context dependent[footnoteRef:11], though ἄλγος most often refers to physical pain[footnoteRef:12]; c.f. Ep. Men. 128; Sent. Vat. 4, 73; though Hdt. 3.43 and Eur. Or. 608 show it can refer to mental pain. In contrast λύπη usually signifies mental pain (Diog. Laert. 10.120; Ep. Men. 125; also e.g. Eur. Alc. 238; Soph. Aj. 589). At KD 10 ἀλγοῦν is again contrasted with λυπούμενον; the use of both terms indicates that Epicurus intends them to be understood as different things, and they are usually interpreted as bodily pain and mental pain respectively.  [11:  Wilson, 2013, p.130]  [12:  Wilson, 2013, p.132] 
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1-5 The idea that the worst pains are of short duration is repeated at KD 28; Vat. Sent. 4; Ep. Men. 133. Cicero (Tusc. 2.44) explores what Epicurus means by the summit (ἄκρος) of pain: pain contained within one body part is not the summit as the majority of the body is not in a state of pain, and is therefore in a state of pleasure (KD 3) and thus the person overall experiences more pleasure than pain. Epicurus categorises pain by quantitative analysis (based on how many parts or atoms of the body are experiencing pain) rather than qualitative[footnoteRef:13]. The summit of pain is therefore reached when all parts of the body are in pain, which Epicurus encourages us to scorn since that cannot endure for long, as such severe injury inevitably results in the release of death[footnoteRef:14]. [13:  Rist, 1972, p.111-3]  [14:  Rist, 1972, p.111] 


1 τὸ ἀλγοῦν: here physical pain, as its presence in the flesh is specified

3 κατὰ: throughout, giving more of a sense of pervasiveness than ἐν
συμμένει: persist; conjecture by Bywater for the manuscript tradition of συμβαίνει (occur) with the variant ὑπάρχει (exist) in a Vatican codex[footnoteRef:15]: the essential meaning is unchanged by the variants. [15:  Long, 1964, p.559 app.crit.] 
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