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Introduction to Ancient Greek 

Verbs 
The finite verb 
In this class we are concerned with verbs of the following kind: 

• Active voice: the subject of the verb is the subject of the sentence 

• Indicative mood: a sentence that makes an assertion as opposed to an order or hope 

• Present tense: an ongoing action in the present 

• Person: the first, second and third person 

• Number: singular and plural 

The infinitive 
Note: the basic form of a verb is the infinitive (it’s not defined by person or number).  

• In English it is the verb root + “to”: to run, to think, to circumvent 

• In Greek it has the ending -ειν in the present tense: λέγειν to speak, τρέχειν to run 

Verb conjugation 
Every finite verb has a stem and a personal ending, indicating the person and number of the verb. 

To join (conjugate) the stem and the ending is to conjugate the verb. There are two major patterns 

for how verbs conjugate. The most common is the -ω conjugation. 

• verb stem: λέγ- speak 

• 3rd person singular ending: -ει he/she/it  

• λέγει he/she/it is speaking 

The verb in the active, indicative, present: 

Number Person ending to speak Translation 

Singular First -ω λέγω I am speaking/ I speak 

 Second -εις λέγεις you (sing.) are speaking/ you speak 

 Third -ει λέγει he/she/it is speaking/ he/she/it speaks 

Plural First -ομεν λέγομεν we are speaking/ we speak 

 Second -ετε λέγετε you (plural) are speaking/ you speak 

 Third -ουσι(ν) λέγουσι(ν) they are speaking/ you speak 

 

The verb “to be” 

Sing. First εἰμί I am Pl. First ἐσμέν we are 

 Second εἶ you are  Second ἐστέ you are  

 Third ἐστί(ν) he/she/it is  Third εἰσί(ν) they are 
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Nouns 
English nouns change their form to indicate number and (in rare instances) case: 

• beach, beaches (regular: add –[e]s) 

• man, men (irregular) 

Greek nouns change their form to indicate their gender, case and number.  

• Every Greek noun is either masculine, feminine or neuter 

• Greek nouns are either singular or plural 

• The endings of Greek nouns change to show their case which denotes their role in a 

sentence 

The cases are: 

• Nominative: the case of the subject (translate without any additional word) 

• Genitive: the case of possession of origin, usually translated by “of” 

• Dative: the case of the indirect object, usually translated “to” or “for” 

• Accusative: the case of the direct object (translate without any additional word) 
 

There are three patterns or declensions of noun: 

  First or -ᾱ declension Second or -ο declension 

Number Case Ending Example Ending Example 

Singular Nominative -α or -η ἀρχή -ος λόγος 

 Genitive -ας or -ης ἀρχῆς -ου λόγου 

 Dative -ᾳ or -ῃ ἀρχῇ -ῳ λόγῳ 

 Accusative -αν or -ην ἀρχήν -ον λόγον 

Plural Nominative -αι ἀρχαί -οι λόγοι 

 Genitive -ων ἀρχῶν -ων λόγων 

 Dative -αις ἀρχαῖς -οις λόγοις 

 Accusative -ας ἀρχάς -ους λόγους 

 

Other 1st declension examples: Other 2nd declension examples:  

ψυχή soul  

θεωρία theory 

ζωή life 

ἱστορία inquiry 

κόσμος cosmos 

ἄνθρωπος  

θάνατος death 

νοῦς (νόος) intellect 

νόμος  

κόσμος cosmos 3rd declension nouns 

πόλις city 

φύσις nature 

ποίησις poetry 

ὕδωρ water 
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Pronouns 
ἐγώ I 

σὺ you (singular) 

τι something 

τί what? 

Adverbs 
οὐ, οὐκ, οὐχ no, not 

οὐ λέγει he/she is not speaking 

Prepositions 
Prepositions take one of the oblique cases, i.e. the accusative, genitive or dative: 

περὶ (+ genitive) around, about, concerning 

μετὰ (+ accusative) after 

περὶ φύσεως concerning nature 

μετὰ τὰ πολιτικά after the political things 

Conjunctions 
καί and or (adverbial) even, also 

δέ and/but 

 

 

  



Introduction to Ancient Greek and the First Philosophers  Martin Black 
  mblack1@pm.me 

5 

Thales 
Thales was reputed to be the first philosopher, was said to be one of the “seven wise men” of 

Ancient Greece, and to have a book “about nature (περὶ φύσεως).” was thought to the origin of 

many mathematical innovations and inventions, and many other things, some of which may be true. 

He is a paradigmatic figure for the later tradition of the theoretical human being, whose inquires 

seem mad from conventional perspectives. Plato has him being laughed at by a maid when he falls in 

a well whilst looking at the starts; Aristotle has a story about him turning a profit from astronomy to 

rescue the reputation of philosophy. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2012/10/action-philosophers-two-millennia-

of-philosophy-in-comic-form/263798/  
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Selected Fragments 
The following statements are attributed to Thales in Diogenes Laertius’ Lives of Eminent 
Philosophers. 

 

1. πρῶτος δὲ λέγει περὶ φύσεως. 

He speaks first about nature. (I.e., he is the first to speak about nature) 
 

 

2. μετὰ δὲ τὰ πολιτικὰ τῆς φυσικῆς λέγει περὶ θεωρίας. 

After the political things he speaks about contemplation (“theory”) 
 

 

3. When he was asked, ‘τί δύσχολον;’ he said, ‘τὸ ἑαυτὸν γιγνώσκειν.’  

When he was asked, ‘what is difficult;’ he said, ‘to know oneself.’  
 

 

4. ἀρχὴ ἐστι τῶν πάντων ὕδωρ, καὶ ὁ κόσμος ἐστι ἔμψυχος καὶ πλήρης δαιμόνων. 

The origin (principle) of all things is water, and the cosmos is ensouled and full of daemons. 
 

 

5. ἔνιοι δὲ φασιν ὅτι πρῶτος λέγει ‘ἀθάνατοι αἱ ψυχαί (εἰσίν).’ 

Some say that he is the first to say “souls are immortal.” 
 

 

6. τάχιστον ἐστι νοῦς, διὰ παντὸς γὰρ τρέχει. 

Intellect is the fastest (thing), because it runs through everything. 
 

 

7. θάνατος δὲ οὐ διαφέρει ζωής.  

Death does not differ from life. 
 

 

8. Someone asked him: ‘σὺ οὖν διὰ τί οὐκ ἀποθνήσκεις;’ and he replied ‘ὅτι οὐδὲν διαφέρει.’  

Someone asked him: why don’t you die?’ and he replied ‘because it makes no difference.’ 
(lit.: ‘because it does not differ at all’) 
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Aristotle’s Interpretation 
“Since it is manifest that it’s necessary to grasp the knowledge (ἐπιστήμη) of the original causes 

(τῶν ἐξ ἀρχῆς αἰτίων) – because we affirm that we know each thing at the time that we suppose 

that we recognise its first cause (πρώτη αἰτία) – and causes are spoken in four ways, of which we 

say that one is the substance (οὐσία) and the “what it is” (τὸ τί ἦν εἷναι) - because “through 

what?” leads up to the last account (ἔσχατος λόγος), and the cause and  principle and the first 

“through what?” -  and another is the matter (ὕλη) and the underlying thing (ὑποκείμενον), and 

third is the source of motion (ἀρχὴ ... κινήσεως), and fourth is the opposite cause to this, the “for 

the sake of which” (οὗ ἕνεκα) and the good (τἀγαθόν), for this is the end of coming to be 

(γενέσεως) and all movement, it has been contemplated sufficiently regarding them by us in the 

writings about nature, but nevertheless let us take up the [teachings] of those who entered into 

the examination of the beings and who philosophised about the truth prior to us. For it’s clear 

that they too speak about certain principles and causes (ἀρχάς ... καὶ αἰτίας). Now going back 

over these [teachings] will be beneficial for our present inquiry, because we will either discover 

some other kind of cause or we will have more trust in those now being discussed.  

Most of those who philosophised first thought the principles of all things to be in the form of 

matter (ἐν the εἴδος of ὕλη). For that of which all things are, and from which they first come to be 

and into which they perish last – the substance (οὐσία) continuing but changing in its attributes - 

this, they say, is the element and this is the principle of beings. That’s why they do not think 

anything either comes to be or perishes, since this sort of nature is always preserved, as if we 

were to say that Socrates neither comes to be (i.e., is born) simply whenever he becomes 

beautiful or musical, nor passes away when he loses these characteristics, since the underlying 

thing, Socrates himself, persists, so too do none of the other things (come to be or pass away 

simply). Since it’s necessary that there be some nature, whether one oρ more than one, out of 

which everything else comes to be while it is preserved. Yet they do not all speak (λέγουσιν) of 

the same numbers or form of such a principle, but Thales, who introduced this sort of philosophy, 

asserts it is water (that’s why he claims that the earth sits on water, perhaps taking this 

interpretation from observing that everything derives its nourishment from what is moist and that 

the hot itself comes to be from and lives off it (and the thing from which the hot comes to be is 

the source of everything else). Perhaps he came to this interpretation on account of this and 

because the seeds of all things have a moist nature, and also the fact that water is the source of 

growth for moist things. 

There are also some who think the ancients, long before the current generation, who first gave an 

account of the gods, made this interpretation of nature. For they made Oceanus and Tethys the 

parents of coming to be and they have the gods swear oaths by water, which they call Styx. For 

the eldest is the most reverend, and the most reverend thing is that by which one swears. It is 

dubious whether there could be some such early and ancient opinion about nature. Thales, 

however, is said to have made this explicit statement about the first cause. 

Metaphysics, 983a24-983b28 
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For Week 3 
Please attempt to do the following: 

1. Continue to memorise the alphabet 

a. Practise by pronouncing all the Greek you read out loud 

2. Memorise the verb endings for the active, indicative, present, tense: 

Number Person ending λέγ-ω to speak 

Singular First -ω λέγω I speak 

 Second -εις λέγεις you speak 

 Third -ει λέγει he/she/it speak 

Plural First -ομεν λέγομεν to speak 

 Second -ετε λέγετε to speak 

 Third -ουσι(ν) λέγουσι(ν) they speak 

Practice in verb formation: 

Number Person γιγνώσκω to know τρέχει to run 

Singular First γιγνώσκω   I am running 

 Second  you (sing.) know τρέχεις  

 Third γιγνώσκει   he/she/it is running 

Plural First  we know τρέχομεν  

 Second γιγνώσκετε   you (pl.) are running 

 Third  they know τρέχουσι(ν)  

 

There are two good JACT videos that covers the material we have begun to look at and will reach in 

the next few classes: 

- General grammar and Greek: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wUUZz5VL1fQ&list=PLthhDsUWX4ziE6YridKrgjsAwX4gmqgYv&i

ndex=2 

- The verb  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yS4gZryBgy4&list=PLthhDsUWX4ziE6YridKrgjsAwX4gmqgYv&in

dex=4 

 

Reminder: 

If you want to see more fragments of the first philosophers, the texts of all of the philosophers we 

will study are available in the compendium edited by Daniel W. Graham, The Texts of Early Greek 

Philosophy, a PDF of which is available here: 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/hhs1cs70eiaqy31/The%20Texts%20of%20Early%20Greek%20P

hilosophy%20ed.%20Daniel%20W.%20Graham.pdf?dl=0 


