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Handout 1: Ancient Greek and the First 
Philosophers 

The importance of Ancient Greek texts: 

• Ancient Greek books stand at the head of the major traditions of poetry, philosophy, 

history, political theory, mathematics, philology, theology, literary criticism, and many 

other disciplines (even the words describing these disciplines derive from the Greek) 

• In the two areas where modernity may claim to have advanced beyond the Greek 

(political liberalism and modern natural science), it is arguable the classical understanding 

of the principles (as opposed to certain empirical findings) is still superior 

• Ancient Greek texts also influenced the modern world through their historical influence 

upon the Jewish, Muslim, and Christian traditions 

The utility of learning to read Ancient Greek: 

• Access to the genuine meaning of the foundational texts of our civilisation, which has 

been buried under centuries of philological revolutions 

• Access to the basis from which and against which modern principles were developed 

This course is designed to allow you to learn the basics of the Greek language and philosophy, so 

that you will then be able to identify some difference between the classical and modern 

conceptions of fundamental phenomena and/or use that basis for further study. 

Philosophy and science arose only in Ancient Greece. The first philosophers are now called 

“Presocratics” because of the effect of the thought of Socrates and his students. The modern 

world, however, begins with a critique of the Socratic tradition and a return to the first 

philosophers. A similar movement can be seen in the late or post-modern return to the 

Presocratics by Nietzsche and Heidegger.  
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Introduction to Ancient Greece 
 

HISTORY LETTERS 

2200 BC The Aegean Bronze Age (Minoan then Mycenean civilisation) 

1185 BC Traditional date of the Trojan War 2000 BC First Greek speakers arrive  

1100 BC The Greek “Dark Age” (Greece & colonies in Ionia) 

790 BC The Archaic Period 

700s BC Colonies in Italy and the Black Sea 775 BC Adoption of Phoenician alphabet 

776 BC First Olympic Games 750 BC The poems of Homer written down 

490 BC Marathon 490s BC Pindar’s first odes 

480 BC The Classical Period 

480-79  Persian Wars end 472 BC Aeschylus’ Persians 

431-404 Peloponnesian War 458 BC  Aeschylus’ Oresteia 

429 BC Pericles dies in the plague  425 BC Herodotus’ Inquiries 

403 BC Democracy restored in Athens 411 BC Aristophanes’ Lysistrata 

399 BC Socrates put to death 401 BC  Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus 

323 BC The Hellenistic Period 

323 BC The Death of Alexander 316 BC Menander’s Misanthrope 
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Time and Place (all dates are circa): The First Philosophers 
Emergence in Asia Minor The Development in the West Classical Philosophy in Athens 

fl. 600–550 BC: Thales (Miletus) 570–490 BC: Pythagoras (Samos/Croton) 470–390 BC: Philolaus (Croton/?) Socrates 469–399 BC (Athens) 

547+ BC: Anaximander (Miletus) *515–440s BC: Parmenides (Elea) 460–370 BC: Democritus (Abdera) Plato 429–347 BC (Athens) 

fl. 546–525 BC: Anaximenes (Miletus) 492–432 BC: Empedocles (Acragas) Sophists Xenophon c. 430 – 355 BC (Athens)  

570–478 BC: Xenophanes (Colophon)  5th century BC: Zeno (Elea) 490–420 BC: Protagoras (Abdera) Aristotle 384–322 BC (Stagira/Athens) 

fl. c. 490 BC: Heraclitus (Ephesus) 500–428 BC: Anaxagoras (Clazomenae) 485–380 BC: Gorgias (Leontini)  
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Introduction to Ancient Greek 
The central aim of studying ancient Greek is to learn to read it. However, this is best achieved by 

practicing also to write and pronounce it. So from the beginning we will try to practice these 

modes of learning as well.  

The study of a language has three aspects: 

1. Vocabulary: the words 

2. Morphology: the changes in word forms as their role in a sentence changes 

3. Syntax: the arrangements of words into phrases, clauses and sentences 

As a preliminary we will study the basic elements of the language: the alphabet. 

 

Ancient Greek Learning and Resources 
In later Handouts I will provide suggestions about books and courses for learning Ancient Greek. 

Both series of videos below have one dedicated to the alphabet and its pronunciation. 

Videos  
JACT  

This Youtube channel has many helpful videos, including the one below on the alphabet and its 

pronunciation: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hr5eXakQw4o&list=PLthhDsUWX4ziE6YridKrgjsAwX4gmqgYv 

The Centre for Hellenic Studies 

This channel has a good series entitled “Learn Ancient Greek, with Prof. Leonard Muellner” which 

provides more detail than we are able to discuss, including an alphabet video: 

https://www.youtube.com/c/TheCenterforHellenicStudies 

 

Please Note 
It is necessary to use some grammatical terminology, especially in this first class. These are terms 

for what you already know how to do in at least one language. All we are doing is putting words 

to ways of speaking that you already understand perfectly. Please speak up whenever anything is 

said that is unclear to you. 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hr5eXakQw4o&list=PLthhDsUWX4ziE6YridKrgjsAwX4gmqgYv
https://www.youtube.com/c/TheCenterforHellenicStudies
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Pronunciation 
The Greek alphabet was borrowed from the Phoenicians early in the first millennium BC. It has 24 

letters in the version printed in modern texts. The pronunciation below is based on that which the 

scholarship has established for the classical period (fifth century BC). 

Upper Case Lower Case English Name Transliteration Pronunciation 

Α α alpha a, ā 
(short:) await (long:) 
father 

Β β beta b bet 

Γ γ gamma g get 

Δ δ delta d did 

Ε ε epsilon e met 

Ζ ζ zeta z wisdom 

Η η eta ē pair (Fr. fête) 

Θ θ theta th tank [or th in theory] 

Ι ι iota i, ī (short:) bit (long:) meet 

Κ κ kappa k kid 

Λ λ lambda l let 

Μ μ mu m met 

Ν ν nu n net 

Ξ ξ xi x tax 

Ο ο omicron o top 

Π π pi p pet 

Ρ ρ rho r run [trilled/tapped] 

Σ σ,ς sigma s set (zed before β, γ, μ) 

Τ τ tau t set 

Υ υ upsilon u, ū (short:) put (long:) pool 

Φ φ phi ph pot [or ph in philosophy] 

Χ χ chi ch chorus [or ch in loch] 

Ψ ψ psi ps lapse 

Ω ω omega ō saw 

Examples for practice: 

ἐγώ I κόσμος kosmos ψυχή soul, vital power τρέχω I run 

λόγος speech, reason φύσις nature θεωρία theory ἄνθρωπος human being 
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Vowels 

 
Long vowels take approximately twice as long to pronounce as short 

vowels. 

 
 

 

Diphthongs 
Some pairs of vowels are pronounced together. Their quantity is always that of a long vowel.  

αι high οι boil αυ how ου pool 

ει reign υι twin ευ (combine ε + υ) ηυ (similar to ε + υ) 

Some examples for practice: 

λέγει he says δαιμόνων of daemons ἔνιοι some ἀθανάτους deathless 

 

Iota Subscript 
An iota following a long α, η or ω is usually written beneath the vowel: 

The iota is part of the spelling and must be memorised, but it is barely pronounced in the classical 

period and you can just read the vowel. 

 

Breathings 
All words in Greek that begin with a vowel or diphthong have a mark indicating “aspiration,” 

which means “breathing.” A rough breathing indicates that the word is aspirated or pronounced 

with as if preceded by a “h,” and a smooth breathing indicates the absence of aspiration.  

The breathing sign appears over the second letter of a diphthong. 

Rough Breathing Smoothing Breathing 

ἡδονή pleasure  

(pronounced “hairdonair”) 

ἀρχή origin, principle  

(pronounced “archair”) 

ὕδωρ water  

(pronounced: “hudōr,” cf. “hydro”) 

οἰκία house  

(pronounced: “oikia”) 

  

Short Long 

α ᾱ 

ε η 

ι ῑ 

ο ω 

υ ῡ 

ᾳ ῃ ῳ 
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Accents 
1. Pitch and Stress Accents 

In English all words that are two syllables or longer have a stress accent. One syllable is given 

more emphasis than the other(s). In word that has more than two syllables there many be a 

secondary accent): boring, today, understanding 

In Greek, accent is one of pitch rather than stress or emphasis. In English, changes in pitch are 

generally used to indicate the meaning of a sentence, but they are not part of the spelling of a 

particular word. Think of how “no” can be used to signify 

• angry repudiation (falling pitch) 

• hesitation or query (rising pitch) 

• even pitch 

2. Accent Marks 

There are three kinds of accent in Greek. The accent can only be placed on one of the final three 

vowels. We will pronounce all of these accents as a light stress accent as we do for English words. 

The circumflex can appear only over a long vowel or diphthong. The accent can only appear on 

the last three vowels of a word and the grave only on the last syllable. 

Acute (rising pitch) Grave (absence of pitch) Circumflex (rising then falling) 

ό ὸ ῶ 

λόγος speech φυσικὸς natural πρῶτος first 

 

Punctuation 
Punctuation Mark Example 

Comma , λόγος, 

Period . λόγος. 

Semicolon · λόγος· 

Full colon · λόγος· 

Question Mark ; λόγος; 

 

More examples for practice: 

ἐγώ I κόσμος kosmos ψυχή soul, vital power τρέχω I run 

λόγος speech, reason φύσις nature θεωρία theory ἄνθρωπος human being 
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Introduction to Greek Grammar 
Basics of Grammar in English 
The basic unit of speech is a sentence. 

A sentence is about something (the subject) and it tells you something about that thing (the 

predicate). 

The subject is usually a noun and the predicate is usually a verb: 

 The petty tyrant gave bread and circuses to the people. 

Subject: tyrant qualified by the adjectives the and petty 

Predicate: gave 

Direct object of the verb: bread, circuses connected by the conjunction and 

Indirect object: the people, qualified by the adjective the  

The elements of a sentence are called the parts of speech. 

In English word order is important for meaning: Subject, verb, object, indirect object. 

In inflected languages like Greek, these relations are indicated by changes to the endings (and 

beginnings) of words and word order can be varied for other purposes. 

The Parts of Speech 
The elements of a sentence are called the “parts of speech.” They are divided by their role in a 

sentence: 

• Noun: the name of a person, place or thing:  

o Σωκράτης Socrates, ψυχή soul, δίκη justice 

• Pronoun: stands in place of a noun:  

o ὅδε he/this man, ἐγώ I, αὐτός he himself 

• Adjective: describes a noun:  

o σοφός wise, ἀγαθός good, κακός bad 

• Verb: denotes an action or state:  

o λέγει he/she/it says or is saying, γιγνώσκει he/she/it knows or is knowing 

• Adverb: qualifies a verb:  

o ταχύς swiftly, εὖ well 

• Preposition: introduces a noun or noun phrase into the sentence: 
o περὶ μετὰ καὶ διὰ  

• Conjunction: 

o καί and/even, δέ and/but, ἀλλά but 

• Particle: small Greek conjunctions or adverbs which give nuance to words and their 

connections: 

o μέν... δέ ... [on the one hand…, on the other…] 
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Outline of the History of Greek Script 
Stone inscriptions from early in the 1st millennium BC onwards 

 

Book script “uncials” from the 4th century BC until the 8th or 9th century AD: 

 

 

Cursive script for ordinary works and books after the 6th century AD 

Greek manuscript in ancient cursive script on papyrus, dated 545 AD, (British Library Pap. 1319) 

 

The Muslim conquest of Egypt (the main source of papyrus) led to the change to parchment and 

perhaps the shift from majuscule uncials to miniscule script. 
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Phaedrus, 895 AD miniscule uncial, (Steffens 8 Bodleian, Clarke MS 39, fol.224) 

 

Byzantine script  

Hand copied books from the 9th or 10th century AD until the advent of printing in the West. 

The first printed books in the 16th century  

The first printed books followed the scholars of Byzantium, e.g., the Stephanus (1578) edition of 

Plato 
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Modern printed Ancient Greek 

In the 19th century Oxford and Cambridge developed a cleaner typeface based on the style of 

Richard Porson (Regius Professor of Greek at Cambridge). The alternatives on the continent are 

Bude and Teubner. 
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Greece: The Beginning of History (ἱστορία), 

Politics (τὰ πολιτικά) and Poetry (ποίησις) 
“The quarrels and divisions about religion were evils unknown to the hethen. The reason was, 

because the religion of the heathen consisted more in rites and ceremonies, than in any constant 

belief. For you can imagine what kind of faith theirs as, when the chief doctors and fathers of their 

church were the poets.” 

Bacon, Essays, “Of Unity in Religion” 

Poetry (ποίησις) 
“I believe that Homer and Hesiod were contemporaries who lived no more than 400 years before 

my time. They were the poets who composed for the Greeks their theogony, assigned to the gods 

their epithets, defined their honours and skills, and described what they looked like.” 

Herodotus, Inquiries [History], II.53 

Let us begin to sing from the Heliconian Muses, 

who possess the great and sacred mountain of Helicon, 

and dance about the violet-dark spring on soft feet… 

Once they taught Hesiod a beautiful song, 

while he herded lambs under sacred Helicon, 

and this speech (μῦθος) the goddesses spoke first to me,  

the Olympian Muses, the daughters of Aegis-bearing Zeus: 

“shepherds of the field, base ones, mere stomachs, 

we know how to say many false things like the truth, 

we know also, if we wish, how to proclaim the truth…” 

Hesiod Theogony, 1-4, 23-28 

Politics (τὰ πολιτικά < πόλις) 
“So the Athenians grew: and it’s clear not in one way only but in all, that equality (ἡ ἰσαγορία) is a 

serious possession if the Athenians, while they were under tyrannical rulers, were no better in war 

than any of their neighbours, yet once freed of their tyrants, proved by far the best of all. It shows 

that while they were oppressed, since they were working for a master, they were willing cowards, 

but when they were freed, each one put his heart into achieving for himself.” 

Herodotus, Inquiries [History], V.78 

“So the Spartans; fighting individually are no worse than any men, but together they are the best 

of all, because, although they are free, yet not wholly free: because the law (νόμος) is their 

master, which they fear far more than your men fear you. [5] They do whatever it bids; and it 

always bids the same thing, that they must never flee from the battle before any multitude of 

men, but must abide in their rank and there conquer or be destroyed. 

Herodotus, Inquiries [History], VII.104  



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

13 

Philosophy and the First Philosophers 
“Having listened not to me but to the logos (ὁ λόγος) it’s wise (σοφός) to agree that all are one”  

Heraclitus (B50) 

“Nature (φύσις) tends to hide itself”  

Heraclitus (B123) 

Philosophy is the attempt to understand the whole of human existence by the unassisted human 

intellect. Philosophy thus depends upon some such distinction as: nature and convention (poetry, 

law, custom, etc.), and so on myth and reason. 

Philosophy is not distinct from science: it is the completion of science. No particular science 

(ancient or modern) comprehends the cosmos or world within which the scientist takes their 

orientation as a knower of that whole nor can any particular science show that it is a good thing 

to be scientific. 

There is traditionally a divide between the first philosophers and Socrates and those who follow 

the latter: Plato, Xenophon and Aristotle. The scholarly orthodoxy is that the “Presocratics” began 

empirical science of nature and mathematics and that the Socratics introduced philosophy into the 

political communities and invented political and ethical philosophy. 

Modern philosophy began with a repudiation of the classical tradition and a return to the natural 

science of the first philosophers. However, the repudiation was made: 

• On the assumption of the first philosophers that the whole is intelligible 

• On the classical assumption that science can be beneficial for society 

• On the assumption of the first philosophers that life and its phenomena are intelligible 

through their analysis into their natural origins, causes or elements 

But the method of modern natural science cannot justify either assumption. That is why we are 

subjecting the human race as well as nature as a whole to an increasingly powerful and reductive 

science. To understand ourselves and see our genuine alternatives, we need to recover the 

broader origins of modernity in their Presocratic and Socratic forms. 
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For Week 2 
Please attempt to do the following: 

1. Memorise the alphabet (as above) 

a. If you have time, I suggest copying it out while pronouncing the sounds out loud 

until you can do it without looking the original 

2. Practise pronouncing some of the words provided with the alphabet 

By Wednesday of each week, I will email a PDF of the selections of text and Greek we are studying 

on the following Monday. he texts will usually consist of 2 to 3 pages. If you have a chance to read 

those pages that will be helpful. 

The full 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 

 

Texts 
As above: all texts will be supplied. For interest: 

The critical editions of the Presocratics are found in: 

Diels, Hermann and Walther Kranz. Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker (Berlin: Weidmann, 

1952; the editions after the 6th are mainly reprints with little or no change.) 

Laks, André and Glenn W. Most, Early Greek Philosophy. 9 volumes [Loeb Classical Library, 

524-532] (Cambridge, MA; London: Harvard University Press, 2016) 

There is also the two volume edition: 

Graham, Daniel W., The Texts of Early Greek Philosophy The Complete Fragments and 
Selected Testimonies of the Major Presocratics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2010) 

 


