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Writing the Greek Classics 
 

 

Dates Wednesdays 19 and 26 June, and 3, 10, 17 July 2019 

Times 14.00 – 16.00  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre  

Level All levels; please note this course requires some advance reading  

Class size Maximum 16 participants  

 
 

Course description 

The Greek language has been one of the most fascinating languages in the world since it has the 

longest documented history of any living Indo-European language and spans more than 3,000 written 

records. This 5-week course will examine the writing systems that have been the Greek alphabet for 

the major part of its history as well as other systems such as the Linear B script.  

 

The Greek language holds a very important place in the history of the world and the canon of Greek 

classical texts has been part of the education and literary production of the West for centuries. This 

course will explore the different ways in which this canon has been formed and written. In addition, 

we’ll explore how – in the Western tradition - it became an essential part of the history of thought 

about language from the ancient world to the modern digital era.   

 
 

 

Week One – The Origins of Greek writing 

In this session, we will look at Linear B, the syllabic script which was used for writing Mycenaean 

Greek, the earliest form of Greek (about 1450 BC.). We will examine the history of this script that 

predates the Greek alphabet by several centuries and explore the fascinating story of its identification 

as Greek by Michael Ventris, the English architect who deciphered it. Later, we will explore the birth 

of the Greek alphabet and learn how Greek letters are formed, written and pronounced.       

 

Week Two – Homer, orality and the dawn of Western literature 

Oral traditions are humankind’s first technology of communication, our first vehicle for creating and 

experiencing verbal art. This form of communication still plays a major role in social interactions 

worldwide. Oral tradition in Greece was understood as a preliminary stage of storytelling and in this 

session we will explore how the Homeric epics (considered to signify the dawn of Western literature) 

have been orally composed and transmitted for centuries until they were eventually standardised as 

written texts. We will also examine samples of this written tradition from the collection of Greek 

papyri and digitised manuscripts of the British Library.  
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Week Three – Writing Greek: materials and technology  

In week three, we will explore the materials and technology of writing Greek especially in Classical 

Greece and Roman Egypt. We will talk about the history of papyri, manuscripts, epigraphs, stone and 

vase inscriptions and clay tablets. We will explore the most important tools and surfaces associated 

with Greek writing and we will discuss different technologies and writing methods. The session will 

conclude with a workshop about writing Greek on mummy labels in which participants will have the 

opportunity to produce their own mummy label in Greek based on the famous Fayum portraits. 

 

Week Four – People and Writing: the birth of Greek philology in Alexandria 

This week will be dedicated to the birth of Greek philology in Alexandria. We will be referring to the 

collection and study of Greek texts in the Library of Alexandria, the techniques and methods in which 

Alexandrian scholars have, for the first time analysed and commented on Greek texts. We will also 

explore different methods of transmission and transcription of Greek together with the systems of 

punctuation and asterisks which helped scholars and scribes reproduce and analyse Greek literature 

and which still influence our modern ways of editing and reading the ancient Greek classical texts.    

 

Week Five - the past and the future of Greek writing: from the manuscripts to digital editions 

In our final week, we will explore the past and future of Greek writing. We will start with the 

transmission and transcription of Greek works from the papyrus to the pergamene and the creation of 

the first Greek manuscripts. We will explore some samples form the collections of the digitised Greek 

manuscripts of the British Library and then look at more modern printed editions. In the second part 

of our session we will discuss digital editions of Greek including the famous Codex Sinaiticus and 

other fascinating digital projects on Greek like the TLG and Homer multitext. We will also refer to e-

learning and new digital editions of Greek classical texts.   

 

 
 

Tutors 

This course is led by Dr Antony Makrinos, who has been a Visiting Lecturer in the School of English 

and Drama at Queen Mary College and a Research and Teaching Fellow at KCL and UCL. He is 

currently a Senior Teaching Fellow in Classics at UCL and a Senior Fellow of the Higher Education 

Academy. His research interests include Greek epic (esp. Homer), scholarship in Byzantium, Greek 

education and Reception studies. He works on an edition of Eustathius’ Commentary on Homer’s 

Odyssey (book 1). He has published articles and chapters on Homer and Eustathius and contributed 

to many undergraduate and graduate courses in Classics. He is also the Director of the Summer 

School in Homer at UCL.      

 

 
 

Required Reading 

L. D. Reynolds & N. G. Wilson, Scribes and Scholars, A guide to the transmission of Greek and Latin 

Literature, (3rd edn.) Oxford 1991.  

Teresa Morgan, Literate education in the Hellenistic and Roman worlds, Cambridge 1998. 

J. M. Hunt, R. A. Smith, F, Stock, Classics from Papyrus to the Internet: An Introduction to 

Transmission and Reception, Ashley and Peter Larkin Series in Greek and Roman Culture, University 

of Texas Press 2017. 

(Complete bibliography for each one of our sessions will be circulated to the participants) 
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Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

None required. A willingness to participate in group discussion, and to undertake the required reading 

for each session, will help you get the most from this course. 

 

Facilities and refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated course 

start time. Tea and coffee will be provided at each session.  

 
 


