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‘Reading is to the mind what exercise is to the body’
Tatler, 18 March 1710

SIR RICHARD STEELE
1672 – 1729


INTRODUCTION

Over the last four and a half millennia, humankind has been inspired to humility, compassion, fortitude, bravery, and above all progress by the spoken and written word. The intention of this book is to give a sense of the power of words to move us, by the inclusion of some of the remarkable quotations that have passed down over the centuries. The absolute power of language across nations to make us feel courage, compassion, sadness – all the emotions – is probably the greatest achievement of humanity.

The quotations in this book have been included for the emotion that they convey – for their remarkable power to inspire us or make us reflect upon man’s humanity to man. The language that makes up the book’s content comes from statesmen, monarchs, poets, reformers, scientists, novelists and warriors. It has been gathered from monuments, gravestones, speeches, encomiums, broadcasts, books and pamphlets – in fact, from most of the evolving forms of communication over the years. Sometimes quotations may disclose an ignoble personality – perhaps Stalin or Goering – but in all cases their language has achieved an everlasting effect. They are included because, in the words of George Santayana (1863–1952): ‘Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.’

Some authors have not been included owing to space limitations, and for any notable omissions, I apologize unreservedly. There could be over 100,000 entries if all the worthy representations had been incorporated. On the other hand, some personalities such as William Shakespeare, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Winston Churchill have multiple entries. The genius of Shakespeare, as the foremost literary personality in the history of the English language, forces his prose and poetry into this work. Roosevelt, equally, shines through history, with his remarkable leadership of the world’s greatest nation during the Depression and World War II. And Churchill’s literary rhetoric inspired a nation upon its knees to defy the evils of Fascism in one of the very, very few ‘just’ wars in recorded history. When President Kennedy conferred honorary US citizenship upon Churchill in 1963, he alluded to the power of his speeches: ‘He mobilized the English language and sent it into battle.’

We can change history, by the spoken and written word, by not electing demagogues or extremists. We can help other countries in distressing circumstances by pressurizing our politicians. We can stop the abuses of billionaires and multinationals. For humankind, language is our greatest – perhaps our only – weapon against injustice, iniquity and war. Perhaps the greatest anti-war slogan of all time came anonymously during World War II: ‘A bayonet is a weapon with a worker at each end.’ Informed language is not only educative, but it is also our greatest force against greed and materialism, the twin axes of anti-humanitarianism. We can see that human good constantly overcomes human evil – we may re-invent a phrase originating with the Greeks, but we still have the same concerns, the same aspirations and hopefully the same sense of wonder as they did. All this is communicated by the universal medium of language.

This book has been organized chronologically – to rank quotations in order of their importance in history, or of the brilliance of their author, would be impossible. I have tried to place each quotation in order of when it was written or spoken. If this is impossible, the date of the author’s death is used. Thus we have the author and their birth and death dates; a headline quotation and sometimes an extension of that quotation, with, where possible, the date on which the quotation was made. Each entry is accompanied by contextual information giving the circumstances in which it was said or written and a brief biography of the author. Sometimes the quotation speaks for itself and there is a shorter explanation, but collectively the entries have been picked from all the stages of history to reveal the absolute power of language to change our feelings or to make us think. The book is leavened by a few humorous quotations to balance those on the darker side of man’s nature, and I hope that the selection is both thought-provoking and inspirational.

Terry Breverton


MOSES
1393 – 1273 BCE

‘Thou shalt have no other gods before me’

‘Thou shalt have no other gods before me.

Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain.

Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth.

Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor serve them. Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.

Honour thy father and thy mother: that thy days may be long.

Thou shalt not kill.

Thou shalt not commit adultery.

Thou shalt not steal.

Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbour.

Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s house, thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s wife, nor his manservant, nor his maidservant, nor his ox, nor his ass, nor anything that is thy neighbour’s.’

The Ten Commandments (or Decalogue) were given to Moses by God, on one or two tablets of stone on Mount Sinai, and recorded in Exodus 20. Moses had led the Hebrew slaves out of Egypt after the Ten Plagues, through the Red Sea. He then received the Ten Commandments during their 40 years of wandering in the desert. The Protestant, Catholic and Hebrew versions are slightly different. This version is from Exodus 20, but the tablet was broken and another version is given in Exodus 34.


LAO - TZU
c. 600 BCE

‘Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day. Teach him how to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.’

Lao-tzu (Old Master) was born between 600 and 300 BCE, and is thought to have written the Tao-te-ching (Tao – the way of all life; te – the fit use of life by men; ching – classic or text). His wisdom attracted many followers, and his philosophy was that men should lead a life full of serenity, goodness and respect. We can gain respect by being able to fish rather than accepting fish as charity. Our own instinct and conscience should be followed to achieve these goals. We are constantly affected by outside forces, but must look for ‘simplicity’ to find truth and true freedom: ‘Be content with what you have; rejoice in the way things are. When you realize there is nothing lacking, the whole world belongs to you.’ By understanding the laws of nature we will develop intuition and build personal power, and that power can then be used to live a life of love, without force.

It is said that Lao-tzu, when he grew old, was saddened by the evils of mankind, so he left civilization and headed into the desert on the back of a water buffalo. However, when he reached a gate in the Great Wall to leave China forever, the gatekeeper encouraged him to stay and record his beliefs for the future. His 81 sayings form the Tao-te-ching, one of the most translated texts after the Bible. Every management textbook should carry his dictum – ‘A leader is best when people barely know he exists; when his work is done, his aim fulfilled, they will say: we did it ourselves’. Another of Lao-tzu’s sayings, adopted by Mao Tse Tung, was: ‘A journey of a thousand miles must begin with a single step’.


AESOP
c.620 – c. 560 BCE

‘Familiarity breeds contempt’

‘When first the Fox saw the Lion he was terribly frightened, and ran away and hid himself in the wood. The next time, however, the Fox came near the King of Beasts he stopped at a safe distance, and watched him pass by. The third time they came near one another the Fox went straight up to the Lion and passed the time of day with him, asking him how his family were, and when he should have the pleasure of seeing him again; then turning his tail, he parted from the Lion without much ceremony… Familiarity breeds contempt.’

Moral from ‘The Fox and the Lion’, Aesop’s Fables
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Aesop lived for some time at the court of King Croesus of Lydia in Sardis, modern Turkey. His name is derived from the Greek Aethiop (Ethiopia) and Aesop’s marble statue at Rome’s Villa Albani is that of a black man. The ‘fables’ are short stories which illustrate a particular moral and teach a lesson to children. However, it seems the fables were originally used to make disguised social and political criticisms, rather than being children’s stories, and many have since been found on Egyptian papyri dated up to 1,000 years before Aesop’s era.

The characters of his tales are usually animals which act and talk just like people, but retain their animal traits. A moral is added at the bottom of each of Aesop’s fables, e.g. ‘Appearances often are deceiving’ from ‘The Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing’; ‘Slow and steady wins the race’ from ‘The Hare and the Tortoise’; ‘One man’s meat is another man’s poison’ from ‘The Ass and the Grasshopper’; ‘Things are not always what they seem’ from ‘The Bee-Keeper and the Bees’; and ‘Never trust a flatterer’ from ‘The Fox and the Crow’. Other stories tell us about the boy crying wolf, never to count our chickens before they are hatched, not to trust a man who blows hot and cold in the same breath, about sour grapes and that the gods help those who help themselves. In ‘The Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing’ we read ‘The lamb that belonged to the sheep whose skin the wolf was wearing began to follow the wolf in the sheep’s clothing.’

Mark Twain would later famously recycle the line ‘Familiarity breeds contempt’, adding ‘– and children’.


THALES
c. 635 / 620 – c . 546 / 543 BCE

‘The most difficult thing in life is to Know Thyself’

Diogenes Laertius, Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers

The history of Western philosophy begins at the same time as historical records start being passed down to us. Thales of Miletus was later included in the Seven Sages of Greece, a list of outstanding politicians and philosophers, along with Solon the Lawgiver, Periander and others. He travelled to Egypt to study geometry, deduced new theorems and became famous for predicting the eclipse of 585 BCE. Thales thought that water was the origin of all matter. In early Greece, there was no differentiation between philosophy and the natural sciences, so Thales was also a scientist and mathematician. Thales is the first person we know of to practise deductive reasoning, deriving statements from observation by means of logic.

According to Aristotle, Thales was the founder of the school of natural philosophy, and his questioning of the movement of heavenly bodies was the beginning of Greek astronomy. None of his writings survives, but he was so esteemed by succeeding thinkers such as Aristotle, Heraclitus, Democritus, Pythagoras, Euclid and Anaxagoras that in matters of investigation they were advised to consult Thales’ thoughts first. Thales had said ‘Nothing is more active than thought, for it travels over the universe, and nothing is stronger than necessity for all must submit to it’. He is also attributed with being the first to write of the immortality of the soul: ‘All things are full of God… Hope is the only good that is common to all men; those who have nothing else possess hope still.’ He also informs us that ‘The past is certain, the future obscure’ and ‘A multitude of words is no proof of a prudent mind’.

The quotation ‘Know Thyself ’ is inscribed on the temple of Apollo at Delphi, in Greece.


GENERAL SUN TZU
c. 500 BCE

‘All warfare is based on deception’

‘All warfare is based on deception. Hence, when we are able to attack, we must seem unable; when using our forces, we must appear inactive; when we are near, we must make the enemy believe we are far away; when far away, we must make him believe we are near.’

The Art of War

Traditionally, Sun Tzu was a general of the King of Wu (c.544–496 BCE) but some historians place him in the Warring States Period (403–221 BCE). His importance lies in his collection of 13 essays, each devoted to one aspect of warfare. Knowledge of Sun Tzu reached Europe in 1782 in the form of a synopsis by a French Jesuit priest. The fundamental principles are that ‘All warfare is based on deception’ and ‘The supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting’. In the light of post-war conflicts in Vietnam, across Africa, Afghanistan and Iraq, Sun Tzu foretold ‘There is no instance of a nation benefitting from prolonged warfare.’ His teachings rapidly spread across Asia, and have affected the thinking of military strategists and politicians (such as Mao Tse-Tung) across the world. The Art of War has also been applied to business, sports, diplomacy and personal lives in management textbooks.

Sun Tzu was the first to recognize the importance of ‘positioning’ in strategy, and tells us that planning does not work properly in a competitive environment, because competing plans create unexpected situations. In the film Wall Street (1987), Michael Douglas, playing Gordon Gekko, says ‘I don’t throw darts at a board. I bet on sure things. Read Sun Tzu, The Art of War. Every battle is won before it is ever fought.’ Charlie Sheen, playing Bud, reads the work and later paraphrases the text: ‘All warfare is based on deception. If your enemy is superior, evade him. If angry, irritate him. If equally matched, fight and if not: split and re-evaluate.’


PYTHAGORAS
582 – 500 BCE

‘Declining from the public ways, walk in unfrequented paths’

The Golden Verses of Pythagoras and Other Pythagorean Fragments,
selected and arranged by Florence M. Firth (1904)
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The above quotation is typical of the methodology of Pythagoras, one of the greatest thinkers, philosophers, mathematicians and mystics of all time. Born in Samos, he moved to Croton to escape the dictator Polycratus. He was a committed vegetarian, writing: ‘As long as man continues to be the ruthless destroyer of lower living beings he will never know health or peace. For as long as men massacre animals, they will kill each other.’ He also believed in the immortality of the soul, and that we pass from one body to another forever. Perhaps because he believed in the transmigration of the soul, he tells us: ‘Reason is immortal, all else mortal’ and ‘The most momentous thing in human life is the art of winning the soul to good or evil’.

Most of us remember the Pythagorean theorem about right-angled triangles: a2+b2=c2, but it was known in India about 800 BCE. It seems that Pythagoras proved it and popularized it in the Western world. He founded a society of disciples where, unusually for the times, women had equal rights with men. Pythagoras told his followers: ‘Most men and women, by birth or nature, lack the means to advance in wealth and power, but all have the ability to advance in knowledge.’ He studied the connection of music with mathematics, and saw numbers in everything – ‘Numbers rule the universe’. ‘There is geometry in the humming of the strings, there is music in the spacing of the spheres.’ For Pythagoras, mathematics purified the soul along with music, and the two were interconnected.


PHEIDIPPIDES
c. 530 – 490 BCE

‘We have won!’

According to Herodotus, Pheidippides was a herald who ran from Athens to Sparta, about 150 miles (245 km), to ask the Spartans to join Athens in the fight against the invading Persian army, who had landed near Marathon. He arrived in Sparta the following day, but the Spartans were celebrating a religious festival, the Carneia, and could not take any action before the full moon. Though there is no record to support it, legend has him running from Marathon to Athens, telling the Athenians of victory before collapsing and dying, saying either ‘Victory!’ or ‘We have won!’.

For the revival of the Olympic Games, Baron Pierre de Courbertin decided that the final event should include a ‘marathon run’, from Marathon to Athens, in the spirit of the great Pheidippides, with the winner being awarded a silver cup. The original Olympic Games, said to have begun in 776 BCE, had no such race, but it seems that the baron had been influenced by the popular poem, ‘Pheidippides’ (1879), by Robert Browning.

The revival was held in 1896 in Greece and the last event was a 24.85-mile (40-km) run from Marathon Bridge to the Olympic stadium in Athens. The Greeks had not yet won a medal, and of the 25 runners assembled on Marathon Bridge, only nine men finished, eight of them Greeks. Spiridon Louis, a Greek postal worker, won this first modern marathon with a time of 2 hours, 58 minutes and 50 seconds. At the 1908 Olympic Games in London, the marathon distance was changed to 26.2 miles (42 km) to cover the ground from Windsor Castle to White City Stadium, with the 2.2 miles (2 km) added on so the race could finish in front of the royal family’s viewing box.


BUDDHA
c. 563 – c . 483 BCE

‘Doubt everything. Find your own light.’
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These were the last words of Buddha, in the Theravada tradition. The title Buddha means ‘Enlightened One’ or ‘Awakened One’. In Buddhism, the Buddha refers to Siddhattha Gautama, born in Lumbini in modern Nepal. According to most traditions, he lived many lives before coming to our present world era. Born a prince, at the age of 13 he was escorted out of the palace. Buddha came across the ‘four sights’: an old crippled man, a diseased man, a decaying corpse and finally an ascetic. Gautama realized that age, disease, death and pain were inescapable, and that the poor would always outnumber the rich. However, even if one was wealthy, everyone shared age, disease, death and pain. Neither money nor peace can relieve people from fear and anxiety, or lead them to ultimate happiness.

Departing from the palace and wearing rags, Gautama studied meditation, becoming an ascetic in his search for enlightenment. He found that the true liberation from worry could be attained only by reaching a state of absolute tranquillity and enlightenment. Buddhism has evolved into three major schools of teaching, and its peaceful and forgiving tenets have influenced later religions. After 45 years of teaching, the Buddha passed into Parinirvana, the state of Nirvana attained at death. In his last sermon, he encouraged his disciples to diligently ‘doubt everything’ and seek the truth, not holding on to that which is impermanent.


CONFUCIUS
551 – 479 BCE

‘A man should practise what he preaches, but a man should also preach what he practises’

The Analects of Confucius 479–221 BCE
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This is the ‘golden rule’ of the teachings of Confucius. He was a thinker, political figure, educator and founder of the Ru School of Chinese thought. His teachings, preserved in the Lun Yu or Analects, are the foundations of following Chinese philosophy upon the ‘ideal man’ – how he should live his life and interact with others, and what are the ideal forms of society and government. Confucius’ influence in Chinese history has been compared with that of Socrates in the West. Confucius deplored the internecine warfare of his day and the subsequent lack of moral standards. He believed that the only remedy was to convert people to the principles of the sages of antiquity, and lectured to his pupils on the ancient classics.

The Analects were compiled by his disciples and are the best source of information about his life and teachings, which developed into the system of philosophy known as Confucianism. Whether Confucianism is a religion or a system of ethics is a matter of debate, but there are six million followers worldwide. Some of its sayings are:

‘We don’t know yet about life, how can we know about death?’

‘By three methods we may learn wisdom: First, by reflection, which is noblest; second, by imitation, which is easiest; and third by experience, which is the bitterest’

‘Choose a job you love, and you will never have to work a day in your life’

‘Everything has beauty, but not everyone sees it’

‘I hear, I know. I see, I remember. I do, I understand’


HERACLITUS
c. 535 – c . 475 BCE

‘Nothing endures but change’

Diogenes Laertius, Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers

Laertius’ Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers is thought to have been written around the third century BCE, and comprised a large number of earlier works from various Greek philosophers from Thales to Epicurus.

Heraclitus, who was born in Ephesus in Ionia, was a misanthrope who shunned his fellow Greeks and became a hermit in the mountains. He broke away from the Milesian philosophers, who focused on the material beginnings of the world, to study the internal rhythm of nature, which moves and regulates all things. He accepted only one primordial source, Pyr (fire), the essence of the Logos, which creates an infinite and uncorrupted world, one without a beginning or end. ‘This universe, which is the same for all, has not been made by any god or man, but it always has been, is, and will be an ever-living fire, kindling itself by regular measures and going out by regular measures.’

There is an eternal river of nature, constantly renewing itself: ‘Everything flows, nothing stands still’ – in fact, ‘change’ is the only constant. A harmony of opposites occurs, shaping the world and sustaining nature: ‘Opposition brings concord. Out of discord comes the fairest harmony.’ ‘Good’ and ‘bad’ are essentially different sides of the same thing. ‘To God all things are beautiful and good and just, but men have supposed some things to be unjust, others just.’ Heraclitus also wrote:

‘You could not step twice into the same river; for other waters are ever flowing on to you’

‘The road up and the road down is one and the same’

‘It is in changing that things find purpose’

‘Much learning does not teach understanding’

Dying of dropsy (oedema, excess water retention), Heraclitus returned from the mountains to Ephesus and attempted to sweat it out in a cows’ byre, but he died aged 60.


SIMONIDES OF KEA
c. 556 – 468 BCE

‘Go tell the Spartans, thou who passest by,
That here, obedient to their laws, we lie’

Epigram used as epitaph for the Spartan dead at Thermopylae

Xerxes, the son of Darius I, led a force of perhaps 100,000 Persians across the Dardanelles over a bridge of boats to begin the Second Persian War. His army progressed through Thrace and Macedonia and into Thessaly. The Olympic Games were in progress, and a small army was sent to Thermopylae Pass to hold the advance, guarding the entrance to Boeotia and Attica. In 480 BCE, after three days of fighting, the Greek traitor Ephialtes showed the Persians a flanking route through another pass. The defending Phocians were forced to withdraw to save their own city. To give the main army of 5,000 Greek Hoplites time to withdraw before the whole army was surrounded, King Leonidas I of Sparta remained at the pass with 300 of his bodyguards and 700 Thespians to fight a rear-guard action. Leonidas had been asked to surrender his arms, but had famously replied ‘Come and get them’.

All the Greek defenders were killed, but they delayed the Persians long enough to allow the Greek army to reform at the Isthmus of Corinth and win at Plataea, and for the Athenian navy to win the Battle of Salamis, effectively ending the invasion. One of the departing Hoplites reported: ‘Such was the number of the Persians, that when they shot their arrows the sun was darkened by their multitude.’ A Spartan shouted to all in earshot, ‘Our friend brings us good news. If the Persians darken the sun with their arrows, we will be able to fight in the shade.’

Though none of his complete poems survives, it is clear from the many epigrams attributed to him that Simonides was a prolific and accomplished elegist, who focused particularly on the Persian Wars.


AESCHYLUS
525 – 456 BCE

‘God loves to help him who strives to help himself’

Fragment of Plays no. 223 in Stobaeus, Anthology iii. 29. 31

Known as the ‘Father of Tragedy’, Aeschylus was born in the Attican town of Eleusis, near Athens. As a child he was told in a dream by the god Dionysus to write tragedies, and began writing as Greek theatre was in its first stages of evolution. Plays were little more than a poet with a chorus and dancers, but he introduced the second actor, and involved the chorus in the play’s action. For example, in Agamemnon the chorus becomes the ‘Furies’ to pursue Orestes. In Agamemnon we read: ‘Death is better, a milder fate than tyranny’ and ‘It is in the character of very few men to honour without envy a friend who has prospered’.

Aeschylus directed many of his own works. Only seven plays survive, one of which, The Persians, tells the story of the Battle of Salamis, where Aeschylus fought. His Prometheus Bound and Seven Against Thebes are also performed today. His trilogy, The Oresteia, dealt with the curse on the House of Orestes. Aeschylus was charged with revealing the ‘Eleusinian Mysteries’, secret rites, but was not convicted. In legend, he died when an eagle dropped a tortoise on his bald head, mistaking it for a rock. He also gave us the quotes: ‘Time brings all things to pass’ and ‘In war, truth is the first casualty’.

The larger play from which this fragment is taken is unknown to modern scholars; this quote survives in the Anthologion by Johannes Stobaeus, his anthology of short Greek poetry and prose excerpts originally compiled for the tutelage of his son, Septimius.


PINDAR
 518 – 438 BCE

‘A dream of a shadow is our mortal being’

Pythian Odes 8, line 95, 446 BCE

‘Creatures of a day! What is a man?
What is he not? A dream of a shadow
Is our mortal being. But when there comes to men
A gleam of splendour given of Heaven,
Then rests on them a light of glory
And blesséd are their days.’
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From Cynoscephalae in Boeotia, Pindar is renowned as the greatest of the ‘nine lyric poets’ of Ancient Greece. Of his massive output of over 50 years of writing, the only works to have survived complete are a series of odes written to celebrate the victors in various athletic games. Forty-five victory odes remain, grouped into four books based on the various games – the Olympian, Pythian, Isthmian and Nemean. The oldest remaining ode dates from the Pythian Games of 498 BCE, celebrating a Thessalian victory in the double-stadium race, and his last ode was for a wrestler in the same games in 446 BCE.

In the Medean Wars of 490 and 480 BCE, it seems that he had connections with Xerxes’ Persians when Thebes was occupied, but his reputation was undamaged throughout the Greek world. In fact, Pindar’s house in Thebes was spared by Alexander the Great as Pindar had composed verse for his ancestor, Alexander I of Macedon. Pindar travelled far, to work for patrons in Syracuse, Aegina, Delphi and Athens. He also wrote choral works and hymns for religious festivals. In his Nemean Odes, he writes, ‘To tell the whole truth with clear face unveiled; Often is man’s best wisdom to be silent’ and ‘For words live longer down the years than deeds’. Fragment 110 of his writings is: ‘War is sweet to those who have no experience of it, but the experienced man trembles exceedingly at heart on its approach.’


EMPEDOCLES
490 – 430 BCE

‘The nature of God is a circle of which the centre is
everywhere and the circumference is nowhere’

Empedocles: The Extant Fragments

Born in the Greek colony at Acragas (Agrigentum) in Sicily, Empedocles was a philosopher, physician and poet, who followed the ideas of Pythagoras. He was the first philosopher to give us the four primordial elements of earth, air, fire and water. Heraclitus had said that fire was the origin of everything, to Pythagoras it was water, and for Anaximenses the primordial element had been air. A committed vegetarian, Empedocles was the last Greek philosopher to write in verse, but only fragments remain.

Empedocles was remarkably ahead of his time, stating that the moon shines by reflected light and that solar eclipses are caused by the interposition of the moon. He was the forerunner of Einstein, stating that light takes time to travel, but so little time that we cannot observe it. He also discovered centrifugal force, whirling a cup of water around on a piece of string. In addition, he conceived a theory of evolution which included the idea of ‘the survival of the fittest’. He thought that in prehistoric times strange creatures had populated the world, of which only certain forms had survived. He wrote that motion and change actually exist, and that at the same time reality is fundamentally changeless: ‘And in addition to them [elements] nothing comes into being or ceases.’ Like Anaxagoras (see opposite), he thus believed that matter was immutable, always in existence. There is a legend that his desire to be godlike led to him ending his life by leaping into the crater of Mount Etna.


ANAXAGORAS
c. 500 – 428 BCE

‘Everything has a natural explanation. The moon
is not a god, but a great rock, and the sun a hot rock.’

Fragment of a book on philosophy, preserved by Simplicius of Cilicia, 6 CE

This Ionian philosopher maintained that the sun was not a golden chariot steered across the sky by a distant god, but instead a fiery mass of metal or stone. Similarly, he said the moon was a cold mass of stone, and merely reflected the sun’s rays. This led to charges of impiety under Cleon’s rule, and he was sentenced to death in Athens. To escape punishment, Anaxagoras was forced to leave Athens forever, spending the rest of his life in exile. He wrote ‘It is not I who have lost the Athenians, but the Athenians who have lost me.’ He also believed that in the physical world, everything contains a portion of everything else. He concluded that in order for the food an animal eats to turn into bone, hair, flesh, etc., it must already contain all of those constituents within it.

Anaxagoras noted: ‘The Greeks are wrong to recognize coming into being and perishing; for nothing comes into being nor perishes, but is rather compounded or dissolved from things that are. So they would be right to call coming into being composition and perishing dissolution.’ Today we know that every atom in existence has always existed, verifying Anaxagoras’ claims. He said the only exception to this rule was the mind. The mind was not made up of other constituents, as it is ‘something infinite and self-controlling, and that is has been mixed with no thing, but is alone itself by itself ’.

Also an astronomer, Anaxagoras believed that the world was created through the rotary motion of a spiral, where initially all mass was united in the centre, then flung out by centrifugal force to create celestial bodies, elements and substances. Galaxies could not be observed at this time as the Greeks did not possess telescopes, so some hypothesize that his thoughts derive from a previously unknown civilization. (Telescopes are believed to have been invented in the Netherlands in the early 17th century.)


HERODOTUS
c. 485 – c . 425 BCE

‘The most hateful torment for men is to have
knowledge of everything but power over nothing’

The Histories, Book 9, Section 16, c.425 BCE
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The only reliable source we have on Herodotus is his The Histories. The Histories is the story of the rise of the Persian Empire and its wars with Greece, and the battles of Marathon, Thermopylae and Salamis are described. Herodotus gives us the historical record of events that happened when he was a child. He questioned his elders about the events in both Persian Wars to get the details he wanted for his story, and realized that despite his great knowledge, he was powerless to alter the events of the day. In its prologue, we find he was born in Halicarnassus – today’s Bodrum in Turkey. Nearby is the island of Samos, which is prominent in The Histories, so he may have lived there and in Athens, which also features strongly. His prologue begins, ‘Herodotus of Halicarnassus hereby publishes the results of his inquiries, hoping to do two things: to preserve the memory of the past by putting on record the astonishing achievements both of the Greek and the non-Greek peoples; and more particularly, to show how the two races came into conflict.’

Herodotus was the world’s first historian – the ‘Father of History’, describing the expansion of the Achaemenid Empire under Cyrus the Great, Darius the Great and Xerxes’ attacks on Greece at Salamis and Plataea. It seems that he was a hoplite, a heavily armed infantryman, like other Greeks of his class and age, which explains his confused accounts of battles – he was a soldier, not a general. He also seems to have travelled to Babylon, Sicily, the Crimea and Egypt, but we know nothing of his life except that his character – in his periods of optimism and pessimism – is on display throughout the text. His perspective was that ‘No one is stupid enough to prefer war to peace; in peace sons bury their fathers and in war fathers bury their sons. However, I suppose the gods must have wanted this to happen.’


PROTAGORAS
c. 490 / 481 – 420 BCE

‘Man is the measure of all things: of things which are,
that they are so, and of things which are not,
that they are not’

Fragment 1, passed down without context
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Protagoras did not believe the gods made a difference to life, only man. A famous agnostic, he wrote: ‘Concerning the gods, I have no means of knowing whether they exist or not or of what sort they may be, because of the obscurity of the subject, and the brevity of human life.’ This pre-Socratic philosopher was born in Thrace, and Plato credits him with inventing the role of ‘a teacher of virtue’, becoming a professional ‘sophist’. Sophism was a series of techniques to acquire wisdom, taught by teachers of philosophy, rhetoric and debate, which were vital to Greek public life.

Protagoras instructed: ‘Let us hold our discussion together in our own persons, making trial of the truth and of ourselves.’ He was eternally fascinated by the correct usage of words in the correct context. He knew that the less appealing argument could hide the best answer, which is why it was constantly necessary to strengthen the weakest argument, and thereby develop consensual truth – ‘There are two sides to every question’. Protagoras also told us: ‘No intelligent man believes that anybody ever willingly errs or willingly does base and evil deeds; they are well aware that all who do base and evil things do them unwillingly.’


EURIPIDES
480 – 406 BCE

‘Events will take their course, it is no good of being
angry at them; he is happiest who wisely turns
them to the best account’

Bellerophon, Fragment 298

Born near Athens, the great dramatist Euripides had little recognition in his day, because of his criticism of superstitions and government hypocrisy. It seems that his ongoing difficulties with authorities led him to the above quotation, channelling his anger into fiercely satirical literature. Writing at the same time as Aeschylus and Sophocles, he was influenced by Anaxagoras, and his free-thinking humanitarianism can be seen in all his plays. Remarkably, Euripides was a pacifist in times of the wars against Sparta, and he spent a great deal of his life living as a hermit in a cave on the island of Salamis. His characters explored personal issues, and his plays such as Hippolytus and The Bacchae were psychological dramas. Still performed today, Medea is the story of the terrible jealousy of a middle-aged woman who has lost her husband’s interest.

Euripides portrayed Athenian heroes such as Menelaus and Agamemnon as antiheroic, so became unpopular with the citizens of Athens. Trojan Women deals with slaughter and the desecration of shrines in Troy, but was based on the Athenian destruction of Melos in 416 BCE. Hecuba likewise details the cruelty of Greek warriors who sacrifice the Trojan queen’s daughter. Euripides’ closest friends were banished or killed for being liberals, and after a trial he had to leave Athens. Later, he was accidentally torn to pieces by the hounds of King Archelaus of Macedonia. An innovator in drama, some of his other lines are:

‘Love is all we have, the only way that each can help the other’

‘Leave no stone unturned’

‘He was a wise man who originated the idea of God’

‘Happiness is brief. It will not stay. God batters at its sails’

‘Time will explain it all’


SOPHOCLES
495 – 406 BCE

‘One word frees us of all the weight and pain
of life: That word is love’

Oedipus at Colonus
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Born just outside Athens, Sophocles became one of the great playwrights of the ‘golden age of Greek theatre’. The son of a wealthy merchant, he enjoyed all the comforts of the prosperous Greek Empire, serving as a treasury director, priest and public administrator. Ending his studies aged 28, he took first prize in a festival for new plays, and wrote at least another 120 in his lifetime. An excellent actor, he also performed in many of his own plays.

Oedipus at Colonus was written shortly before Sophocles’ death in 406 BCE, and was preceded in the ‘Theban Plays’ sequence by Oedipus Rex and succeeded by Antigone. It is set in the village of Colonus outside Athens, where the blinded Oedipus has come with his daughters Antigone and Ismene. Through love, piety and hardship, Oedipus achieves redemption after a lifetime of being stripped of dignity and wandering in a wilderness of suffering. Oedipus begins to ‘see’ again with the eye of his soul, recognizing his faults and realizing the importance of love and right living with the help of his daughters. In his last hours, Oedipus is accepted and absolved by Zeus.

Sophocles also innovated in the form of his plays, and was the first dramatist to add a third actor. Of his seven surviving plays, Oedipus Rex is probably the finest, and has been called a ‘perfectly structured play’. In it he writes: ‘The greatest griefs are those we cause ourselves’ and ‘Time eases all things’. In Antigone, we read, ‘Nobody likes the man who brings bad news’, ‘Reason is God’s crowning gift to man’ and ‘Wisdom outweighs any wealth’. Electra has the lines: ‘The end excuses any evil’ and ‘It made our hair stand up in panic fear’, while ‘Stranger in a strange country’ comes from Oedipus at Colonus. Sophocles excelled in writing about social drama, spending more time on characterization and motives than most of his contemporaries. His death marked the end of the great age of Greek tragedy, coming shortly after the deaths of Aeschylus and Euripides.


THUCYDIDES
c. 460 / 455 – c . 400 / 395 BCE

‘The strength of an Army lies in strict discipline
and undeviating obedience to its officers’

The History of the Peloponnesian War, Book 2, c.404 BCE

Thucydides’ detailed study of the 25-year struggle between Athens and Sparta became the model for every succeeding historian. The growth of the Athenian Empire caused fear in other Greek states, especially Corinth, whose trade interests were threatened by Athens’ control of the ports in the Aegean. The Peloponnesian War (431–404 BCE) ended when Athens was defeated. Thucydides realized the critical importance of this war in the history of mankind – ‘I have written my work, not as an essay which is to win the applause of the moment, but as a possession for all time’. In 424 BCE he had been elected an Athenian general, but failed to prevent the loss of an important city to the Spartans, so was exiled from Athens. He spent the rest of the war gathering evidence, and talking with participants in the various actions. He wrote: ‘The bravest are surely those who have the clearest vision of what is before them, glory and danger alike, and yet notwithstanding, go out to meet it.’

A few decades earlier, the historian Herodotus had recorded almost everything he had heard, whether he believed it or not. However, Thucydides gathered all the available evidence, sifted it, verified it and made his narrative as factual as possible. He begins by explaining his rationale for believing that this is the greatest war of all, more important than the Trojan or Persian Wars. He shows us that human nature alone, not the fates or the gods, is responsible for historical events, and informs us that his history will not be as entertaining as others, but will be instead a rational analysis. He says that if we understand the past, it will allow us to understand the causes and progress of future wars, and hopefully prevent them or ameliorate their effects: ‘Wars spring from unseen and generally insignificant causes, the first outbreak being often but an explosion of anger.’


SOCRATES
469 – 399 BCE

‘The life which is unexamined is not worth living’

The Apology of Socrates, Plato

With the example of his own life, his use of critical reasoning and his commitment to truth, the Athenian Socrates set the standard for subsequent Western philosophers. He left no writings, so we are reliant upon the words of contemporaries such as Xenophon, Plato and Aristophanes.
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Socrates served as a soldier during the Peloponnesian War, and later retired from political life to work as a stonemason and to raise his children. When his father left him some money, he used his time to innovate the practice of philosophical dialogue, now known as Socratic dialogue. For the rest of his life, Socrates devoted himself to discussions with the young citizens of Athens, constantly questioning their confidence in the truth of popular opinions. An Athenian jury found him guilty of corrupting the youth and interfering with the religion of the city, and sentenced him to death. Refusing to try and escape from prison, he drank hemlock and died in the company of his friends and disciples, telling them: ‘I was really too honest a man to be a politician and live.’

He was an early feminist, declaring: ‘Once made equal to man, woman becomes his superior’, but he was also unsure of the value of marriage: ‘As to marriage or celibacy, let a man take which course he will, he will be sure to repent… By all means marry. If you get a good wife, you’ll be happy. If you get a bad one, you’ll become a philosopher and that is a good thing for any man.’ One of his sayings most relevant to today’s consumer society is: ‘Worthless people live only to eat and drink; people of worth eat and drink only to live.’


ARISTOPHANES
c. 448 – 380 BCE

‘Make hay while the sun shines’

‘When the soldier returns from the wars, even though he has white hair, he very soon finds a young wife. But a woman has only one summer; if she does not make hay while the sun shines, no one will afterwards have anything to say to her, and she spends her days consulting oracles that never send her a husband.’

Lysistrata

Aristophanes’ eleven surviving plays are all that remain of the time of classical Attic comedy, when he had at least five major contemporaries, but he was recognized as the greatest comic writer of his day. His works were written during the Peloponnesian War that so demoralized Euripides, and therefore are always touched with elements of grief.

Lysistrata is a pacifist play following Athens’ great losses at Syracuse, where Athenian women decide to deny sex to their men until there is peace with Sparta. The Acharnians was an anti-war comedy about a farmer from Attica, the rural area surrounding Athens, who wished to make a private peace with Sparta, satirizing Euripides the pacifist. His next play, The Knights, was a disguised satire on the demagogue Cleon, who had replaced the great Pericles as the leader of Athens: ‘Under every stone lurks a politician’. In The Clouds, Socrates was Aristophanes’ target: ‘The old are in a second childhood’. The Wasps was another attack upon Cleon and the failing state of Athenian power, and his next two plays, Women at the Festival of Demeter and The Frogs, were two more attacks on the tragic poet Euripides.


HIPPOCRATES
460 – 377 BCE

‘As to diseases, make a habit of two things — to help,
or at least, to do no harm’

Epidemics, Book I, Ch. 2
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Born on the Greek island of Kos, Hippocrates is known as the ‘Father of Medicine’ and regarded as the greatest physician of his time. He founded a medical school on Kos and travelled across Greece, preaching his ideas. The ‘oath’ of medical ethics he developed for physicians, the Hippocratic Oath, is still sometimes taken by doctors today as they begin their medical practice. Hippocrates based his practice on observations and on the study of the human body, holding the belief that all illnesses had a rational explanation. The belief during his time was that illnesses were caused by evil spirits and the gods. He explained: ‘Men think epilepsy divine, merely because they do not understand it. But if they called everything divine which they do not understand, why, there would be no end of divine things.’

The above quote usually appears these days as the aphorism ‘Whenever a doctor cannot do good, he must be kept from doing harm.’ Hippocrates seems to have been the first to believe that the body must be treated as a whole and not as a series of parts. He wrote: ‘Cure sometimes, treat often, comfort always’, and he accurately ascribed symptoms, being the first physician to describe the symptoms of pneumonia. He believed in the natural healing process of rest, a good diet, fresh air and cleanliness, noting that some individuals were better able to cope with disease and illness than others. He was also the first physician to hold the belief that thoughts, ideas and feelings come from the brain and not the heart, as others of his time believed. Also attributed to Hippocrates is ‘Walking is man’s best medicine’ and ‘Persons who are naturally very fat are apt to die earlier than those who are slender’.


HIPPOCRATES 460 – 377 BCE

‘Whenever I go into a house, I will go to help the sick’

‘I swear by Apollo the healer, by Aesculapius, by Health, by Panacaea and all the powers of healing, and call to witness all the gods and goddesses that I may keep this Oath and Promise to the best of my ability and judgement.

I will pay the same respect to my master in the Science as to my parents and share my life with him and pay all my debts to him. I will regard his sons as my brothers and teach them the Science, if they desire to learn it, without fee or contract. I will hand on precepts, lectures and all other learning to my sons, to those of my master and to those pupils duly apprenticed and sworn, and to none other.

I will use my power to help the sick to the best of my ability and judgment; I will abstain from harming or wronging any man by it.

I will not give a fatal draught to anyone if I am asked, nor will I suggest any such thing. Neither will I give a woman means to procure an abortion.

I will be chaste and religious in my life and in my practice.

I will not cut, even for the stone, but I will leave such procedures to the practitioners of that craft.

Whenever I go into a house, I will go to help the sick and never with the intention of doing harm or injury. I will not abuse my position to indulge in sexual
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