Stephanus Numbers


The reference numbers for Plato texts, consisting of Arabic numerals of one to three digits and a letter from a through e, correspond to a system developed by Renaissance scholar Henricus Stephanus (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stephanus_pagination). They give us a way to correlate and compare various translations of the Greek original with each other—there are many translations of Plato’s Apology of Socrates, for instance--and with a standard (classical) Greek-language edition of Plato’s writings, originally Stephanus’ edition of 1578.  


The numbers are not unique, but together with the title of the work by Plato, they refer to a unique passage, about a fifth of a page in the original Greek.  They also enable us to refer to a passage in a corresponding translation. Thus (Apology) “18b”  refers to the passage on p. 154 in Readings in Ancient Greek Philosophy (RAGP) from the line marked by “b” that follows “18” (which happens to be on p. 153) through the line just before “c” in the margin on p. 154. 


“18a,” referring to the English translation in RAGP, corresponds to the passage from the line marked by “18” (where the “a” is assumed following the Arabic numeral) to the line just before “(18)b” in the margin on p. 154. 


It is possible to cite even more precisely by attaching an additional Arabic numeral to the lower-case letter. Thus if we wished to prove that Plato portrays Socrates as saying “nothing they say is true” early in the Apology, we might refer to Apol. 18b1, which means that this occurs in the same line as the “b” in Stephanus page 18 (that is, on p. 154).  Apol. 18b3 refers to the line two lines down; Apol. 18b4-6 refers to the wording in the three lines following 18b3.

The standard, simple way to give a reference to a passage is ([title, often abbreviated] [Stephanus page number][page section letter]([line number or number range within the section, if desired)]).  For instance, the famous line that “the unexamined life isn’t worth living for a human being” could be cited thus from the RAGP translation: (Apol.  38a4)


While undergraduates may often be permitted to document their references by citing the English of an academically respectable translation, scholars will often be expected to refer to standard Greek editions. 
