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1. Introduction 

 

    In Constantinople, in the Byzantine Empire, in the ninth century CE, a number of Greek ancient literary 

texts were copied in a newly invented script, minuscule, from the exemplars in uncial script. Meantime, a 

comma-shaped mark was newly invented and added to the punctuation (see Pl. 1). 

 

      Pl. 1 Parisinus gr. 1807 fol. 71
r
 col. 2 ll. 26-27 (Rp. 507d12-e1) 

 

 

    However, this mark, often called a “question mark”, has been disregarded except when describing 

manuscripts. Plato had no punctuation or other marks. The mark added is not fixed in the text. The rule was 

not stipulated. It is scarce and not consistently placed. Placing a mark is of little help towards analysing the 

speaker’s meaning.  

    These ideas may have justified disregarding the mark. However, seen against the historical background, 

it will be understood better. In what follows I will try to shed light on its meaning. 

 

2. What Was the Comma-shaped Mark in Plato’s Manuscripts? 

 

2.1 A Short History of the Comma-shaped Mark 

 

    Exactly how Plato wrote nobody knows. However, if he had had some additional marks, they would 

have been transmitted through his school, the Academy, since his works were several times edited by scholars. 

                                                   
1 Sigla: O = cod. Vaticanus gr. 1 (saec. X); A = cod. Parisinus gr. 1807 (saec. IX); B = cod. Bodleianus E.D. Clarke 39 

(895 CE); T = Venetus Marcianus gr. append. Class. IV 1 (saec. X); P = cod.Vaticanus Palatinus gr. 173 (saec. X-XI); W 

= cod. Vindobonensis suppl. gr. 7 (saec. XI); D = cod. Venetus 185 (saec. XII); Δ = Vaticanus gr. 225 (saec. XIII ?); Θ = 

codex Vaticanus gr. 226 (saec. XIII ?); F = cod. Vindobonensis suppl. gr. 39 (saec. XIV); M = Cesena, Bibliotheca 

Malatestiana D XXVIII, 4 (saec. XIV ?). 



In some excavated second-and-third-century papyri of Plato’s works, a two-dot mark for a change of speakers 

sometimes can be observed but almost no others can.
2
 Also, in fourth-to-fifth-century Bible majuscule 

manuscripts, there is no punctuation. Furthermore, Proclus discussed whether Socrates is asking a question or 

making a statement, but he did not mention any punctuation.
3
 Therefore Plato probably had no additional 

marks. 

    In the minuscule manuscripts from the ninth century on, however, a dependent comma-shaped mark 

appears besides single-dot or two-dot marks at the end of a clause, sentence or speech. For example, after 

Pilate’s question to Jesus Christ in the Gospels, there had been no comma-shaped mark in majuscule 

manuscripts, but there was in ninth-to-tenth-century minuscule manuscripts. Also the twist was added in 

Plato’s extant ninth-to-tenth-century manuscripts, B, A, O, T and P.
4
 Therefore it was probably invented in 

the ninth century.
5
 

    However, its transmission varied among authors. It is sometimes embedded in the punctuation of 

single-dot or double-dot marks and sometimes in that of single-dot marks alone. Among Bible minuscule 

manuscripts the punctuation probably changed from the former to the latter. It did also among Plato’s 

manuscripts, as conjectured from a scribe’s practice in M of changing two-dot marks for a change of speaker 

in the exemplar to single-dot counterparts.
6
 However, in Aristotle’s tenth-century manuscripts the scribes 

used single-dot or two-dot marks alone. A comma-shaped mark is not used for Wh-questions or Yes-No 

questions.
7
  

 

2.2 Was the Comma-shaped Mark Inconsistent in Plato’s Manuscripts? 

    Question marks in modern editions are placed consistently. For example, in Republic I, there are 71 

direct Wh-questions; eight of them are rhetorical, like πῶς γὰρ οὐ, as a reply to a Yes-No question, and 19 

of them are introductory formulae such as τί δέ, followed mostly by Yes-No questions. Slings marks all of 

them and also 167 other Yes-No questions. The latter include every sentece with an interrogative particle such 

as ἆρα. Slings is consistent in using this punctuation.
8
 

   However, the “question marks” in Plato’s medieval manuscripts are in many respects inconsistent. For 

example, the sentence ἦ γάρ is not always marked. Such is also the case with other interrogative features,  

                                                   
2 Flock, 1908. 
3 Taki, 2009d. 
4 Taki, 2008a, 2009a, 2010a. 
5 Cf. Flock, 1908. 
6 Taki, 2010a. 
7 E.g. around Physics, E6, 230b, Codex J (cod. Vind. 100) or in the end of the De Anima, II, Codex E (cod. Paris. gr. 

1853). 
8 Slings 2003. 



even in two adjacent sentences. 

   Slings’ edition has 238 comma-shaped marks, for example, in Republic I, whereas A 141, T 80, D 24, Θ 

116, F 25, W 105 and M 126. This statistical contrast, as confirmed in other works, is enough to place in 

doubt the consistency in use. 

    Also, their distribution is often not uniform. For example, F has 20 of them in Republic V but none in 

Book Six; their distribution in the First Alcibiades is much more localized in B than in P, W and M.
9
 

    The placement in a sentence is often inconsistent. When two clauses are coordinated in a single 

interrogative sentence, only the first clause is marked. 

   From these inconsistencies, how could the marks reasonably be classified under a single category? 

   There was one consistency, though. Wh-questions in Republic I are almost never marked in A except 

when interrogatives appear in the middle of a clause or speech
10

. Just once a sentence with an interrogative 

pronoun at the head is marked.
11

 This practice can be observed in Books Five, Six and Nine in the codices I 

examined, D, Θ, F and M. It is also the case in Plato’s Socratic dialogues and the Platonic First Alcibiades in 

the codices I examined, B, T, P, W, D, and M. Therefore our mark highly probably implies a 

non-Wh-question. 

    Nor are the reply forms ναί or ἀληθῆ λέγεις ever marked there. Therefore the comma-shaped marks 

are not so consistently placed as to be categorized under Yes-No question but one may reasonably regard them 

as interpretative reminders of the speaker’s implication of a non-statement and a non-Wh-question. 

 

3. The Origin of the Comma-shaped Mark in the Republic in Plato’s Manuscripts  

 

3.1 Was the Comma-Shaped Mark Unfixed in the Text?  

    Marks added to the fixed letter-sequence cannot be fixed in the text. In general correctors can add any 

additional mark at any time later. Especially, comma-shaped marks, additionally placed under the already 

established single-dot or two-dot marks, are hard to date, unless the composition of their ink is chemically 

identified. Therefore it may be risky to discuss their transmission along with the transmission of the text. 

     I am not expert in chemical analysis. So I will just make suggestions on some graphical characteristics 

of the marks under discussion. 

     Under closer observation, some two-dot marks for a change of speaker, when they have a 

comma-shaped mark under them, are placed a little higher than others without one, the wrinkles or warps of 

the materials well considered. Therefore the two-dot mark was very likely so placed as to make space for a 

                                                   
9 Taki, 2010a. 
10 334c1, 3, 332c7, d3, 333c7, 337b8, 345b7. 
11 349e4. 



comma-shaped mark. In the text of the Republic, such cases are frequently observed in Θ, eleven times in 

Book One in T and only once in D. Although Boter observed a difference in ink (see, e.g. Pl. 1),
12

 I have 

found four such cases in A so far.
13

  

    Also, in the Republic in A, the ink of the beginning stroke of a comma-shaped mark sometimes infiltrates 

upward into the ink of the ending stroke of the last letter of the sentence;
14

 and the ink at the end of the last 

stroke of a sentence sometimes infiltrates downward into the ink at the end of a comma-shaped mark;
15

 the 

ink of the beginning stroke of a comma-shaped mark sometimes connects to the ink at the end of the ending 

stroke of the last letter at the end of a sentence.
16

 Those appearnces at present seem to suggest some 

coincidence in the date of writing between the text and the comma-shaped mark, unless the infiltration 

chemically can arise at any later time. 

    This coincidence still cannot justifiably be generalised but it would be rash to disregard the mark under 

discussion because they are not fixed in the text. 

 

3.2 The Origin of the Comma-shaped Mark in the Republic 

 

    Some of A’s comma-shaped marks in the Republic were possibly placed not long after the text was 

copied. This is the only direct evidence for the origin of the marks in the Republic. However, they are not the 

oldest. The graphical displacement also suggests that they were not deliberately newly added but were simply 

copied from the exemplar. 

    The existence of those marks in A’s exemplar is supported by B. Comma-shaped marks can be seen there 

and are placed almost exactly just under the two-dot mark for a change of speaker as if the whole were a unit. 

B was produced by John the calligrapher for Arethas in 894 CE. So John did not first add the mark but 

probably someone else in B’s exemplar. Whether John, who copied the text of Tetralogies I-VI for B, knew 

the second volume containing Tetralogies VIII-IX, now lost with the first volume, is not certain, for he ended 

with the Meno, not the end of Tetralogy VII. However, T, a tenth-century manuscript in A’s family, reads at 

the end of Tetralogy VII, “The end of the first book.” Therefore the second volume’s existence most likely 

had been known when A was made. 

     And there was another copy of this volume other than A. Codex O, a tenth-century manuscript, 

beginning with the Laws, does not contain the Republic now but the numbering of its quaternions suggests 

                                                   
12 Boter, 1989, 81-86. 
13 346d8 (fol. 11r col. 1. l. 7), 456a5 (fol. 51r col. 2 l. 41), 495a2 (fol. 66r col. 1 l. 33), 559c1 (fol. 90r col. 1 l. 2). 
14 459a4 (fol. 52v col. 1 l. 41), 467b11 (fol. 56r col. 1 l. 32), 476e2 (fol. 60r col. 1 l. 34), 587b13 (fol. 100v col. 2 l. 26). 
15 552e3 (fol. 87r col. 2 l. 42), 573d8 (fol. 95r col. 2 l. 18). 
16 590a3 (fol. 101v col. 2 l. 35). 



that it did. O is still thought to be A’s direct copy in the part after Laws 746b8 but my recent observation 

suggests that the variant readings there come from some editorial work of more than a single source.
17

 And 

the preceding part is proved to be independent of A. Therefore the lost text of the Republic preceding the 

Laws would have been another copy. 

    Also the tenth-to-eleventh-century hand in O mentions the Patriarch’s Book and other sources, which 

suggests that in the ninth century there were a number of copies of the Laws and, since the Republic would 

have been contained with the Laws in the lost second volume if it had existed, that there was more than one 

copy of the Republic. And in the citation of the Patriarch’s Book in the scholion to Laws III 685b5 (see Pl. 2) 

there is a third mark on the left-hand side of the two-dot mark for a change of speaker which is similar in 

position to A and O.
18

 

                    Pl. 2 Vaticanus gr. 1 fol. 24
v
 sinistra 

                       

    According to Boter’s observation in situ, most of A’s comma-shaped marks were placed later in different 

ink but there were likely to be comma-shaped marks in more than one copy of the Republic when A was 

made. 

 

3.3 The Codices’ Interrelation with regard to the Comma-Shaped Mark 

 

Tables: The number of sentences with a comma-shaped mark at their ends common to two codices:  

 

Notes on the Tables 

    The figure in the round bracket is the number of sentences with a comma-shaped mark at their ends in a 

codex. 

    For Republic I, I surveyed six manuscripts (see note 1). W’s hand in the Republic is not of the twelfth, 

but of the fourteenth, century.  

                                                   
17 Taki, 2010a, b. 
18 See also fol. 79r l. 5 dextra (Laws 821b7). 



   For Republic V, VI and IX, I surveyed five manuscripts. T’s hand in the Republic is not of the tenth 

century but later.  

   Two hands appear alternately in M and a third hand appears in the Republic VII. In the tables above, 

however, I do not distinguish the hands. 

    I had expected an increase in the mark’s appearance in a question-and-answer session on philosophers in 

Books Five and Six but there is no significant increase there. Hence I aggregated the statistics of Books Five, 

Six and Nine. 

 

Table 1. the Republic I 

 T Θ D F W M 

A (141) 76 97 18 20 83 101 

T (80)  69 10 12 58 61 

Θ (116)  16 19 80 84 

D (24)  2 13 19 

F (25)  15 19 

W (105)  67 

M (126)  

 

Table 2. the Republic V, VI and IX 

 Θ D F M 

A (246) 103 9 13 166 

Θ(141)  4 6 100 

D (16)  0 7 

F (20)  10 

M (213)  

 

(1) No two codices agree in the mark under discussion. Any two codices are relatively inter-independent. For 

Republic I, however, more than 80 percent of the marks under discussion in each codex agree with those 

in A. Above all, 95 per cent of the marks in T, along with its text, would come from A, if those in A were 

placed not long after the copying of the text. At least, A, Θ, M and in Book One T and W, will form a 

family in the mark under discussion. This is also the case with A, Θ and M in the other Books. 

(2) As in the similar surveys I conducted on Plato’s other works, D and F are each relatively different in 

tradition of the comma-shaped mark from A and the others. Their remarkable scarcity in using the mark 



suggests their deviation from the rise of the practice in the ninth century, although in Plato’s other works 

the scarcity in D may be more or less related along with its text to B’s family. However, as in other works, 

neither D’s nor F’s criteria by which to place the mark deviate from the other traditions. 

(3) Since comma-shaped marks as in their history above arose from nil and would have been proliferated 

with other additional marks, one may reasonably assume that the later, the more, which the surveys of 

other medieval manuscripts show. The marks are truly scarce in B. Why in the Republic is A the mother 

of our marks? In Laws I-III, where O has readings independent of those in A, A has 81 marked sentence 

ends, while O 73. They agree at 71 sentence ends, especially at the end of ἦ γάρ unlike in B’s family. 

Who was the author of our mark, Photius or Arethas, is not certain but the study on Plato arising amid the 

transcription from majuscule to minuscule in A’s family in the ninth century would have paved the way 

for the development of our mark. 

 

3.3 Grammatical Characteristics of the Sentence with a Comma-shaped Mark at its End 

 

    As I mentioned above, our mark in Plato’s works is at most a reading reminder but under closer 

examination it is instructive for modern interpreters. The marked sentences are characterised not only by 

interrogative particles such as ἆρα and ἦ but also by colloquially interrogative features: (1) negatives for 

denying the interlocutor’s possible ideas, (2) opinion verbs in the second person singular or the first person 

plural for referring to the respondent’s intention, (3) ellipsis, disjunctive conjunction or particles for referring 

to the interlocutor’s previous response or possible ideas such as καί, δέ, ἀλλά, οὐκοῦν, ἄρα and γάρ; (4) 

adverbs and parenthetical opinion verbs for weakening assertiveness such as που, δήπου, ὠς ἔοικε, οἶμαι 

and λέγω; (5) (post-clause mark) confession of ignorance; (6) (post-clause mark) conditional or causal 

clause. 

 

4. The Contribution of the Comma-shaped Mark to Interpreting Plato’s Republic 

 

(1) ἄρα and γάρ 

    In a series of question-and-answer exchanges, the questioner’s linkage “so”, referring to the respondent’s 

preceding speech, implies either admission of the proposition embodied in the previous question or else its 

hypothesizing like “if so”. For example, if a series of the respondent’s answers forms a reductio ad 

impossibile, the questioner may appear as examiner, but if the series forms a proof, the questioner may appear 

as advocate. Hence Plato’s use of ἄρα is quite different from Euclid’s. Plato would have been well aware that 

the particle ἄρα in question-and-answer exchange, compared with any other clear expression for the 



questioner’s intention, forms an ambiguous stream of conversation. So Proclus discussed the questioner’s 

commitment in Socrates’ elenchos in relation to “demonstration by asking questions” in his commentary on 

the First Alcibiades; and both Burnet and Slings sometimes place a question mark at the end of a sentence 

with ἀρα and sometimes not. 

   Likewise, the questioner’s use of the particle γἀρ after a Yes-No question sometimes implies admission 

or hypothesizing in developing a reason for the proposition embodied in the previous question. This would 

also be Plato’s literary device. 

  

(2) λέγω and οἶμαι 

    Some opinion verbs in the first person present indicative, the so-called performative verb, such as “I say” 

and “I suppose” are certainly expressions necessary for statement, but whether in parenthetical use or not, 

their effect of weakening a claim to universal validity or assertion can elicit in context the respondent’s 

commitment, thus working indirectly as a question. Comma-shaped marks at the sentence ends with such 

literary effect may be visualising Plato’ literary device, too.
19

 

 

(3) οἶσθα and συνοίει  

    Grammatical characteristics of the marked sentence ends under discussion in general suggest the 

ninth-century scholars’ underlying interest in illuminating the respondent’s, and also dismissing the discussion 

leader’s, commitment. This possible practice is in accordance with Proclus’ respondent-centred reading 

practice discussed in his commentaries on the First Alcibiades and Parmenides.
20

 

    However, it might go back further to Plato’s idiosyncratic literary devices. In the Apology Socrates 

describes himself as an examiner by asking questions but as an expositor like the sophists as well (33b); also 

he admits that his audience thought he knew what he was asking about (23a). If Plato had been literarily 

developing Socrates’ self-portrait, he would have embedded in dramatized conversation a variety of literary 

devices to signal this impression gap.  

    Plato is, compared with other ancient authors in the classical age, idiosyncratic, for example, in using the 

reply form ἀληθῆ λέγεις and the like. Other ancient writers use this form in reply to a statement, not to a 

question.
21

 Also, Plato in his narrative dialogues exploits the ambiguity between inter-agreement and 

admission in reply forms in indirect discourse ὡμολόγει, συνέφη and others.
22

 And the parenthetical 

adverbial clause ὠς with opinion verbs such as φημί often has an ambiguous implication as to the speaker’s 

                                                   
19 Taki, 2008b, 2009b. 
20 Taki, 2009d. 
21 Taki, 2008c. 
22 Taki, 2006. 



commitment in Plato’s dialogues.
23

  

    If those literary devices served to signal the Socratic impression gap, Plato’s use of οἶσθα in a question 

and συνοίει in Socrates’ speeches in the Republic would also point to the similar literary trick, since Socrates 

in the Republic is deliberately theorising an exact distinction between belief and knowledge. 
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