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1

The Signs and Sounds of Classical Greek

Writing: the Alphabet, Accent and Breathing Marks, Punctuation

The Alphabet

1.1 The standard Greek alphabet consists of twenty-four letters:

capital lower case name

capital lower case name

1 A o &npa alpha 13 N v vi nu
B B Bfitx beta 14 = 1] &6t (§9) xi
3 T Y Yéuua gamma 15 o o O pikpdY
omicron
A 5 SéNTa delta 16 L1} 13 el (1) pi
5 E £ & ynov epsilon 17 P p 66 rho
6 Z 14 (fita zeta 18 3, C 0,6 ¢ olyua/otypa
sigma
7 H n ATa eta 19 T TalU tau
8 © ] Bfita theta 20 Y U widy
upsilon
9 1 1 idTa iota 21 0] ? ol (1) phi
10 K K k&mwma kappa 22 X X xet (x1) chi
11 A A A& (p)Pda 23 b d ) el (yi) psi
la(m)bda
12 M M po mu 24 Q w & uéyo omega
1.2 Several other letters were used in Greek alphabets during and before the classical period. Of

these, the following will be used in this book:

letter

F

Q

S

2

name

digamma or wau (—1.31, 1.74, 9.13); the symbols u or w are also used as an

equivalent of this.
koppa (—9.13)
stigma (—9.13)

san or sampi (—9.13)

Not part of any Greek alphabet, but frequently used in the transcription of reconstructed Greek,

is the sign y, yod (—1.31, 1.74); this is also often written as j or as j.
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4 1.3-8 The Signs and Sounds of Classical Greek
Particulars
1.3 For the pronunciation (and phonetic categorization) of the letters, —1.14-33. «, ¢,

M 1, 0, u and w represent vowels; the other letters represent consonants, apart from
¢ € and y, which each represent two consonants.

1.4 Lower case sigma is conventionally written o in all positions except at the end of a
word, where it is written s: e.g. ZdoTpaTos, oTdots. Some text editions use so-called
‘lunate’ sigma C/c in all positions: e.g. CocTparoc, cTécrc.

1.5 Some specific spelling conventions pertain to diphthongs (combinations of two
vowels that are pronounced in a single syllable):

— Only the first part of diphthongs is capitalized: e.g. AfyutTos, Edprmidns.

- In three diphthongs ending in iota, the iota is conventionally printed
underneath the first vowel: «, n and . This is called iota subscript.
Alternatively, these diphthongs are sometimes printed with iota adscript: o,
1, 1. Tota subscript is not used with capitals: e.g. ‘Aidng, ‘87 (lower case &51).

For a complete list of diphthongs, their pronunciation, and details concerning iota
subscript, —1.20-3. For accents and breathings on diphthongs, —1.8.

Accents and Breathings

1.6 Three accent signs are conventionally used in Greek texts:

- the acute accent ': e.g. &, ¢, 6, od, of;

- the grave accent ': e.g. &, ¢, 6, U, a, ol (written only on the final syllable of a word);

- the circumflex accent ~ (also frequently written ~ ): e.g. &, #j, o, of (written only
on long vowels or diphthongs).

For the value of these accents and the basic principles of Greek accentuation,
—24.

1.7 Two breathing signs are conventionally used in Greek texts, written on words that
begin with a vowel or diphthong, or with p:

- the smooth breathing (spiritus lenis) * : e.g. 8pos, aUT1, Ti;
— the rough breathing (spiritus asper) * : e.g. épos, afTn, 1.

A rough breathing indicates aspiration, i.e. a [h]-sound preceding the opening
vowel/diphthong of a word (—1.27). In addition, words beginning with p are
written with a rough breathing (e.g. pimtew). A smooth breathing indicates the lack

of aspiration.

1.8 The following conventions pertain to the placement of accents and breathing
marKks:
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1.8-9 Writing 5

- Accents and breathing marks are written only on vowels (and the rough
breathing on p). When written on a capitalized vowel or p, accents and
breathings are placed before the letter:

6 Epatoofévns 6 "AdunTos 1 Pé8og
- When written on a diphthong, accents and breathings are written on the second
vowel:
aiTeiv olog Toincov
oUkouv Edpimidng TToudelov

However, when an accent and/or breathing is written on a diphthong with an
iota subscript, it is written on the first vowel. This convention is followed even
in cases where adscript iota is used (in certain text editions, or if the diphthong
is capitalized):
¢xouv (adscript: dikouv 7 (adscript: M) “Aidns

- In combinations of breathing marks and accents, acute or grave accents are
written after (i.e. to the right of) breathing marks (e.g. oxouv, &, "A8unTos); the
circumflex is placed above breathing marks (e.g. €idos, &, "Hpa).

Punctuation

1.9 Modern editions of Greek texts use the following signs of punctuation:

— the period (.): serves the same function as in English usage;

- the comma (,): serves the same function as in English usage;

- the high dot (-): roughly the equivalent of the English semi-colon (;) and
colon (:);

- the question mark (): the equivalent of the English question mark (?);

- the apostrophe (°): used to indicate elision of a vowel (—1.34-8);

- dashes (—) or parenthesis signs ( () ) are used to mark parentheses; the dash is
also used by some editors to mark interrupted/incomplete utterances in dra-
matic texts; other editors use three dots (... ).

Modern editions are inconsistent in their use of quotation marks: some editions are
printed entirely without quotation marks (often with a capital letter at the start of the
» < b

quoted speech - this convention is followed in this book), some use “...” or “...?
finally, some text editions (particularly those printed in France and Italy) use « ... ».

Note 1: Modern punctuation of Ancient Greek texts traditionally follows the
conventions used in modern languages (and therefore varies according to where an
edition is printed): it often does not reflect the probable ancient intonation and/or
writing conventions.
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6 1.10-12 The Signs and Sounds of Classical Greek

Further Diacritical Signs

1.10  Apart from the breathings, accents and punctuation signs listed above, the follow-
ing signs are used:

- the diaeresis " : written on the second of two vowels to indicate that they do not
form a diphthong (e.g. 8ailw, &UTvos);

- the coronis’ (sign identical to a smooth breathing): used to indicate crasis, the
merging of a word ending with a vowel/diphthong and a word beginning with
a vowel/diphthong: e.g. TalTé (= 10 a¥Td), k&t (= Kai eita); for details,
—1.43-5.

The Alphabet, Breathings, Accents, Punctuation: a Very Brief Historical
Overview

1.11 The Greeks adopted the alphabet from the Phoenicians, presumably in the ninth
century BCE, with the first securely dated inscriptions attested in the eighth century
BCE. The letters of the Phoenician alphabet all represented consonants, but the Greeks
re-assigned the value of some of the letters to represent vowels, and added some letters.
Most of the names of the Greek letters are derived from the Phoenician names.

Early Greek alphabets differed strongly from each other, with respect to both the
inventory and the shape of the symbols. The East-Ionic alphabet (which had some
particular innovations, such as assigning a vowel-sound to the letter H) was
eventually adopted throughout the Greek world; in Athens, it was adopted for
official state documents in 403/402 BCE, although it may have been introduced
earlier for literary works. This is the standardized alphabet given above.

The division between upper and lower case letters is not ancient: small letters
(minuscules) were introduced in the ninth/tenth centuries CE by Byzantine
scholars; the ancient Greeks themselves only wrote in capital letters (majuscules/
uncials). In modern editions, capital letters are conventionally used only at the
beginning of names and sometimes at the beginning of a new sentence, a new
paragraph, a new speech turn (in dialogues), or to mark the beginning of cited
direct speech (the latter convention is followed in this book). Inscriptions are
sometimes printed entirely in capital letters in modern editions.

Note 1: For the use of the letters of the alphabet as numerals, —9.13.

1.12  Breathing marks and accents were introduced by scholars working in the Library
of Alexandria in the Hellenistic period. The system of accentuation adopted in
modern text editions, although deriving indirectly from these Hellenistic scholars,
is based on treatises by Byzantine scholars.
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1.13-15 Pronunciation: Vowels and Diphthongs 7

1.13 The Greeks also did not avail themselves systematically of punctuation or word
divisions (although early inscriptions sometimes used the signs : or : for divisions
between words or word groups). Both were introduced in Byzantine times and
adopted in modern editions.

Pronunciation: Vowels and Diphthongs

1.14 The (reconstructed) pronunciation of sounds in classical Greek in the following
sections is given in the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), and with as close an
approximation in English or another modern language as possible. IPA symbols are
given between square brackets (e.g. [a]). Many IPA symbols are predictable and corre-
spond to standard English usage; some, however, diverge (for these, a guide or the
website of the International Phonetic Association may be consulted). The symbol : in

IPA indicates a long vowel (e.g. [a:]).

Vowels

1.15  The following are the Greek vowels, and their pronunciation. In addition, an
approximation of the classical pronunciation is given in English and/or another
modern language.

vowel sound example approximation
o [a] yép [gar] for aha, Germ. Mann, Ital. amare
[a]  ydpa [K":ra:] land aha, Ital. amare
£ [e] yéyw [pségo:] rebuke fatal, Fr. clé
n [e:] ffos [8:t"os] character air, Fr. téte
1 [i] méNis [polis] city fancy, Fr. écrit
[i:] Sehgivos [delphi:nos] dolphin (gen.) weed
[0] TroTe [pote] once go, notorious, Germ. Motiv
u ly] QUGS [ph}'/sis] nature Fr. lune
[y:]  udbos [my:t°os] word, story Fr. muse, écluse
w [0:] TMA&Twv [platomn] Plato more, notorious

Below, to distinguish short and long o, 1 and v, the marks ~ (breve, short) and ~
(macron, long) will frequently be used: &, 1, and U are short, &, 1and G are long. € and
o are always short. n and « are always long.

Note 1: In conventional Anglophone pronunciation of Ancient Greek, ¢ is usually
pronounced [g] as in get, n is often (especially in America) pronounced [e:] as in made, 1
is usually pronounced [1] as in win, and o is often pronounced [p] as in got.
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8 1.16-20 The Signs and Sounds of Classical Greek

Phonetic Details

1.16  Vowels are produced by the uninterrupted flow of air from the vocal cords through
the mouth (as opposed to consonants, which involve a complete or partial inter-
ruption of the air flow, —1.25).

1.17  The quality of a vowel (its sound) is determined by three factors:

- height (or ‘openness’): the vertical position of the tongue relative to the roof of
the mouth: for example, 1 and v are ‘high’ (‘close’) vowels, because the tongue is
high in the mouth when they are pronounced; o« is a low’ (‘open’) vowel;

- backness: the position of the tongue relative to the back of the mouth: for
example, 1 is a ‘front” vowel, because the tongue is positioned towards the front
of the mouth when it is pronounced; o is a ‘back’ vowel; o is a ‘central’ vowel;

- roundedness: whether the lips are rounded or not: for example, v and o are
‘rounded’ because the lips are rounded when they are pronounced; 1, ¢ and o are
‘unrounded’.

1.18  The quantity (length) of a vowel is determined primarily by the duration of its
pronunciation, although there are often changes in quality between long and short
vowels as well. Note that the letters o, 1 and v are used to represent both short and
long vowels. The long equivalent of ¢ is either n or ‘spurious’ e; the long equivalent
of o is either w or ‘spurious’ ou (—1.23).

1.19  Using these variables, the vowel system of classical Attic may be represented as
follows (the outer triangle represents long vowels, the inner triangle short vowels;
rounded vowels are underlined):

front central back
< >
1L, U g - OU .
peE high/close
mid
low/open

Figure 1.1: Vowel triangle: the vowel system of classical Attic
Diphthongs

1.20 Greek has thirteen diphthongs, combinations of two vowels that are pronounced in a
single syllable. The second part of a diphthong is always either 1 or u. On the basis of
the quantity of the first vowel, a distinction is made between ‘short’ and ‘long’
diphthongs (although the resulting syllable is always long for the purposes of metre
and accentuation, except for final -o1/-aa in certain words; for details —24.7, 24.10).
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1.21-2 Pronunciation: Vowels and Diphthongs 9

Short Diphthongs

1.21  The following are the short diphthongs:

diphthong sound example approximation

at [ai] kawos [kainds] new high, eye (with short first
vowel)

£ [e:] (earlier Treifeo [pé:tho:] persuade  made, Germ. Beet (earlier

[ei]) eight, hey)

o1 [0i] Nortds [loipds] remaining Afrik. rooibos (with short
first vowel)

ut [yj] pula [myja] fly Fr. huit, halleluja

au [au] Tadpos [talros] bull how (with short first vowel)

U [eu] eUpos [elros] width (no close equivalent avail-

able) a glide from get to
wide; cf. Cockney bell
ou [0:] (earlier Trous [po:s] foot mode (earlier low, later pool)
[ou], later

[u:])

Note 1: u as second part of a diphthong was presumably closer to [u] (as in Engl. do) than to
[y]. Moreover, 1 and v in diphthongs were not pronounced exactly like the equivalent single
vowels, but as sounds approximating ‘semivowels’ [j] and [w] (as in Engl. you and wave); this
was particularly the case when the diphthong preceded a vowel, in which case 1/u was
pronounced as a glide between the vowel sounds (as in Engl. hey you and new wave). For
the semivowels, also —1.31.

Note 2: u1 occurs only before vowels.

Long Diphthongs

1.22 In long diphthongs, if the second part is 1, it is written in most texts under the first
letter (iota subscript):

diphthong sound example approximation

« [a:1] &8w [a:1do:] sing rye

n [e:i] xowdf) [komidé:i] entirely Fr. appareil

%) [0:i] Tpaywdia [trago:idia:] tragedy  noise (with long first vowel)

au [a:u] ToUTé [ta:utd] the same how (with long first vowel)

nu [e] nupov [hé:uron] found (similar to eu, but with long
first vowel)

wu [ou]  twoutdv [heoutdn] himself a glide from more to wide;

(Ion., —25.14) cf. saw
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10 1.22-4 The Signs and Sounds of Classical Greek

Note 1: The 1 as second part of long diphthongs was gradually lost in the pronunciation of
post-classical Greek, and subsequently also in writing. Iota subscript was then introduced to
indicate the original presence of the sound. In an increasing number of modern text editions,
the iota is written as a full letter: iota adscript (m: instead of 7, cu instead of o, w1 instead of ).
Observe that ou in this system is ambiguous (it can be both a ‘short’ and a long’ diphthong;
but —1.8 above for the position of accents and breathing marks).

Note 2: The 1 as second part of  was probably lost already in the classical period. This sound
then appears to have merged with «1.

Note 3: In conventional Anglophone pronunciation of Ancient Greek, iota subscript is
usually not pronounced (i.e. n is pronounced as n, etc.).

‘Spurious’ Diphthongs e1 and ouv

1.23 Two developments contributed to a peculiar feature of Greek (particularly Attic-

Ionic) spelling:

- along e-sound and a long o-sound, [e:] and [0:], came into use as the result of
contraction (—1.58-65) or compensatory lengthening (—1.67-9); these were
distinct from — namely ‘higher’ (—1.17-19) than - the older long vowels [&:]
(eventually written 1) and [0:] (eventually written w);

- the pronunciation of the diphthongs [ei] and [ou] gradually shifted towards [e:]
and [o:] as well (they were monophthongized).

As a result, in the late fifth century, the digraphs «1 and ou began to be used
to represent [e:] and [o:], not just when these sounds developed from the
older ‘genuine’ diphthongs (at that time no longer pronounced as such), but
also when they resulted from contraction or compensatory lengthening. This
spelling was later standardized.

Because & and ou in such cases represent sounds which were never genuine
diphthongs, they are normally called ‘spurious’ diphthongs.

Note 1: Below, & and & will occasionally be used to represent [e:] and [o0:] when resulting
from contraction or compensatory lengthening, in order to distinguish them from ‘genuine’
diphthongs. It may be noted that E and O was the spelling for both long [e:]/[0:] and short
[e]/[o] in Attic inscriptions up to the late fifth century BCE: the use of El and OY made it
possible to distinguish the long vowels from short [e] and [o].

Note 2: The pronunciation of ou (whether originally genuine or ‘spurious’) soon shifted to
[u:] (the pronunciation was fronted and raised, —1.17-19).

Pronunciation: Consonants

List of Consonants

1.24  The following are the Greek consonants, and their pronunciation:
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1.25

1.26

1.24-6 Pronunciation: Consonants 11
consonant  sound example approximation
B [b] Baive [baino:] go, walk bed
Y (g] yuvny [gyné:] woman quy
before y, x, x: [n]  ocuyyevns [syngené:s] akin  living,
hangman
[d] Si& [did] through dear
[zd] {on [zdoé:] life wisdom
[t"] BdvaTos [t"4natos] death (word-initial t)
Tom
K (k] ¢k [ek] out of, from scan
A (1] kados [kalos] beautiful lesson
M [m] PHiuc [t"¢:ma] word mother
v [n] vU€ [niks] night nothing
¢ [ks] Eipos [ksiphos] sword ex
T [p] Asimreo [1€:po:] leave spot
P 1] péw ["éa:] flow rhyme (rolling r)
ol/s [s] Bois [basis] step sound
T [t] kp&Tos [kratos] power still
) [ph] YP&Pw [grépho:] write (word-initial p)
pot
X (k"] ToyUs [takh}'/s] quick chorus
) [ps] poywdds [t"apso:idos] lapse
rhapsode

Phonetic Details

Consonants are sounds produced by the complete or partial interruption of
the flow of air by a constriction at some point in the vocal tract: the Greek
consonants may be divided into the following categories: stops (labial, velar
and dental stops), fricatives, liquids, and nasals (for semivowels, —1.31).

Stops

Stops (or plosives): sounds produced by the complete interruption of the flow of
air. Within this category, three groups may be distinguished, depending on the
place of articulation:

- (bi)labial stops: the flow of air is interrupted by pressing the lips (Lat. labia)
together;

- dental stops: the flow of air is interrupted by pressing the tongue against the
teeth (Lat. dentes);
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12 1.26-9 The Signs and Sounds of Classical Greek

- velar stops: the flow of air is interrupted by pressing the tongue against the roof
of the mouth (Lat. velum).

The stops may be further divided between:

- voiced stops: the vocal cords vibrate;

- voiceless stops: the vocal cords do not vibrate;

- aspirated (voiceless) stops: the sound is produced together with aspiration (an
h-sound: —1.27).

The following are the nine stops of Greek:

voiced voiceless aspirated (voiceless)
labial stops B [b] T [p] o [p"]
dental stops S [d] T [t] g [t"
velar stops vy lg] x [k] x [K"]

Note 1: In conventional Anglophone pronunciation, ¢ and 6 are often pronounced as fricatives
([fl asin Engl. fastand [0] as in theatre, respectively). This corresponds to the pronunciation of
medieval and modern Greek.

Note 2: y may also be a nasal, —1.29, with n.1.

Fricatives

1.27  Fricatives: sounds produced by ‘squeezing’ air through a constriction at some
point in the mouth. The standard Greek alphabet has only one fricative, o, a
voiceless sibilant (a sharp ‘hissing’ sound; the obstruction is formed by pressing
the tongue against the gums).

In addition, the rough breathing ( * ) represents a fricative, [h].
Resonants

1.28  The category of resonants consists of the nasal consonants p and v (and in certain
cases y) and the so-called ‘liquids’ A and p.

1.29  Nasals: the air flow is completely obstructed in the mouth, but flows through the
nose. The Greek alphabet has three nasals (all voiced):

- alabial nasal, p [m]: the flow of air is interrupted by pressing the lips together;
air escapes through the nose;

- adental nasal, v [n]: the flow of air is interrupted by pressing the tongue against
the teeth or gums; air escapes through the nose;

- avelar nasal, y [g] (only when written before a velar stop - vy, , x): the flow of
air is interrupted by pressing the tongue against the roof of the mouth; air
escapes through the nose.
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