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GREEK ALPHABET & PRONUNCIATION

A PEOPLE'S SPEECH
IS THE SKIN OF ITS CULTURE.

Max Lerner,
America as a Civilization, 1957

THE MAIN DIALECTS
OF MODERN GREEK

Demotic

Katharevousa

Pontic

Cappadocian

Southern Italian or Italiot
Yevanic

Tsakonian

N~ WNR

THE FIRST RULE
OF LANGUAGE CLUB

1. There are always exceptions to the rules of Language Club.
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ABBREVIATIONS

Eng English.

GNT Greek New Testament.

Grk Greek.

Heb Hebrew.

HMP-W Holton, David, and Peter Mackridge and Irene Philippaki-Warburton, Greek: An
Essential Grammar of the Modern Language, (New York: Routledge, 2004).

LXX The Septuagint, Greek translation of the Old Testament and Apocypha.

NAU The New American Standard Bible, © 1995 by The Lockman Foundation.

PDSNTG DeMoss, Matthew S. Pocket Dictionary for the Study of New Testament Greek

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001).

WHY | TEACH THE MODERN GREEK PRONUNCIATION

Erasmian Pronunciation Offends Greeks

The novel pronunciation of Greek published by Erasmus in 1528 originated from a practical joke
played upon him by the Swiss scholar, Henricus Glareanus. When Erasumus later found out the
trick that had been played upon him, he renounced his new pronunciaiton, and returned to the
traditional pronunciation used by Greeks. However, the presumptions of European scholars and
political prejudices against Greek nationionalists during the Renaissance conspired to give the
novel Erasmian pronunciation a foothold “in all countries outside of Greece.”* Erasmian pronun-
ciation is used in most bible colleges and seminaries today, but don’t use it on your field trip to
Athens! Native Greek speakers take offense at their language being pronounced according to the
speculations of a Reformation-Era Dutchman.

The Only Pronunciation Known With Certainty Is Modern (AKA “Historical”)
Various “scientific” attempts have been made to establish how Greek was pronounced at dif-
ferent stages of antiquity, but without audio recordings from the biblical period, the only pro-
nunciation we can know with certainty is the pronunciation used by today’s Greeks. Why use an
unknown pronunciation system when we can use a known one?

We Never Teach The Ancient Pronunciation Of A Living Language
Aren’t you glad we weren’t taught in grade school to pronounce our native English according
to the rules of Old English pronunciation? All languages and their pronunciation evolve, but we
never go backwards and train ourselves to speak normally with an archaic pronunciation! The
only reasons for teaching and learning an ancient pronunciation would be:

1. For authenticity in the performance of a historical drama.

2. For the preservation of meaning.
We are not performing a drama, however, and there are no instances in which the meaning of
a biblical text is lost by our use of Modern Greek pronunciation. Therefore, let’s do as today’s
Greeks do, and learn to pronounce their language their way!

1 Chrys C. Caragounis, TheDevelopment Of Greek And The New Testament, (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006),
p. 341, ff.
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An * indicates a voiced consonant. Letter names spelled

ALPHABET CHART consistently with their current Greek names in HMP-W.
Letter Name Lower Capital Pronunciation
1 | Alpha o A A as in father
2 | Vita ¢ B as British V*
3 |Gama Yy I Y* before [e], [1]; else GH*
4 | Delta 0 A TH* as in the
S |Epsilon € E E as in met
6 |Zita { Z Z* as in zest
7 |Ita 7 H I as in ski
8 | Thita 6 ® TH as in theme
9 [Iota L I I as in ski, Y if unaccented pre-vowel
10 | Kappa X K K as in Kish
11 |Lamda A A L* as in latte
12 |Mi ® M M™* as in alma mater
13 | Ni v N N* as in nest
14 | Ksi ¢ = KS as in Sikhs
15 | Omikron 0 @) O as in port
16 Pi T II P as in pole; after u = b* (bee)
17 |Ro p P R* as in British very
18 | Sigma 0,C > S; Z* before B,,0,{,\,u,v,p
19 | Taf T T T in tea, d* after v or before ¢, See p. 7
20 | Ipsilon U Y I as in ski
21 Fi ¢ P F as in fire
22 | Xi X X CH as in Bach
23 | Psi Y ¥ PS as in raps
24 | Omega w Q O as in port
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VOWELS & DIPHTHONGS

NAME SIGN SOUNDED AS
Alpha 04 ’ q. a as in father
Epsilon € e as in met
Ita 7) ’ n i as in ski
Iota [ i as in ski
Omikron 0] 0 as in port
Ipsilon VU i as in ski
Omega 6)) ’ C‘() 0 as in port
Alpha-Iota al e as in met
Epsilon-Tota el i as in ski
Omicron-Iota ol i as in ski
Ipsilon-Iota Ul i as in ski
Omicron-Ipsilon oV ou as in through
Alpha-Ipsilon 040 ahf before voiceless consonant, else ahv
Epsilon-Ipsilon eV ehf before voiceless consonant, else ehv
Ita-Ipsilon eV eef (or if) pre-voiceless cons., else eev (iv)
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GREEK VOWEL SOUNDS

SOUND LETTERS
a as in father a, o
e as in met g, al
i as in machine €ly Ny Ny L, O, U, UL
0 as in port 0, W, W
ou as in through oV

CONSONANT COMBINATIONS

Pairs of identical consonants are pronounced like a single consonant,
except for the following:

LETTERS SOUND
W ng (but before e sounds, roughly ng”)
')/% ng, but g at the beginning of a word
')/g nx as in lynx
YX nch
f-“T mb, but b at the beginning of a word
VT nd, but d at the beginning of a word
T0 ts as in bits
TC dz as in reds
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THE TAF > D SHIFT

Generally, the Greek letter Taf ( T,t ) is pronounced as an unaspirated English T, as in
tea or stop. However, when in the combination vt the tis pronounced as d in dean.
The combination is sounded nd in the middle of a word, but d at the beginning of
a word. Thus, the familiar NT word, avtixptotog, is pronounced: andéchristos. This
same shift of t sound to d sound for the t, in the combination vt, occurs at word
boundaries (where there is no pause due to a period, semicolon, comma, etc.). Thus,
TOV TOmoV is pronounced: ton dopon.

The tis also pronounced with d sound when it precedes a {, the combination
pronounced like dz as in reds. | do not find this latter combination in the NT, but you
may run into it in current words like tdatiki, pronounced, dzadziki.

THE SIGMA > Z SHIFT

Normally, the Greek Sigma (o) is pronounced as an English S. The sigma makes a Z
sound, however, when it precedes a voiced consonant, both when the combination
occurs within a word and when a final sigma is followed by an initial voiced con-
sonant in the next word. In this latter case, the Z sound is going to be more or less
pronounced depending on how closely the two words are spoken together.

OTHER SOUND SHIFTS

According to http://www.omniglot.com/writing/greek.htm: When k, i, §, and { are
preceded by a word that ends in v, they become voiced and the final [n] sound
turns into the corresponding nasal sound. Thus,

v--> 4, becomes u-->¢ (= mbz).

In the modern Greek recordings we’re listening to, I’'m only hearing thev-->{ to u
--> ) (= mbz) shift consistently (see Rev 2.17; 3.15; 12.11; 13.18; 22.15 for examples).
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PUNCTUATION, ACCENTS &
BREATHING MARKS

Mark Meaning
Period
, Comma
; Question Mark
Semicolon

Acute Accent
Grave Accent
Circumflex Accent
Smooth Breathing

Rough Breathing

NOTE: Accents show the syl-
lable to stress in pronuncia-
tion. Breathing marks are no
longer pronounced at all in
modern Greek.
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A MEANINGFUL ACCENT

he enclitic! éoTiv loses its character as an encliticand becomes £ottv when:
1. It begins a sentence or clause;
2. It signifies existence or possibility;
3. Itis preceded by odx, un, wg, i, xai, aMa (or aW’), Tolito (when elid-
ed? as TolT’);
4. ltis strongly emphatic.?
Thus, in Revelation 17.18 where we find, % yuvi) #jv €ideg &otiv % méAg, the
acute accent on £oTv not only marks the stressed syllable, but also empha-
sizes to the reader that “the woman ... IS the city ....”

1 For the definition of Enclitics, see page A-14.
2 For the definition of Elision, see page A-13.
3 D. A. Carson, Greek Accents: A Student’s Manual (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1985), 50.
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MORE ABOUT DIPHTHONGS

Strictly speaking, a diphthong is two vowels in sequence, pronounced as a unit
but retaining two sounds:

ot = “two” + d0oyyos = “sound”

However, in modern Greek, most ancient diphthongs have blended into one sound.
Hence, all of the following make a single sound:

QL e as in met

el i as in ski

Ol i as in ski

Ul i as in ski

oV ou as in through

Normally only av, gv, and nv retain two vowel sounds, though not the normal
sound of the v. On rare occasions, though, and particularly with foreign words, .l

and ot, as well as an will be pronounced as true diphthongs in which the sounds
of each vowel will be heard. So, pronounce and glide together the following con-
secutive vowels:

K& p o) Cairo
PO)\Q Watch (from Rolex)

,IUPM’}\, Israel
K&'“,Lég Longing
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THOSE CRAFTY ('S AND y's!

n spoken Greek, we sound out each vowel, unless it is part of a diphthong,

OR an unaccented jota followed by a vowel. The iota (yita) generally makes
along [e] sound, like the iin machine. However, when it is unaccented and fol-
lowed by a vowel, it takes on a consonantal character and makes a [y] sound,
as in xuplog, pronounced kiryos.

Among the consonants lurks the even more crafty gama (yauc). While
it generally makes a [g] sound as in go, it makes an [n] sound when it pre-
cedes another gama, kapa, ksi, or xi. The really tricky fact, though, is that for
the combinations yy and yx the [n] sound is optional! So, for example, the
word for English, AyyAixa, is pronounced (by some Greeks) Aglékd. Further-
more, when gama precedes an [e] or [i] vowel, it makes a [y] sound, as in the
name for iota (yiwta) above!

THE IOTA SUBSCRIPT

istorically the vowels € and o are considered short, while v and w are long,

while a can be either short or long. Whenever a iota follows one of the
long vowels, including the alpha when it is long, the iota becomes a iota sub-
script forming what is called an “improper diphthong”: a, 5, w. An exception
occurs when the long vowel preceding a iota is written as a capital; then the
iota is written in the line. This exception occurs with the proper name Huram
in 1Chronicles 8.5: Quu; with "Hidet at the beginning of John 18.2 (in some
editions); and also with #tdetv in 1Samuel 22.22, whether capitalized or not,
since it is the beginning of a direct quotation.

In the improper diphthongs, a, 1, w, the pronunciation of the iota is lost,
and so the diphthongs are pronounced simply as a, 7, w. Nevertheless, the
iota subscript is important grammatically and lexically. In the endings of ar-
ticles, pronouns, nouns, and participles, the iota subscript always indicates
the dative case.
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ELISION

lision is the omission of part of a word, whether in speech or writing. In
the GNT it is marked by an apostrophe, and normally occurs with preposi-
tions and particles that are written before a word that begins with a vowel.
Thus we have (for examples):
an’ for amé before adtdv (Rev 9.6)
ou for dia before émioToAsis (2Th 2.2)
¢n’ for éml before éue (Rev 1.17)
xat for xata before adtol (Jude 1.15)
uet for peta before éuol (Rev 1.12)
map’ for mapa before Ouiv (Rev 2.13)
U’ for Omo before budv (Act 4.11)

um’ for Umé before éuol (Gal 1.11)

CRASIS

Crasis (from xpdats, “mixing”) occurs frequently in the Bible. It is the merg-
ing of a two-word sequence by the omission or contraction of vowels.
Thus we have:

xal + éyw - xayw (Revelation 2.6, etc.)
xal + éuol > xauol (John 17.6)

xal + ué - xaué (John 7.28)

xal + éxel = xaxel (John 11.54)

xal + éxeivog > xaxelvoc (John 6.57, etc.)
xal + éxeifev > xaxeifev (Mark 9.30)

xal + éav - x&v (John 8.14, etc.)

TO + Gvopa —> Tolvoua (Matthew 27.57)
7o + évavtiov - TodvavTiov (Galatians 2.7)

Note: the breathing mark of the second word is retained at the point of union, re-
vealing the crasis!
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ENCLITICS

Enclitics are words that depend upon the preceding word in a sentence for
their accent (the preceding word, therefore, may or may not carry a double
accent). The principal enclitics in the NT are:

L0V, UOL, UE, OOV, OOL, T€
TIG, TIVEG, TIVGY, etc.
OV, TOTE, TwW, TS
elul (in its present indicative forms)
YE, TE
Thus, in Revelation 7.14 we see, o0tol gioy, and in 11.5 and other verses, &l Tic.
Rarely in the Bible, and never in the Revelation does pov carry its own accent.

Instead, we will usually see it depend upon a preceding word for its accent, as
in Revelation 7.14: »xUpi€ pov.

PROCLITICS

Proclitics (from mpoxAivw, “lean forward”) are words that never have an
accent of their own, but depend upon the following word for accent. The
principal proclitics are:
6, 1, ol, al, €ig, €&, év, e, wg¢

Also, the adverb not, o0, odx, odx (not to be confused with the relative and
accented pronoun, ob) is a proclitic unless it means No. Thus, in Revelation
13.8 we see, o0 ol yéypamtal, where o0 depends upon yéypamtat for its ac-
cent. Likewise, odx &xouat, in Revelation 9.4, and oly e0pély in Revelation
14.5.

It is important to note that the proclitic articles, o, , oi, ai, are followed
by an enclitic, such as Tg, they take an accent and must not be confused with

the relative pronouns, 4, of, ai, and 4. For example, % te 6dAacoe, in Joh 6.18,
where 7 is the definite article for baAacoa.
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COMBINING, MERGING AND LENGTHENING
VOWELS & DIPHTHONGS

n word formation and inflection, single adjacent vowels typically combine or
merge according to this diagram:

a £ n L v o w
a a a a at au W W
£ 7 el 7 el €V oV w
n " " " N nv @ @
o W oV W ot oV oV W
w W W W W W W W

Likewise, single vowels adjacent to diphthongs typically combine or merge ac-
cording to this diagram (two diphthongs are boxed because they are spurious
diphthongs formed by a contraction) :

at &L &L n oL ou W
a a a a a W w W
£ " €l €l " oL o w
n N N Y N @ @
o w oL o oL oL o w

See more on the rules of contraction for regular verb endings on p. B-48.
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reek vowels are referred to as either short or long. These designations originally
had to do with the duration of the vowel’s sound when uttered, but now have to
do only with the vowel’s quality as articulated.

Forming the Imperfect, Aorist and Pluperfect verbs involves augmenting the verb
stem with a prefixed epsilon (g) . If the verb already begins with a vowel, the aug-
mented epsilon and initial vowel merge to lengthen the initial vowel in the following
ways:

a, €, n lengthen to n
L, U, w remain the same (when the vowel is long, you will not see the augment)

o lengthens to w

Initial diphthongs also merge with the epsilon augment and lengthen in the following
ways:

atand €Llengthen ton

av and €v lengthen to nu

ot lengthens to w (notice that when diphthongs with a iota are lengthened, the
iota moves to become subscript)

Forming Perfect and Pluperfect verbs generally involves reduplicating the initial
sound of the verb. If a verb begins with a consonant that is a plosive, A or p, that ini-
tial consonant is doubled, and an epsilon is placed between the initial consonant and
its prefixed double. Thus, the first person singular perfect of AUw becomes AéAu
(the initial lamda of AOw is doubled, and an epilon placed between the two lamdas;
see p. B-50 for a fuller explanation). However, if the consonant to be reduplicated is
o, x, or 6, the prefixed consonant of the reduplication will become a i, k, or 1, respec-
tively in a conversion called “deaspiration.”

If the syllable to be reduplicated begins with a vowel or diphthong, then, rather
than being doubled, the initial vowel or diphthong of the verb is lengthened, in har-
mony with the lengthening rules above.

Remember the first rule of Language Club: 1. There are always exceptions to the rules of Language Club.
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