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Uppercase Lowercase Name Pronunciation
Α α alpha α (short) as the first a of await (or as the u of cup)
   A (long) as the a of father 
Β β beta as b
Γ γ gamma as the g of get 
   as the n of bank before γ, κ, ξ, or χ 
Δ δ delta as d
Ε ε epsilon as the e of pet
Ζ ζ zeta as the sd of wisdom
Η η eta as the a of late
Θ θ theta as the t of top or as the th of theater
Ι ι iota ι (short) as the i of bit
   J (long) as the ee of feet
Κ κ kappa as k
Λ λ la(m)bda as l
Μ µ mu as m
Ν ν nu as n
Ξ ξ xi as the x of ax
Ο ο omicron as the o of soft
Π π pi as the p of top
Ρ ρ rho as a rolled r
Σ, a σ, ς, b sigma as the s of soft
   as z before β, γ, or µ  
Τ τ tau as the t of coat
Υ υ upsilon υ (short) as the u of put
   ῡ (long) as the oo of fool
Φ φ phi as the p of people or as the f of feel
Χ χ chi as the c of cat or as the ch of loch
Ψ ψ psi as the ps of apse
Ω ω omega as the aw of saw or as the o of hope

Observations  

1. Although in the most ancient manuscripts only the uppercase letters were used, modern edi-
tions of ancient works use the lowercase letters developed in the Middle Ages. Capital letters 
are used, however, for the first letters of proper names, the first letters of direct quotations with 
the exception of drama, and sometimes for the first letters of paragraphs. 
2. Most of the Greek alphabet was derived from the Phoenician alphabet, and many of the names 
given to the Greek letters are derived from the Phoenician names for their letters. The names ep-
silon, omicron, upsilon, and omega were developed in the Middle Ages as the sounds they repre-
sented changed.3 
3. The name for λ in common use today is lambda, but the classical name appears to have been 
labda. 
4. The pronunciations given for long and short upsilon do not represent the sound of original At-

3. Epsilon and upsilon mean, respectively, “ε written simply” and “υ written simply” (< ε or υ + ψJλόν, “simple”). By the Byzantine 
period certain diphthongs (see below) were pronounced in the same way as these vowels, and  epsilon and upsilon were developed 
to refer to the simple vowels. Omicron means “little o” (< ο + µJκρόν), and omega means “big o” (< ο + µέγα). These terms also arose 
in the Byzantine period. 

4 Introduction

Athenian tragedians in the choral portions of their tragedies, while the language of the rest of the 
plays remained Attic.  

This textbook provides an introduction to Attic Greek. Differences in usage between po-
etry and prose are pointed out, but for the most part the rules of Attic Greek presented here 
may be presumed to hold true for the literature of the fifth and fourth centuries b.c.e. Read-
ings from later writers such as Plutarch and Diogenes Laertius are also included because they 
wrote in deliberate imitation of the Attic Greek of an earlier time. Readings from writers in 
other dialects are included as well, along with brief notes about their dialectal differences from 
Attic. 

§2. Pronunciation and Orthography of Attic Greek
There were variations in the pronunciation of Attic Greek over the course of the centuries in which 
it was spoken and written, but there is considerable evidence for a standard in pronunciation, and 
rules approximating that standard are presented here.2 

The rules for pronouncing Attic Greek have been reconstructed from several types of evidence:

1. The statements of Greek grammarians and Greek authors on specific points of pronuncia-
tion. Many of these grammarians were contemporaries or near-contemporaries of the an-
cient authors. 

2. The orthography, or writing—particularly spelling—of Greek words in inscriptions and 
manuscripts. Ancient spelling, both in Greek and in other ancient languages, was considerably 
less standardized than modern spelling. Variations in spelling usually indicate differences in 
pronunciation. 

3. The representation or transliteration of Greek words in other languages and the representation 
or transliteration of foreign words in Greek. The transliteration of names, in particular, provides 
valuable information about pronunciation. 

4. The grammatical and poetic structure of Greek. This includes the evidence available from the 
meters of Greek poetry. 

5. The etymology of Greek words and the development of Greek words in other languages. 
6. Greek wordplay and onomatopoeia (the formation of words to imitate sounds).

Alphabet
The Greek alphabet used in modern printed texts has twenty-four letters. The following chart 
presents them in their Greek order along with their conventional names and guidelines for pronun-
ciation with English equivalents.

2. For the presentation of pronunciation the authors are indebted to W. S. Allen’s Vox Graeca (Cambridge, 3rd ed., 1987), 
although they have not followed it in all particulars.








