Reading Greek

The Greek alphabet is familiar to most college students because of its use in
fraternity and sorority names, but to read Greek it’s necessary to do more than
name the letters. Fortunately, it’s not too hard to learn enough to pronounce
any word one comes on, and that will suffice for our uses (Greek grammar is
difficult, but Greek spelling is very regular). If you can pronounce a Greek
word, you can get a surprising distance toward understanding its meaning, just
by looking for cognates.

The difficult part for Americans is getting used to the lower-case letters.
The ancient Greeks didn’t have to worry about them — they're a medieval in-
vention, like Latin lower-case — but modern sources always cite Greek in low-
ercase, so we have to learn it, willy-nilly. Unfortunately, most of the lower-case
Greek letters don’t resemble their upper-case allographs very much.

Starting with the vowels is simplest. There are seven vowels in Greek.
Actually, there were more vowel phonémes than that, since there were 5 short
vowels and 7 long ones, but the alphabet only had special letters for two of the
long vowels. We won’t bother about vowel length in general; you can always
look it up, and it would normally only matter to another ancient Greek. The
familiar 5 vowels are:

A a Alpha., representing both long and short /a/
E £ Epsilon, representing the short vowel /gf
| 1 Iota, representing both fong and short /i/
O O Omicron, representing the short vowel /2/
Y LY Upsilon, representing both long and short /u/

A couple of things are worth noting about these letters: first, the shape of
the capital Upsilon is the same as our letter “Y”; this letter was borrowed by the
Romans to spell Greek words, and this is why the Spanish name for the letter is
“T griego” (“Greek I”), and the German name is “Ypsilon”. Upsilon should nort-
mally be transliterated by “Y”, because most English vowel Y’s come from this
source. The lower-case form is much closer in shape to our “u”, however, and
that is how it was pronounced in Homeric times. Later in Greek history it
became a front vowel, and that’s why it’s associated with the vowels I and Y,
both high front in English; but in ancient Greek it was a high back vowel. To re-
member this, keep in mind the first letter of its English name: Upsilon, pro-
nounced as a long /u/.
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Second, note the name of Omicron; it actually means "little o" (as in

microscope or microeconomics). This refers to the fact that it's short. The long
open / 3/ was represented by a different letter, Omega ("big 0", as in megaton
or megalomaniac). The other long vowel that had a special letter was Eta,

which represented the long open / €/ .

H N Eta, representing the long vowel /&/

Q o Omega, representing the long vowel /3/

Note here that the capital Eta is the same shape as our letter H. Greek
didn’t have a special letter for the /h/ sound, which occurred only at the
beginning of words, and when Latin needed one, it used the Eta symbol, for
which it didn’t have a corresponding vowel. On the other hand, Greek does
have a couple of marks for “breathings”: the “rough breathing”, marked by a re-
versed apostrophe ‘ over an initial vowel, was equivalent to our /h/ phoneme.
The “smooth breathing™, on the other hand, is a normal apostrophe ’ over the

vowel, and can be ignored. We mark only the rough (/h/) breathings here.

There were also diphthongs. Some, like €t (epsilon-iota, representing a long
tense / &/ ), and OV (omicron-upsilon, representing a long tense / &/ ), were just
spelling ways to represent certain long vowels, the way we use "ow" (o
represent the “long” /o/ phoneme in English. Others, like €V {epsilon-upsilon)
and Ol {omicron-iota) were true diphthongs that consisted of a sequence of two
distinct vowels.

Phonetically, the vowels can be arranged in the following fashion:

Front Central Back
High [il 1 V[u] (both short and long)
Mid (Closed) [e] E1 OV [o] (long only)
Mid (Open) (el €7 M O/ ®WI[a] (short/ long)

Low o [al (both short and long)
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It’s easy to see the symmetry of this system. This kind of symmetry is
utterly typical of Indo-European languages. Note particularly that:

(1) what happens to front vowels is very likely to happen in
parallel to back vowels, and

(2) the most variable and complex things happen to the mid
vowels.

The consonants are a more complex system, because there are more of
them. Ancient Greek, like Indo-European, had three kinds of stops: voiced,
voiceless, and aspirated. The voiced stops are much like those in English:
voiced /b, d, g/ in both languages would sound essentially the same (though in
Modern Greek the original voiced stop sounds have become fricatives).

In English, however, there are two kinds of pronunciation for the voiceless
stops /p, t, k/. We can pronounce them either with or without a puff of air
(called aspiration from the Latin word for dreath and represented when nec-
essary by an h following the stop symbol). But this difference isn’t optional
— 1t’s quite automatic and unconscious; so much so that native speakers don’t
notice the difference until it’s called to their attention. We automatically
pronounce voiceless stops with aspiration when they come first in a stressed
syllable and without it elsewhere.

Ancient Greek had different letters for each of these stops, and they were
as distinct to the speakers as /b/ and /p/ are to us. We are all familiar with the
spellings ph, th, and ch that have come to us from Greek, and you may have
wondered at some point in your-life why English had to have two ways to spell
£ The answer is that ph wasn’t originally pronounced like f: it really meant
aspirated p — a p accompanied by an h — and the same is true of th and ch,
which meant aspirated t and k (represented in Latin by ¢), respectively. By the
time the Romans borrowed the spellings to represent Greek words, though, the
aspirated sounds had changed to fricatives in Greek, and so they have re-
mained.

There was also a set of three letters that were useful in Greek because of its
grammar. So many words (like the “sigmatic aorist stem”, for instance) had
forms ending in s that Greek developed special letters for stops followed by s.
There was one of these affricated stops for each stop series. These weren't real-
ly separate phonemes, but rather clusters of stop + /s/. The velar affricate Xi
[Z, ] was later borrowed into Latin, for similar reasons, and became Latin X
which still has the sound /ks/ in English. The labial Psi [V, W] never made it

out of Greek, but it did have the sound /ps/.
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The dental Zeta [Z, ] also started off as an affricate, but by classical times

it had undergone several changes. The original /ts/ was voiced to /dz/, and
thence, by a process similar to what happened to /ts/ clusters in Latin, to a
plain /z/ fricative. The only other fricative in Classical Greek was Sigma [X, O,
(G at the end of a word)], which had the sound /s/. The resonants were a later-

al Lambda [A, A], an apical Rho [P, p], and two nasals: bilabial Mu [M, ], and
dental Nu [N, V], all of which are pronounced essentially as in English.

The consonant system of Ancient Greek therefore looks like this:

Labial Dental Velar
Voiced B B Ad FY
stop (Beta) (Delta) (Gamma)
Voiceless IIn Tz Kk
plain stop (Pi) (Tau) (Kappa)
Voiceless (I)(I) ©6 Xx
aspirated stop (Phi) (Theta) (Chi)

Voiceless qu =) (i

affricated stop (Psi) {Xi)
Voiced Z C_,

fricative (Zeta)

Voiceless 2 O (G =[word-final Sigma])
fricative (Sigma)

Voiced M u N v

nasal resonant (Mu) (Nu)

Voiced Pp A A

resonant {Rho) (Lambda)
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[t is probably eastest for English speakers to pronounce the aspirated stops

as fricatives, since that is the Classical and Koiné pronunciation, and since we
are lucky as English speakers in being able to pronounce the [68] sound rather
eastly; it's the th sound of thin. The only one that gives trouble is the [x]
sound. If you went to Hebrew school, this is the same sound as "chet”; if you
know German, it’s the same as the ch in doch; if Russian, it’s the initial sound
in khorosho. It's not at all an unusual sound, but it doesn’t happen to occur in
English.

A few other idiosyncracies: Greek is typically written with accents. There
are several Qf. them: an acute (é), a grave (&), which could g0 over any vowel,
and a circumflex (& or9), which could only be written over long vowels; we can
and will ignore them; they do nothing for pronunciation except indicate where
the accent falls. The velar nasal (9] (which always occurred before velar conso-
nants /k/, /g/, and /x/) was written with a gamma ¥, producing the consonant
clusters YK, YE_, YY. and vy for /gk/, /gks/, /gg/, and /nx/, transliterated as nk,
nx,ng, and nch, respectively. Finally, the sigma (X, ¢) has a third form ¢, the
source of our modern S, that appears only at the end of a word.

Thus we can look at a Greek word and transliterate it into something rea-
sonably pronounceable that’s usually within shouting distance of its probable
English cognates. To transliterate, just substitute the equivalent letter. Some
other transtiterational equivalents are: k for an initial “rough breathing” *, and
rh for an initial p with a rough breathing over it, ph for ¢, th for 8, ch for Xy
for U (sometimes; other times u or v — try them all), x for a,ps for Y, e for both

N and € o for both W and 0, and frequently e for Qlor OL

Below are some examples, transliterated with some added dashes to sepa-

rate compounded roots, with their English cognates and their original meanings.

Greek Transliteration Cognate Meaning
0tNBOCKOTIQ  stetho-skopia  stethoscope ‘chest’ + ‘look’
oavaloOnTIKN an-aisthetike  anesthetic ‘no’ + ‘sensation’
OLKOVOULLOL oiko-nomia economics ‘home’ + ‘law’
EVLAYYEALOV eu-angelion evangelic ‘eood’ + ‘news’
YUY OAOYLOL psycho-logia psychology ‘soul” + ‘study’

YnepPfoin hyper-bole hyperbola ‘above’ + ‘throw’
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INQOI ZE AYTON
“Know thyself”
Eevog

Owv0g wine
Oupovog Heaven
AUKOG  wolf
VEKDOG

NALOG sun
Oavotoc death
o pa

OAaoon sea
Potavn

Hnxave

OEANVN moon
AOYOG

SoKTLAOC finger
tnnog

A100g

opx® rale, order

YAUKVG sweet
TUAULOG
AELUKOC white
devOpOV tree
ONUCL sign
T0d0¢

YOAQKTOC milk

(with Selected Glosses)

[ToAv 8¢ HEYLOTOV TO UETUPOPLKOV ELVOL

“The greatest thing by far is metaphor.” - Aristotle

avOpomoc human being {otopra

oPOUOS number
QTUOG breath
Prog

Povn

TEYVTY] art

Beppn heat

EKKATIOWL church

OKUM point
YPadn

LWVTILLT] memory
KPuNG judge
apyLPOG  silver
ONUOG town
KOPKIVOG
OTEVOG short
O

ETUUOC true
OTEPEDG

NTEPOV
NAEKTPOV amber
CWUL

dpa blood
dWTOS

TOPPUPO. purple
GodLo

cOoLPL

VOTEPH. womb.
¢riog friend
YAMGCOC tongue
SOéC( opinion
PV

ANGM forgetfulness

Hop¢m shape

YN earth

Bpoyxog
Lepvpog wind

KUKAOG circle

nabog
uelovee black
Enpog dry.
XA0POG green
avBpaE coal
fnplov animal
nodog  child

YOVOATOG knee.

XPOO,

Transliterate each word, fill in the missing glosses, and give an English word de-

rived for each.



Some Greek (and Latin) Prepositions (and Prefixes)

Greek Latin loss

oL circum, ambi-" both, around

ava per, super up, again, back (opp. of KOT)

avTL contra, pro against

OLTo a, ab’ from

i per across, between, among

g€ e, ex" out, from, away

EV in” in(side (of))

£ml in on (top (of)), over, after

KOt per, ad down, below

HETOL inter, post, trans further, between, after

TP apud against, opposed to, joined to

TEPL per’, circum around, about

TPO prae, pro’ before, in front of, for

TTPOog ad toward, up to

ouv cum with, together

OmEep super’ above, over, more

VO sub’ below, under, less
Prefixes

a—, ovV— in-" negative, un-

dvo- dis-* dis-

M- semi-’, sesqui- half, middle

gu— good

Ae— far

Exercise: Transliterate the Greek forms, and find English words derived
from each of the forms above.

* This Latin form is cognate to the Greek form.



Prooemium to The Iliad (Lines 1-7) Parsed.

Mnvwv' Gelde?, e, TInAniédew’ Axiafiocs
OLAOUEVNVY, 1) PP’ Axonole® Gaye’'® €omkev,
TOAAGC™ 8712 19BTuovcH YOS ALSL npoioyeV”
NPGWVY, LLTOVG” SE8 EADGPLE® TeDe” KOVESTLVE
OLWVOTOT? T S0 TTa®, ALOCH 8'13 EteAeleT0” BOLAN?,
€€ 0V® &N TO® TPOTOF® SLAGTATNVY EPIGOVTES

ATPEIdNG™ T Evaly vSpiv® koil® SToc® AXIAAEDCS.

l. Accusative singular of MAvig, wrath. Direct object of next word. The first word of
the poem announces its theme.

2. Singular imperative of &afﬁm.sz’ng’ (of), hymn, chant. Addressed to the muse (see
next word).

3. Vocative singular. ©g& goddess,is the feminine stem of Beds, god.

4. Genitive Singular of INAMGSNS, Son of Peleus (i.e, Achilles). Modifies Mnviv.

. A proper name Aythiele fnominative], ;\xl_kﬁog [genitive], Achilles.

n

6. Accusative Singular of oﬁléusvog,accursed, destructive, deadly. Modifies MAviv. Note
position at beginning of fine, far from but parallel to the word it modifies.

7. Feminine singular nominative of the relative pronoun & 1f, 6. Refers to Mfviv. Subject of
€omxev, mpoicyey, and tebye.
& Accusative plural neuter {contracted) of pupia, countless, innumerable (this is in fact

the numeral for 10,0005 cf myriad) Modifies &hye) the direct object of EBnKev.

9. Genitive piural of the name the Greeks called themselves: the conventional English spell-
ing i1s Achaean.

10. Accusative plural (contracted} of '&lﬂ(og,grief, pain, woe, trouble. cf neuralgia, etc.
Direct object of EOmxev.
I'l. Aorist third person singular of Ti@nu, put, place, cause.

12. Accusative plural feminine of mOAAOG, much, many, numerous: cf poliy-. Modifles
1WOiLoVS Yoy, '

13. Postpositive conjunction, often contracted: and, but, for, so. Follows the first word in a
clause or phrase that it connects, instead of preceding it as in English.

14. Accusative plural feminine of 1({)6,1':;.10(;, brave, mighty, valiant, stout-hearted.
Modifies yoxdc.
15. Accusative singular of wOxR, soul, life, breath, spirit. Cfpsyche, psycho-. Direct ob-

ject of npoicyev.



Prooemium to The Iliad (Lines 1-7) Parsed.

6.
17.

18.

19.

20,

21

23.
24,

25.
26.
27.
28.

29,
30.

31

33.
34.

335.

36.

37.
38.

39.
40.

Dative singular of Awdog, Hades, the god of the underworld.

Aorist third person singular of mpoldsttw, hur! forward, send ferth. Ultimately, like
€0nxey and Tebye, the subject of this verb is really Mfjviv.

Genitive plural of fipws; [of] herofes]. Modifies moAids 100iuovs yuxts. Note placement at
beginning of line and end of clause.

Accusative plural masculine of cx{rcég. the reflexive pronoun (= English __self/selves); cf

automotive, etc. In this case, it refers to the bodies of the slain heroes (their souls were
consigned to Hades in the preceding line ~ all the dead went to Hades; the Greeks had no
conception of any desirable afterlife). If the bodies of the dead were not buried with ap-
propriate rites, their souls could not obtain rest in Hades.

Accusative plural of €iwplov, booty, spoils, prey. In apposition with ca’rcoix;.

-Aorist third person singular of telyw, do, make, perform, cause, fashion, prepare.

. Dative plural of xbwv, xuvdg, fto the] dogfs]. Ct. cynic, etc.

Dative plural of Qwwvdg, vulture, bird (of prey), omen. In conjunction with xOvegowy.
Postclitic conjunction meaning end. Follows the last of a series of conjoined words. Here
it forms the conjoined phrase KOVVESGLY OLWVOLGT TE,{to the] dogs and vultures.

Accusative singular of dulg, feast, banquet, portion.

Genitive singular of Zebg, Zeus{’s/. Modifies BovAf]. Note the Latin cognate deus.
Imperfect passive of tekeiw, [was being] accomplish{ed], fulfillfed], perform{[ed].
Nominative singular (subject of e€teAsiero), plan, will, wish, purpose, counsel.

Modified by AL0g,

Preposition out ef, (away) from. Note tdentity with Latin cognate ex.
Relative pronoun (a different form of the pronoun in note 7), here indicating time: when,
the time (when).

. Emphatic particle: indeed, truly, forsooth, now.
iz,

Neuter accusative plural of the personal pronoun &, W, 10, the; this, that; he, she, it;
who, which, what. Modifies npita.

Neuter plural of npatog, first, foremost, chief. cf proto-; T TpdTO. means (at) first.
Second aorist third person dual of Si—totnut, {they twol stfeod] apart, separatefd].
The whole next line is in apposition, identifying the subject pair.

Aorist active participle, nominative dual, of eEpiw, [they tweo having] quarrelfed].

Modifies the subject of dwotnTny, which is expressed only in the suffix.

Son of Atreus,ie, Agamemnon. Commander-in-chief of the Greek expedition sent to
Troy to retrieve Helen, his brother’s wife.

King. In apposition with Atpe{drnc.

Genitive plural of &vﬁp, &v&péc;, (real) man, warrior, hero. Maodifies avaé, making
Agumemnon's epithet King of Men. Qvip refers only to the masculine sense of man. Cf.
android, etc. The sense of human being is translated by &vepmnog; cfanthropology, etc.
Conjunction (goes between conjuncts): and.

Adjective divine, godlike, glorious, heavenly. Derived from Zelg modifies Axuiheic,

Achilles was a descendant of Zeus {(and knew it). Much of the tragedy in the [liad is the re-
sult of his pride.
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Sample Greek Quiz Name

Directions: This quiz is about 9 English compound words that come from
Greek roots. Below are the Greek roots; first, transliterate
them. Then match the numbers in the three columns below.
The last word is done for you as an illustration.

1. opvidog + mTEPOV +

2. ydug + Aoyog +

3. avdponog + dayely +

4. maAoiog + devdpov +

5. mepL + ﬁktog +

6. [:‘)IVOQ + TAQGTOC +

7. HEYQ + Onplov +

8. MOVOG + YOUOG +

9. ﬁm + cHopa hemi + sphaira

Compound Glosses English Words
______ big + animal _____ichthyology
——____around + sun 9 hemisphere
— .. human + eat _____perihelion
9 __half + sphere —___anthropophagy

—_____one + marriage = ___ ornithopter
______ nose + restored —___megatherium
_____ bird + wing —...__paleodendron
___ _fish + word _____monogamy
—.____ancient + tree rhinoplasty

Meanings of English Words
9 a solid figure produced by bisecting a sphere

the scientific study of fish

that point in an orbit which is closest to the sun
cannibalism

_____a type of flying machine with wings that flap
__.___a species of large extinct mammal

_a species of extinct tree

reconstructive nasal surgery

. the state of having only one mate



Greek Quiz b Name

Directions: This quiz is about 10 English compound words that come from
Greek roots. Below are the Greek roots: first, transliterate
them. Then match the numbers in the three columns below.

1. yovn + dofog +
2. moAvg + avdpog +
3. ¢rAog + aderdog +
4. KPUTTO + Ypohn +
5. mepl + T‘]?u.og +
6. ﬁc'cspov + TOpLOg +
7. xoKog + pwvn +
8. doAloooo + &tua +
9. UUG + oyng +
10. é’; + dokTLAoC +
Com d Glosses English Words
bad + voice polyandry
many + man thalassemia
— sea + blood Philadelphia
around + sun hexadactyly
friend + brother myopia
womb + cut cacophony
six + finger gynophobe
woman + fear cryptography
hide + writing hysterectomy
mouse + vision perihelion

Meanings of English Words
condition of having six digits on one appendage
writing in secret code
a loud unpleasant sound
state of having more than one husband
that point in an orbit which is closest to the sun
someone who fears or dislikes women
nearsightedness
the City of Brotherly Love
surgical excision of the uterus
hereditary blood disease common in Mediterranean area



