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The history of the Greek alphabet	


Learn some Greek letters!

Introduction to Ancient Greek	

Unit 01 01



• Understanding a little about the history of the 
Greek alphabet helps explain why Greek writing 
looks the way it does, and why our alphabet looks 
the way it does, too. 	


• In the eighth century B.C., the Greeks began 
adapting a Phoenician writing system to record 
Greek. 	


• The Greeks changed the system by dropping 
consonants that they did not need and adding 
characters for vowels (not recorded in Phoenician), 
thus creating the world’s first true alphabet. 
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Greek and Phoenician “colonies” when Greeks 
adapted the Phoenician writing system 
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The Phoenician 	

characters and their sounds



Without vowels, the opening 
lines of the Odyssey look like 
this in the Phoenician script: 	


“Tll m, Ms, f th mn f mn ws, 
wh ws drvn fr jrns, ftr h hd 
scked Trs scrd ctdl”	


!
In a full alphabet with vowels 
and consonants, the lines can 
now be rendered like this: 	


“Tell me, Muse, of the man of 
many ways, who was driven 
far journeys, after he had 
sacked Troy’s sacred citadel”. 



• Each Greek community used a slightly different 
version of the alphabet.  	


• Each Greek community used the alphabet to record 
only their local dialect. 	


• Initially, there was no set standard for the direction 
of script in general 	

• left to right, right to left, boustrophedon 

(alternating the writing direction by each line)… 	

• For centuries, different communities would use their 

own sets of letters and versions of letters. 	
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Examples of different Greek 
alphabets 



5th c. B.C. Law Code of Gortyn, Crete 	

written boustrophedon 	


(left to right and right to left alternate each line)



5th c. B.C. Law Code of Gortyn, Crete 	

written boustrophedon 	


(left to right and right to left alternate each line)



Classical Greek often specifically refers to writings from 
the city of Athens during the 5th and 4th centuries B.C. 	

• In 403 B.C., the city of Athens adopted spelling 

reforms, and adopted the Ionic Greek alphabet. 	

• Because of the influence of Attic Greek, the Ionic 

alphabet eventually became the standard starting 
point for written Greek. 	


• Even older writing was rewritten using the Ionic 
alphabet. 
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The upper case letters: 	

• In the Classical period, the alphabet survives solely 

as an upper case alphabet. Most writing that 
survives from this period are inscriptions on stone 
or clay vessels.	


• Even as people started writing more on papyrus 
(on early type of paper made from the papyrus 
reed), they initially still used upper case letters. 
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!
sherd from Mt. Hymettos showing someone practicing 

the alphabet, ca. 700 B.C.
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Kylix (drinking cup) from Athens decorated with the 
alphabet, ca. 550 B.C.
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papyrus from Plato’s Politicus	

P.Oxy. LX 5107 
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The lower case letters: 	

• As writing on papyrus, and later on paper, became 

more common, scribes gradually changed the 
letters to make them easier to write. 	


• This version of the alphabet became what we learn 
as the lower case alphabet. 	


• Scribes retained the upper case forms for special 
uses and decoration. 
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manuscript of 2 John 1.1-4

The lower case letters	

appear in the 	


hand-writing from	

later manuscripts,	


with upper case letters	

for special uses.



The 	

Classical Greek 

alphabet	

for the modern 	

printing press



From manuscript to modern printed edition



Printed editions	

began as reproductions	


of manuscripts, 	

so modern editions	


generally retain this use of the 	

lower and upper case letters.



An essential principle about the ancient Greek 
alphabet: SPELL IT LIKE IT SOUNDS! 	

• All Greek communities spelled words the 

way they pronounced them.	

• If the pronunciation of a word changed over 

time, so too did the spelling.
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• Consider the verb “record” (reCORD) and 
the noun “record” (RECord), which are 
spelled alike but pronounced differently in 
English.	


• In Greek, such words would be spelled 
according to their pronunciations: “rikórd” 
and “rékerd”
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Imagine these examples in English:	

• If anyone pronounced “going” as “gonna,” 

they would spell it “gonna.”	

• Homophones like “but” and “butt” would 

both be spelled “but,” even though they have 
different meanings. 
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Therefore, know with confidence that:	

1. Each word is pronounced as it is spelled.	

2. Each word can be spelled as it is pronounced.
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Now we start learning the Greek alphabet. 	


• In English, the consonants tend to dominate 	


• In Greek, the vowels are more important. 	

So we start with the Greek vowels. 

The Greek Alphabet:	

Vowels	




Vowels: 	

Greek has roughly the same five vowels as English:	

• α “ah”	

• ε  “eh”	

• ι  “ih”	

• ο “o”	

• υ “u”
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Α α “alpha” = “ah” = A a
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Ε  ε  “epsilon” = “eh” = E e
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Ι  ι   “iota” = “ih” = I i
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Ο  ο  “omicron” = “o” = O o
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Υ  υ  “upsilon” = “u” = Y y
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• α “ah”	

• ε  “eh”	

• ι  “ih”	

• ο “o”	

• υ “u”

• ᾱ “aah”	

• η “ay”	

• ῑ  “ee” 	

• ω “oh”	

• ῡ “ ooh”

Short Long

Like English, Greek has short and long versions of its vowels.
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Η  η  “eta” = “ay” = E e
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Ω  ω  “omega” = “oh” = O o
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Two vowels in a row:	

Speakers of Ancient Greek did not like to pronounce two 

different vowel sounds in a row.  	

If two vowels came together, they tended to: 	


•  pronounce the two vowels as one (called a 
diphthong, Greek for “double sound”).  	


•  or contract the vowels into one vowel or 
diphthong.	
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Two Vowels	


Specifically: 	

• Any vowel + ι or υ forms a diphthong.	

• The vowels α, ε and ο contract with each other. 



A vowel + ι forms a diphthong:	


• α + ι = αι “eye”	

• ᾱ + ι = ᾱι “aah” usually written ᾳ	


• ε + ι = ει “ay” 	

• η + ι = ηι “ay” usually written ῃ 	


• ο + ι = οι “oy” 	

• ω + ι = ωι “oh” usually written ῳ 	


• υ + ι = υι “wee”
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A vowel + υ forms a diphthong: 	


• α + υ = αυ “ow!”	

!

• ε + υ = ευ “eu” 	

!

• ο + υ = ου “oo” 
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α, ε and ο + α contract:	


• α + α = ᾱ 	

!

• ε + α = η  	

!

• ο + α = ω  
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α, ε and ο + ε contract:	


• α + ε = ᾱ 	

!

• ε + ε = ει  	

!

• ο + ε = ου  
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α, ε and ο + ο contract:	


• α + ο = ω 	

!

• ε + ο = ου 	

!

• ο + ο = ου  

The Greek Alphabet:	

Contracting Vowels	



