
 

3     Greek Phonology             
    Sight and Sounds of Words (Part 1) 
       Consonants, Vowels and Diphthongs 
 

 
 
3.0 Introduction 
 
This lesson lays the foundation for the phonetic pronunciation of Greek words.  
Phonics is the study between letters and their speech sounds.  It may also be 
thought as the letter-to-sound relationships in a language.  It is a very helpful 
method of learning to pronounce the correct sound with the letter or letter 
combinations they represent.  Phonics is to the letter-to-sound relationship in 
words as a written musical note is to its corresponding instrumental sound. 
 
Learning Greek phonetics will train you to “hear” the language, so that both the 
visualization and spelling of Greek will be intuitive. This approach to Greek 
phonics will not be entirely inductive or deductive, but a combination of both.  
This lesson focuses on the elementary pronunciation of all Greek consonants, 
vowels and diphthongs.  Throughout the lesson, these letters are blended into 
sounds to form single and multi-syllable Greek words. 
 
A systematic training in Greek phonics will prepare you to read competently the 
Greek New Testament.  An accurate knowledge of the phonetic value of each 
Greek letter is important to understand morphological changes in words in later 
lessons.  Whereas these introductory lessons will not make you a linguist, they 
will give you the necessary skills to understand Greek phonics. 
 
Unlike English, the pronunciation system you will learn for Greek is largely 
phonemic.  This means that each letter or combinations of letters are 
represented by only one letter or combination of letters.  Generally speaking, if 
you can pronounce a Greek word correctly, you can spell it correctly.  However, 
this is not fool proof, for there are exceptions, and these will have to be learned.  
 
The phonetic method alone does not work miracles.  Learning to read Greek 
involves more than phonics.  Study and practice is required before reading Greek 
comfortably.  However, you have already begun to learn Greek phonics by 
mastering the individual twenty-four Greek alphabetical sounds.  Now you will 
build on this knowledge and listen for the likenesses and differences in the 
phonetic pronunciation of these alphabetical sounds when blended together, 
beginning with single syllable words and progressing to multi-syllable words. 
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3.1 Ten Equivalent Consonants and Two Vowels     listen 
 
Lesson Two began with ten Greek letters that, by form, are similar in appearance 
with ten English letters (2.1).  These letters included both vowels and 
consonants.  These letters were:  
 

English letters: a b d e i k o s t u 
  Greek letters: a b d e i k o j t u 

 
The letters above were grouped because of their similarity in form to those in 
English.  In this lesson, we begin with ten Greek consonants phonetically 
equivalent to ten English consonants, but not necessarily similar in form.  
Although overlap exists between these two groups, they are not to be confused.   
 
The ten Greek consonants below share phonetic correspondence with ten 
English consonants.  However, six of the ten Greek consonants underlined below 
have a different form than English, although they have the same phonetic sound 
(i.e., g, l, m, n, p and s/j). 
 

Ten Greek consonants equivalent in sound to ten English consonants: 

Greek letters: b g d k l m n p s/j t 

English letters: b g d k l m n p s t 
 
We begin learning Greek phonics with these ten consonants.  These Greek 
consonants are the easiest to learn because of their exact phonetic correlation 
with the corresponding English consonants.  Very little practice is required to 
learn these Greek consonants competently.  The remaining seven of the 
seventeen Greek consonants will receive special attention later. 
 
When pronouncing a combination of letters constituting a syllable in Greek, the 
phonetic value of each letter is clearly articulated.  This is true for all Greek 
letters, whether consonants or vowels.  Every consonant-vowel and vowel-
consonant combination is phonetically pronounced in a blending manner, just as 
in English when syllables and words are pronounced.  However, unlike in 
English, there are not any silent letters in the Greek language (i.e., the “k” in 
“knot”, or the “d” in “Wednesday”).  Therefore, generally speaking, if you can 
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phonetically pronounce a Greek word, you can spell it correctly.  This will prove a 
great asset in subsequent lessons as new Greek vocabulary words are learned.  
 
Every Greek letter’s phonetic value is derived from the opening sound of its 
alphabetical name.  On page 10 (1.4) in the fifth column, the Greek phonetic 
value of the letter is listed corresponding to its alphabetical character in the first. 
 
It is easier if these ten consonants are practiced within syllables. Just as in 
English, a Greek syllable always contains a vowel sound.  Therefore, vowels will 
also be needed.  Two Greek vowels that are always pronounced short will be 
used.  These vowels are E e (e2 yilo/n) and O o (o2 mikro/n).  These two vowels are 
chosen because in Greek they are always pronounced like their English short 
counterparts (i.e., the “e” in “net”, and never like and the “e” as in “equal” or in 
“term”; “o” in “cot”, and never like the “o” as in “open” or “order”). 
 
All the following examples are single syllables.  For learning purposes, familiar 
English words accompany the Greek syllable that have the same sound.  This 
makes it easier to check pronunciation of new Greek consonants and vowels as 
they are learned.   
 
The Ten Consonants with the Short Vowel E e (e2 yilo/n) 
 

listen   

       (beg)        (set)       (leg)       (men)      (Kent)         (dell)      (den)       (kelp) 
 beg, set, leg, men, Kent, del, den, kelp 

 

listen   kemp, step, stepj, desk, pet, pep, bet 
              (kemp)        (step)           (steps)           (desk)        (pet)        (pep)       (bet) 
 

listen    kept, spek, ten, tent, bent, end, pen 
              (kept)         (speck)        (ten)       (tent)         (bent)        (end)      (pen) 
 

listen   sent, dent, let, tel, melt, meld, send 
               (sent)         (dent)        (let)        (tell)        (melt)         (meld)       (send) 
 

listen  pelt, get, kemp, Ben, bel, belt, mend 

              (pelt)           (get)       (kemp)      (Ben)       (bell)        (belt)        (mend) 
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The Ten Consonants with the Short Vowel O o (o2 mikro/n) 
 

listen   dog, lob, pop, sod, dot, pond, Bob 
              (dog)         (lob)         (pop)       (sod)        (dot)         (pond)        (Bob) 
 

listen  pot, top, not, lot, sop, Tod, od 
             (pot)         (top)        (not)         (lot)         (sop)       (Todd)     (odd) 
 

listen   stop, God, blob, topj, mob, log 
                (stop)        (God)         (blob)           (tops)          (mob)      (log) 
 

listen   lop, lost, ton, mog, on, mop 
               (lop)          (lost)          (ton)       (mog)      (on)      (mop) 
 

listen   mom, opt, pod, pomp, Sol, stob 
              (mom)       (opt)         (pod)         (pomp)         (Sol)         (stob) 
 
3.2 The Seven Greek Vowels 
 
There are two major categories of speech sounds in language.  The open sounds 
with free breath are called vowels.  The closed sounds are called consonants.   
 
When a person says “ah” for the doctor, an open sound is made with free 
passage of breath.  This sound is a vowel, as are all the other open and freely 
breathed sounds in speech.  The open quality of vowels distinguishes them from 
consonants.  Consonants are made with the breath totally or partly checked.  
This hindering of sound is done by the tongue, teeth, or lips.  This is true of the 
ten consonants that you have already learned to pronounce (3.1).   
 
Our attention turns to the open sounds, the vowels.  Greek has seven letters that 
are vowels.  The vowel sounds in Greek are represented by the letters below.  In 
their alphabetical order, they are: 
 

listen       A a, E e, H h, I i, O o, U u, W w 
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Two of these seven vowels are always pronounced long, two always short, and 
three may be either long or short.  These vowels can be charted as below: 
 

listen Always long: H h, W w 
listen Always short: E e, O o 
listen May be long or short: A a, I i, U u 

 
In a different manner, these Greek vowels may be charted horizontally to indicate 
their relation to one another: 
 

listen Short: E e O o A a I i U  u 
listen Long: H  h W  w A a I i U  u 

 
Observe from above that H h is the long from of E e, and W w is the long form 
of O o. There are not any distinct Greek letters to differentiate between the 
variable short and long forms of A a,  I i, and U u.  Whereas there is a distinct 
phonetic sound associated between the long and short sounds of A a and I i, 
there is not a difference in the pronunciation between the long and short of U u.   
In a different manner, these same seven vowels may be also charted vertically: 
 

Always Short: Always Long: Variable (short or long): 

E e H h A a A a 
O o W w I i I i 

  U u U u 
 

3.2.1 Open and Close Vowels    listen 
 
The seven Greek vowels are classified as “open” or “close”, depending on 
whether the mouth is relatively open or the lips close together when making the 
sound of the vowel.  The open vowels are A a, E e, O o, H h and W w because 
whether long or short they are sounded with the mouth open.  The close vowels 
are I i and U u because they are sounded with the mouth almost closed.  The 
tongue and lips assume different positions in the case of each. 
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Practice pronouncing the seven Greek vowels 
 
Six of the seven Greek vowels are used below in conjunction with the ten 
consonants that you have already learned.  U u will not be found because its 
sound actually does not occur in English.  In addition, the long sound of A a will 
not be exemplified because of its rarity in single syllable words in English. 
 
All the following examples are single syllables.  Familiar English words 
accompany the Greek syllable that have the same sound.  This will help to check 
your pronunciation of these new Greek vowels.   
 

listen    lh, bh, dh, gh, mh, ph, sh, lht, bhk, dht 
             (lay)     (bay)    (day)    (gay)   (may)   (pay)    (say)      (late)       (bake)     (date) 
 

listen   hk, ht, gwt, bhb, nhm, twn, lwn, bwlt 
            (ache)   (ate)       (goat)       (babe)     (name)      (tone)        (lone)          (bolt) 
 

listen   stht, ght, mwt, nwt, dwp, swk, dwm 
               (state)         (gate)       (moat)       (note)        (dope)        (soak)       (dome) 
 

listen     got, kept, lej, best, bom, net, bed 
               (got)        (kept)        (less)        (best)        (bomb)     (net)      (bed) 
 
The short sounds of A a and I i 
 

listen     a, am, dad, tad, lad, bad, sat, tan,  
                     (am)       (dad)        (tad)        (lad)         (bad)        (sat)         (tan)         
 

listen   i, lid, lip, dig, mint, lim, kid, tip, sit 
                     (lid)        (lip)        (dig)        (mint)        (limb)     (kid)        (tip)        (sit) 
 
The long sound of I i 

listen   i, bi, mi, kip, dip, slit, Pit, ti, Li, kin 
                 (bee)  (me)     (keep)    (deep)      (sleet)         (Pete)    (tee)   (Lee)  (keen) 
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3.3 The Greek Diphthongs 
 
A diphthong is a combination of an open and close Greek vowel (cf. 3.2.1).  
There are two categories of diphthongs in Greek: proper diphthongs and 
improper diphthongs.  The proper diphthongs will be examined first. 
 
3.3.1 The Eight Proper Diphthongs   listen 
 
There are eight proper diphthongs in NTGreek.  Proper diphthongs are two 
vowels pronounced in rapid succession so that the first vowel glides into the 
second without interruption.   
 
Diphthongs arise normally when the open vowels A a, E e, O o and H h are 
immediately followed by the close vowels I i or U u.  There are only two 
exceptions to this principle.  The vowel combination u + i forms a diphthong, 
whereas the vowel combination h + i never forms a diphthong. 
 
Diphthongs have pronunciations specific to them.  Observe that of these eight 
diphthongs, four have I i and four have U u as the second vowel.  Thus, the 
second vowel in a Greek diphthong is always an I i or U u. 
 

listen         ai    ei    oi    ui    au    eu    hu    ou 
 

Guide in pronunciation:   English sound examples: 

listen ai as in aisle baik,   daik,   laik,   kait 
(bike)      (dike)      (like)       (kite) 

listen ei as in eight beit,   peid,   teik,   deit 
(bait)       (paid)     (take)   (date) 

listen oi as in oil toi,   boi,   oil, toil 
(toy)     (boy)    (oil)    (toil) 

listen ui as in suite uik,     kuin,    suip,   uid 
(weak)   (queen)  (sweep) (weed) 

listen au as in cow aul,   daut,   taul 
(owl)      (doubt)    (towel) 

listen eu as in feud keu,   keut,   meul,   meut 
(cue)    (cute)     (mule)    (mute) 

listen hu as in feud khu,   khut,   mhul,  mhut 
(cue)     (cute)     (mule)    (mute) 

listen ou as in soup soup,   douk,   koup 
(soup)      (duke)     (coop) 
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Other than the above eight proper diphthongs, all other possible vowel 
combinations will never form a proper diphthong in Greek.  When vowels come 
together in Greek words that do not constitute a diphthong, each vowel is 
pronounced separately. 
 
For example, the following vowel combinations NEVER constitute a diphthong in 
Greek (as they do in English).  Therefore, they are to be pronounced separately 
when encountered (some of these vowel combinations do not occur in Greek). 
 

ae, ao, ea, ee, eo, ie, oa, oe, oo, ue 
 
Sometimes the combinations of open and close vowels do not form a diphthong, 
but instead, are pronounced as two separate sounds.  In these instances a 
dieresis (  ") is placed over the second vowel.  It is not uncommon to see the 
dieresis in proper names and words borrowed from other languages. 
 
ai+dioj   ai normally forms a diphthong, but in this instance the dieresis indicates 

that separate vowel sounds are pronounced (cf. “naïve” in English).  
Some further Greek (multi-syllable) examples are: 

 
listen    Axai+a,  au"loj,  diu"lizw,  genei+ 

 
Combinations of the long (open) vowel H h and the short (close) vowel I i (h + i = 
hi), as well as the long vowel W w and the short vowels I i  (w + i) and U u (w + i 
= wi) never form a proper diphthong in NTGreek.  The second vowel in these 
instances is always marked with a dieresis.  These vowel combinations occur 
rarely in NTGreek.  Some (multi-syllable) examples are: 
 

listen    lwi+j,  Lwi+di,  nhi+,  Mwu"shj 
 
3.3.2 The Three Improper Diphthongs    listen 
 
The second category of diphthongs is the improper diphthongs.  Improper 
diphthongs consist of a long vowel -- a, h, or w -- with a small iota written under 
the vowel: a|, h|, w|.  They are created when the first vowel is both open and long, 
and the second vowel is i.  In these instances iota is written beneath the vowel.  
The i is said to be “subscripted” (hence, iota subscript).  The iota is never 
pronounced in improper diphthongs.  The long vowel retains its pronunciation 
value as if it had no iota subscript.  A few single and multi-syllable examples are: 
 

listen    th|,  tw|,  tima|,  tima|j,  logw| 
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When a|, h| and w| are written as capitals (A, H, W) the iota subscript is written on 
the line instead of under the capital letter.  In these instances, the i is called an 
iota adscript.  Some single and multi-syllable examples are: 
 
listen        th| = THI     tw| = TWI     tima| = TIMAI     h|dei = HIDEI 
 
listen        tima|j = TIMAIS     a|dhj = AIDHS     tw| logw| = TWI LOGWI 
 
Important observations concerning improper diphthongs: 
 

• improper diphthongs are always long.  Although the iota subscript does not 
effect the pronunciation of the long vowels h or w, the iota subscript 
distinguishes the variable vowel a as long 

• improper diphthongs normally occur as the last letter in a word 
• When a| is transliterated into English, the English “a” has the macron (= a 

short horizontal line placed over a vowel to indicate that it is long) placed 
over it (Āi/āi) to differentiate it from the diphthong ai (Ai/ai). 

• The iota subscript and the iota adscript are useful for distinguishing 
between the written form, and not its pronunciation. 

• because the iota subscript is part of the spelling of a word, it must NEVER 
be omitted when writing a word in which it occurs 

 
3.4 Similarities between Vowels and Diphthongs    listen 
 
Although Greek vowels and diphthongs are spelled differently, several instances 
exist where they overlap in pronunciation.  Let us look at these occurrences. 
 
The pronunciations suggested for h and ei are identical.  The pronunciation of the 
diphthong ei and h are the same in meinhte.  In addition, the improper diphthong 
h| is pronounced the same.  The examples below are actual single and multi-
syllable Greek words. 
 
listen      dei, dh, th|, leipei, leiph|, hdei, h|dei, hdh, hkei 
 
The pronunciations suggested for the two proper diphthongs eu and hu make 
them indistinguishable.  This difficulty may be avoided by giving a true 
diphthongal sound to each diphthong as illustrated below. 
 
listen       eu      may be pronounced as the “e” in met + “u” as in rude (= eyyou) 

listen      hu     may be pronounced as the “e” in obey + “u” as in rude (= ayyou) 
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Moreover, there will be a tendency to confuse these diphthongs with the 
pronunciation of U u.  A distinction between these will come with practice. 
 
There is possible confusion when pronouncing u and ou.  It will be helpful to 
remember that upsilon is pronounced with the lips closely rounded while 
attempting to say the “ee” in “beet” or “geese”.  It will be helpful to remember the 
following examples and exaggerate the distinctions between the diphthong ou 
and the vowel u.  The two Greek words below are single syllables. 
 
                             listen          nun   noun 
 
Practice pronouncing Greek proper and improper diphthongs 
 
All proper and improper Greek diphthongs are represented below.  Where 
applicable, vowels sharing the identical phonetic sounds are included with the 
respective diphthong.   
 
Three consonants not studied yet (i.e., q, c, x) are used in several of these 
examples.  In order to make this table as complete as possible, these 
consonants were included.  The diphthong hu occurs only at the beginning of a 
word and does not appear frequently in the Greek New Testament. 
 

listen    a, a| doca, Satana, Satana|, alhqeia|, alhqeia 

listen    ai kai, nai, paiv, kaiw, aiwn, paidia 

listen    ei, h, h| dei, eipon, leipei, eidhj, eikh|, th| 

listen    ou ouk, oude, pou, pouv, doulov, idou 

listen    oi oikov, loipov, poimhn, toij, polloi 

listen    au emautou, aughv, aulh, autov, Dauid 

listen    eu pisteuw, yeudov, eulogew, leukov 

listen    hu huchsa, huxonto, huxomhn, hucanen 

listen    ui lelukuia, suneiduihv 

listen    w, w| Kwj, tw|, pwj, logw|, legw, paidwn 
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Practice the phonetic distinctions between vowels and diphthongs 
 
Practice the following examples, making a clear distinction between the vowels 
and diphthongs.  This important exercise should be repeated as many times as 
necessary.  
 

listen    Between e and h, h| de, dh, emh|, emhn, metebh 

listen    Between a and o aiwnaj, mallon, sabbaton 

listen    Between o and w, w| logov, logwn, logw| 

listen    Between a, o and w katanoew, Sadwk, kwmoj 

listen    Between u and eu geush|, espeuden, esuron 

listen    Between u and ou nun, noun, mulou, luousin 

listen    Between u, eu and ou Eubouloj, espeuden, enduma 

listen    Between a, o, ou and w sumbantwn, logoumen, logw| 

listen    Between e, h, h| and ei meinhte, leghte, emeinen, eish|ei 

listen    Between eu, h, h| and ai eu, hj, geushtai, ktish| 
 
3.5 The Final Seven Greek Consonants 
 
We began this lesson learning the ten Greek consonants phonetically equivalent 
to ten English consonants.  We will now examine the remaining seven Greek 
consonants that are somewhat different than anything in English. 
 
3.5.1 The Compound Consonants     listen 
 
There are three Greek consonants that are compound consonants.  These three 
compound consonants are zeta (Z z), xsi (C  c) and psi (Y y).  These three 
consonants are considered compound because their phonetic sound is a 
composite of a consonant + sigma.  Their phonetic pronunciation is equivalent to: 
 

listen   Z or z = ds    C or c = ks    Y or y = ps 
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Zeta is pronounced with a “z” sound (“z” as in “zebra”) when it begins a word, 
and its compound sound “ds” within a word (“ds” as in “adds”).  This is done to 
aid in the consonant’s pronunciation depending on its position in a word.  The 
first three examples below are single syllable Greek words; the fourth a two 
syllable word, and the last two are three-syllable words. 
 
              listen      zh|, zw, zwn, zwh, badizw, baptizw 
 
There are not any appreciable differences in the pronunciation of the other two 
compound consonants, whether the consonants are positioned at the beginning 
or within a Greek word.  The first two examples below are single syllable Greek 
words; the next two contain two syllables, and the last two, three syllables. 
 
        listen    ci, yi, culon, bleyai, yeudoj, diyaw, acioj 
 
3.5.2   The Aspirated Consonants     listen 
 
An aspirated consonant is pronounced with air accompanying or following the 
consonant.  An aspirated consonant may seem a contradiction of terms, since 
consonants are thought of as the stoppage of air, and not “breathy”.  To a 
degree, this is true.  However, with Q q (theta), R r (rho), F f (phi) and X x (chi), 
the air is only partial blocked.  Rho is aspirated when it begins a word, but not 
within a word.  Rho may be compared to the English “p” wherein it is aspirated in 
“pit”, and not aspirated as the “p” in “tip”.  In English, aspiration is usually 
signaled by the letter “h”. 
 
The English spelling of the alphabetical names of the Greek consonants lends a 
reminder which ones are aspirated.  Consider the following: 
 

listen       Q q = theta     R r = rho     F f = phi     X x = chi 
 
   
All of these consonants share an aspirated “h” sound in its spelling.  These are 
the only consonants in the Greek alphabet spelled in this manner.  Historical 
Greek grammars note that rho probably had lost most of its aspiration by New 
Testament times.  In any case, rho was never aspirated within a word, but trilled 
by the tip of the tongue as currently in Modern Greek. 
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Practice saying these aspirated consonants using the words below.  The 
examples in the first line are the actual Greek names for these consonants. 
 
listen   qhta, rw, fi, xi 
 
listen   qermoj, qeoj, eqoj, kaqwj, lhqh, mhqen, qhluj 
 
listen   raka, Rhsa, rhsij, plhrhj, Kore, rodon, roph 
 
listen   fwj, fuw, frikh, Fruc, sofia, profhtij 
 
listen   xalkoj, xairw, exw, Sixar, raxh, broxh 
 
Pay strict attention between the pronunciation of K k (kappa) and X x (chi). The 
breath is not entirely cut off with chi as with kappa, and the emission of breath 
should produce only a strong “h” sound.  Compare the following word pairs. 
 

listen    raka -- raxh         listen   krisin -- xrhsin 
 
Both the kappa and chi occur in the word, kauxhsij.  Many beginning grammars 
suggest that chi closely approximates the German “ch” in “ich”.  If you do not 
know German, however, this is of very little use. 
 
3.6 The Obsolete Greek Consonants 
 
The Greek alphabet originally had several other consonants that fell out of use 
long before New Testament Times.  None of these consonants survived to play a 
part in the Greek Classical Era and subsequent history of the language.  They 
are considered in modern grammars because they provide a theoretical 
explanation to a number of grammatical phenomena, especially the digamma. 
 
3.6.1  The Digamma (digamma) V 
 
The digamma—“double gamma” ( V )—was named because of its form.  The 
digamma was written like one gamma, G, placed over another.  Its phonetic 
sound was like the English “w”.  This letter was adopted by the Latin alphabet, 
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which we use in English as the “w”.  The consonant originally came after E e in 
the Greek alphabet.  The digamma was written in Boeotian as late as 200 B.C. 
 
3.6.2   The Koppa (koppa) J 
 
The koppa appeared after P p in the Greek alphabet.  This letter was later 
adopted by the Latin alphabet, which we use in the English language as “q”. 
 
3.7 The Greek Letters from Ancient to Modern 
 
In the earliest inscriptions, Greek was written from right to left.  Later, rows were 
written alternately right-to-left (sinistrograde) and left-to-right (dextrograde), with 
the direction of the letters alternating according to the direction of writing.  Finally, 
the system of writing was standardized from left to right. 
 
The earliest forms of the Greek letters were the capitals, as seen in inscriptions 
cut in stone.  The form of these capitals is called majuscule.  The shapes of 
these letters were square.  Later the majuscule letters were modified to a more 
rounded shape.  These rounded Greek capitals are called uncials.  In nearly 
every instance, the uncial letter is a simplified form of the majuscule and can be 
easily identified (except uncial sigma, which is C).  In general, majuscules are 
older than uncials, and both are older than minuscules.   
 
The lower case or small letters are called minuscules.  They are imitations of 
forms used in cursive (connected and flowing) writing.  These letters led to the 
displacement of the uncials.   
 
All Greek biblical manuscripts before the 10th century A.D. were written in either 
majuscules or uncials.  The Greek letters were never divided into separate 
words, but were run together with no intervening punctuation. 
 
With the invention of printing, modern editorial devices were introduced.  In most 
printed editions of the Greek New Testament, capital letters are used to begin 
proper names and sentences, as in English.  Some editions, however, will not 
begin each sentence with a capital letter, but only the first sentence of each 
paragraph, with sentences within paragraphs beginning with small letters.   
 
The Westcott-Hort Greek edition uses uncials to preserve quotations from the 
Old Testament.  Some other Greek editions use a capital letter to begin such a 
quotation, while still others, such as the United Bible Societies edition, present 
Old Testament material in lower case letters printed in bold face type.  
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3 
 

           

           Study Guide                                                            
           Greek Phonology (Part 1)                                            
             Consonants, Vowels and Diphthongs            

 
Important introductory phonetic pronunciation of all the Greek letters were 
presented in this lesson.  Some of the terms used to define these concepts were 
perhaps new.  However, as with any new discipline or area of work, new 
concepts are important to master in order to be competent and successful.  
Learning New Testament Greek is no different. 
 
Technical terms relating to language study may be intimidating—especially when 
first encountered.  A good way to become further acquainted with these concepts 
is to look them up in a multi-volume English dictionary.  Additionally, if you are 
interested in phonics, your local public library—not to mention the many internet 
sites—have resources about English phonics, both written and audio. 
 
The terms below were introduced in the lesson.  In several instances, further 
explanations and examples are cited.  The definitions should be understood, for 
they will be used in subsequent lessons.  Mastery of them will come with usage, 
and usage with practice.  The terms are listed in the order introduced.   
 

• Phonics: a method of learning the correlation between the written letters 
and their corresponding speech sounds and sound combinations in a 
language.  Most American primary school children were introduced to 
phonics while learning the many different ways English letters—especially 
vowels—are pronounced in words.  Consider the different pronunciations 
of the English vowel “o” in the following words: “hot”; “open”; “order”; “oil”; 
“out”; and “broad”.  In addition, how would one know how to properly 
pronounce the sound “sh” in the following words without help: “ocean”; 
“machine”; “special”; “sure”; “conscience”; “tension”; “issue”; and “nation”?  
Phonics is a valuable method, as in English, to learn the various phonetic 
sounds of Greek vowels and consonants in words.   

 
• Consonant: when forming a letter sound, the partial or total blockage of 

air.  This stoppage of air in the oral cavity distinguishes consonants from 
vowels.  The hindering of breath is accomplished with the tongue, teeth, or 
lips.  There are no silent consonants in Greek as in English (cf. “knot”, 
“know”, “Wednesday”, “thorough”).  More in-depth information about Greek 
consonants will be introduced in Lesson Four. 

 

© Dr. William D. Ramey                                                                                                 InTheBeginning.org 

http://www.inthebeginning.org


LESSON 3: Greek Phonology: Consonants, Vowels and Diphthongs               Page 52 
 
 

• Vowel: when forming a letter sound, the unobstructed passage of breath 
with no audible friction through the oral cavity.  This unobstructed passage 
of air in the oral cavity distinguishes vowels from consonants.  The vocal 
cords generally vibrate, but not necessarily.  The Greek vowels are 
produced by modification of the shape of the oral cavity by movements of 
the tongue and lips.  The Greek vowels are: 

 
A a, E e, H h, I i, O o, U u, W w 

 
• Proper diphthong: a vowel sound made of two identifiable vowel sounds 

in immediate sequence.  All Greek proper diphthongs are a combination of 
an open and a close vowel in immediate sequence to one another.  There 
are only two exceptions: the vowel combination u + i form a diphthong, 
while vowel combination h + i never form a diphthong.  Diphthongs may be 
found at the beginning of Greek words, or anywhere else within the word.  
The eight Greek proper diphthongs are: 

 
Beginning with a capital letter: Ai Ei Oi Ui Au Eu Hu Ou

Beginning with a small letter: ai ei oi ui au eu hu ou
 

• Dieresis: two dots (  + ) placed over the second of two consecutive vowels 
to indicate that the second vowel is to be pronounced in a separate 
syllable (syllabification will be studied in a later lesson).   

 
agaqopoii+a, dii+sthmi, diu+lizw, Lwi+di, perii+staso, prwi+ 

 
Dieresis also distinguishes the combination of open and close vowels that 
do not form a proper diphthong, but instead, are pronounced as two 
separate sounds.  Only six of the eight diphthongs are exemplified. 

 
ai+dioj, Semei+n, xoi+koi, osfui+, prau+j, prou+parxw 

 
• Improper diphthong: an open and long vowel, a, h, or w with a small iota 

written under the vowel: a|, h|, w|.  These diphthongs are never dissolved 
into their constituent elements (ai+, hi+, wi+), and treated as simple vowels.   

 
agapa|  logizh|  agwgh|  mneia| 
agnwstw|  megalw|  mesw|  patrw|w| (!) 
agra|  nika|   mimnh|skh| (!) oikia| 
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• Iota Subscript: a diminutive iota written below (hence, “subscript”) the 
open and long vowels a, h and w (i.e., a|, h|, w|), denoting a (improper) 
diphthong.  The iota subscript has no phonetic value of its own, nor does it 
affect the sound of the open and long vowel.  Historically, the subscript 
“originated in many cases at least, as a prosodic mute mark, in that the 
vacancy left by a lost sound was, for rhythmical purposes, indicated by 
schoolmasters and rhythmicians with a stroke analogous to our sign of the 
apostrophe.  This stroke then came to be annexed in the form of a mute i 
to the preceding vowel” (Antonius N. Jannaris, An Historical Greek 
Grammar, p. 29).  For examples, see improper diphthong above. 

 
• Iota Adscript:  The iota subscript is written on the line when a|, h| and w| 

are written as capitals (A, H, W). 
 

nika| = NIKAI    panth| = PANTHI    logw| = LOGWI 
 

• Compound consonant: a consonant wherein its phonetic sound is a 
composite of a consonant + sigma.  There are three compound 
consonants in Greek: Z z = ds, C c = ks and Y y = ps.  The significance of 
these compound consonants will become evident in later lessons. 

 
• Aspirated Consonant: a consonant pronounced with air accompanying or 

following the consonant.  The four aspirated Greek consonants are Q q,  
R r, F f and X x. 
 

• Sinistrograde: letters of a language written left to right (as in English). 
 

• Dextrograde: letters of a language written right to left (as in Hebrew). 
 

• Majuscule: the earliest form of Greek letters.  They were large square 
letters and all their forms were capitals.  The majuscule letters were written 
together without breaks between words. 

 
• Uncial:  the modified majuscule capital Greek letters that later became 

rounded in shape.  The uncial letters were written together without breaks 
between words. 

 
• Minuscule: extremely small Greek letters (compared to majuscule and 

uncial letters) that were neither majuscule nor uncial in form.  Their forms 
resemble cursive writing wherein the letters were connected and flowing. 
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Exercises 
 

1. What constitutes a consonant letter sound? 
 
 
 
 

2. What ten Greek consonants are phonetically equivalent to ten English 
consonants?  Fill in the spaces below with the appropriate Greek or 
English small letter. 

 

Ten Greek consonants equivalent in sound to ten English consonants: 

Greek letters: b  d   m n p s/j  

English letters:  g  k l  n   t 
 

3. Define what constitutes a vowel letter sound. 
 
 
 
 

4. List the seven Greek vowels, giving both their small and capital forms 
together. 

 
 
 
 

5. What two Greek vowels are always considered short?   
 
 
 

6. What two Greek vowels are always considered long? 
 
 
 

7. What three Greek vowels may be either long or short? 
 
 
 

© Dr. William D. Ramey                                                                                                 InTheBeginning.org 

http://www.inthebeginning.org


LESSON 3: Greek Phonology: Consonants, Vowels and Diphthongs               Page 55 
 
 

8. Fill in the chart below with the appropriate long or short vowel.  Be sure to 
include both capital and small letter. 

 
Always long:        ,  
Always short:        , O o 
May be long or short:        ,       ,  

 
 

9. Circle the short vowel corresponding to H h. 
 

A a, E e, I i, O o, U u, W w 
 

10.  Circle the short vowel corresponding to W w. 
 

A a, E e, H h, I i, O o, U u 
 
11.  What are the open and close vowels?  What constitutes an open and a 

close vowel? 
 
 
 
 

12.  What constitutes a proper Greek diphthong? 
 
 
 
 

10.  Circle all the Greek proper diphthongs below. 
 
ae, ai, ao, ea, ei, eo, ie, oa, oe, oi, oo, ui, au, eu, hu, ou 

 
11.  What constitutes an improper Greek diphthong? 
 
 
 
12.  What are the three improper Greek diphthongs? 
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13.  What is a dieresis and when is it used? 
 
 
 
14.  Which two Greek diphthongs are pronounced identical to the long vowel 

H h? 
 
 
 
15.  Which Greek diphthong is pronounced identical to the long vowel A a? 
 
 
 
16.  Which Greek long vowel sounds identical to the improper diphthong w|? 
 
 
 
17.  What constitutes a Greek compound consonant?  What are the three 

Greek compound consonants?  Be sure to include their compound 
phonetic equivalents. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
18.  What constitutes a Greek aspirated consonant?  Which four Greek letters 

are aspirated?  What is their common denominator when spelling these 
letters in English? 

 
 
 
 
 
19.  What two consonants became obsolete in the Greek alphabet?   

 
 
 
 
 
 
   Click here for the answers to this study guide and further help aids associated with this lesson. 
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