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Vowels. Of Greek’s seven vowels (α, ε, η, ι, ο, υ, ω), ε and ο are always short; η 
and ω are the long versions of ε and ο; α, ι, and υ are sometimes short, sometimes 
long. “Short” and “long” refer to the vowel’s quantity, i.e., the duration of its sound. 
In the Classical age long vowels were held out about twice as long as short ones. 
Apparently the quality, i.e., the sound, of α, ι, and υ, did not change much when 
those vowels were held out; η and ω, on the other hand, were not only longer but 
also more open in pronunciation than their short counterparts, ε and ο.  

A diphthong is two vowels combined in pronunciation; the sound of the first 
either merges with or glides into the sound of the second. The two vowels together 
form one long syllable. 

Classical Greek has eleven diphthongs. The first eight listed below are called 
“proper diphthongs” because, in each of them, both vowels continued to be 
pronounced. The last three in the list are called “improper diphthongs” because 
the second letter (iota) in each of them eventually became silent. In the Classical 
age, however, the iota was still pronounced.

Diphthongs
Proper		  Pronounced like the italicized letter(s) in the  

English word:
ΑΙ	 Αι	 αι	 aisle
ΑΥ	 Αυ	 αυ	 ouch
ΕΙ	 Ει	 ει	 eight
ΕΥ	 Ευ	 ευ	 etch gliding into French u [or you]
ΗΥ	 Ηυ	 ηυ	 error gliding into French u [or hey you]
ΟΙ	 Οι	 οι	 oil
ΟΥ	 Ου	 ου	 ooze
ΥΙ	 Υι	 υι	 French u gliding into ee [or wee]

Improper	 Pronounced like the italicized letter(s) in the English 
word:

ᾹI	 Ᾱι	 ιᾱ   or ᾱι	 ah gliding into ee [or same as ᾱ]
ΗΙ	 Ηι	 ῃ or ηι	 error gliding into ee [or same as η]
ΩΙ	 Ωι	 ῳ or ωι	 aw gliding into ee [or same as ω]

In an improper diphthong the iota may be written either next to the other vowel 
or beneath it. When it is written next to it, the iota is called an iota adscript; when 
it is written beneath it, it is called an iota subscript. The ancient Greeks always 
wrote the iota as an adscript; the subscript did not come into use until the eleventh 
or twelfth century. Today the iota is still written as an adscript if the ᾱ, η, or ω 
is capitalized. If both vowels are in lower-case letters, the practice varies, but a 
subscript is far more common. This textbook prints the iota as a subscript unless 
the iota is combined with a capitalized vowel. 

During the Classical period the letters omicron, omega, epsilon, and upsilon  
had the names οὖ, ὦ, εἶ, and ὖ. The expanded names they now have (meaning 
“small o,” “big o,” “plain e,” and “plain u”) were created for clarity’s sake by 
grammarians in the Byzantine age. By then the pronunciation of Greek had 
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