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1. Introductory Remarks 

 

 In spite of increasing interest in recent decades by NT scholars in 

such contiguous fields as Classical and Hellenistic Grammar, Philology and 

Rhetoric, with their obvious relevance for the acoustics of the Greek 

language, not one study has, to my knowledge, been devoted to this 

important subject in mainline theological journals during this century. 

 

 This is all the more remarkable when it is remembered that (a) the 

letters of Paul, for instance, were written not to be read silently, but to be 

read aloud and to be heard in the various Christian congregations; (b) the 

manuscript tradition is full of errors that were committed unintentionally 

because the scribe, guided acoustically, faltered in his spelling. Acoustics 

and historical or etymological spelling did not coincide! And (c) a fair 

number of words are spelled identically but are accented differently and 

hence pronounced differently, and this difference in accentuation and 

pronunciation makes all the difference to their meaning.  

 

 These three reasons ought to have been sufficient to raise questions, 

to inspire dissatisfaction with the status quo, and to call for a reopening of 

the problem of the pronunciation of Greek in antiquity. That this has not 

happened is owing primarily to three reasons. The first reason is that the 

pronunciation of Greek is a very specialistic subject, ideally requiring 
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knowledge of the language in all its periods Ñ  a dismaying prospect to 

most NT scholars. The second reason is that those who have become aware 

that the current Erasmian pronunciations are no true reflections of the 

pronunciation in ancient Greece, have nevertheless acquiesced in the belief 

that after all the Erasmian pronunciations help us in our spelling. The third 

reason, symptomatic of faulty evaluations of later Greek, is the current 

misconception, namely,  that Greek is a dead language, so it does not really 

matter how it is pronounced. 

 

 The present article is an outcome of an extensive investigation, a 

summary of which has been published under the title ÒThe Error of 

Erasmus and Un-Greek Pronunciations of GreekÓ1.   

 The current pronunciations of Greek in the scholarly world go back 

to Desiderius Erasmus, who in 1528 wrote a treatise on the pronunciation 

of Greek and Latin in which Greek letters were generally given the values 

of mediaeval Latin. The reason for writing this work was that he let himself 

be persuaded by the Swiss scholar Henricus Glareanus that certain learned 

Greeks, who had recently arrived in Paris, pronounced their language in 

that way. When Erasmus discovered that the story was untrue, he requested 

his friends and associates not to use the pronunciation he had constructed, 

himself abiding by the received (i.e. ÒModernÓ Greek) pronunciation in use 

then throughout Europe, but all these measures were to no avail. The 

mischief had been done.2 

 

 The success of the Erasmian pronunciation has its explanation inter 

alia  in the fall of the Byzantine Empire, the absence of Greek intellectuals 

                                     
1 The study has appeared in the Spanish philological journal Filologia Neotestamentaria, 16 (1995) 151-

85 [actually appeared in March 1996], published by the Faculty of Philosophy and Literature in the area 

of Greek Philology of the Department for the Sciences of Antiquity and the Middle Ages of the 

University of C—rdoba.  
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in the West, and ignorance of ancient monuments that revealed the actual 

pronunciation in ancient times.3 The Erasmian error had been committed at 

an inopportune time: the exhilaration of discovery that characterized 

Renaissance and later Enlightenment Man, the immense authority of 

Erasmus and the absence of expert arbitration by Greek scholars left the 

fate of the Greek language and its pronunciation in the hands of men who 

were less than adequately equipped to deal with the problem. Evidently, 

believing that the Ottoman victory had signaled the end of the Greek race, 

they declared Greek a dead language and proceeded to alter its traditional 

pronunciation.4 This double blow at the Greek language has had its dire 

consequences. The language was atomized, the ancient form was separated 

from its natural and logical continuation in Byzantine and Modern Greek, 

and the NT, which lies between the two, was interpreted in the light of 

classical Greek (later also of the contemporary non-literary papyri), but the 

lines of development struck in Hellenistic times in relation to classical 

Greek, could not be pursued to their logical consequences because Modern 

Greek became totally unknown and even came to be considered as 

irrelevant!  Thus, the average NT scholar today does not know that, in the 

words of Hatzidakis, ÒThe language generally spoken today in the towns 

[of Greece] differs less from the language of Polybius [203-120 B.C.] than 

this last differs from the language of HomerÓ [VIII B.C.].5 

 

 The advances in Greek studies mentioned above cohere ill with our 

uncritical acceptance of the legacy of Erasmus and his successors. Today, 

with the immense evidence of the inscriptions and the papyri at our 

                                     
2  For details about this incident, see Error of Erasmus,152-54. 

3  See Error of Erasmus, 154-56. 

4  See Error of Erasmus, 155. 
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disposal Ñ  first-hand documents that speak authoritatively on the 

pronunciation of ancient Greek Ñ  it is no longer excusable to continue to 

adhere to the mistakes of a past age. The question of the correct 

pronunciation of Greek should be put again on the table of discussion.  

 

 Since we do not have any magnetic tape-recordings with the actual 

voices of ancient Greeks, we might think that it is utterly impossible for us 

to know how they pronounced Greek. While it is true that the absence of 

magnetic recordings makes it impossible for us to know the exact quality of 

sound, the accent, or the intonation of ancient Greek, the documentary 

evidence at our disposal makes it sufficiently adequate for us to identify the 

value of each letter and to give it its correct pronunciation. Like the users 

of all other languages, the ancient Greeks committed spelling mistakes. The 

inscriptions and the papyri have preserved their written texts precisely as 

they wrote them. By studying these mistakes, for example, the use of one 

vowel for another or for a diphthong and vice versa, we can determine how 

these vowels or diphthongs were pronounced. In addition, we need to take 

account of the various rules regarding phonology, the pathology of sounds, 

and other grammatical phenomena.  

 

 It is readily admitted by almost every Erasmian that the 

pronunciation of Greek in NT times was very close to the so-called Modern 

Greek pronunciation6. Hence, already this implies that pronouncing e.g. the 

                                     
5  G. Hatzidakis, ÒLa question de la langue en Gr•ceÓ, Revue des ƒtudes Greques, Paris, 16 (1903) 210-

245, p. 220: ÒDe tout cela il est rŽsultŽ que la langue communŽment parlŽe aujourdÕhui dans les villes 

diff•re moins de la langue commune de Polybe que cette derni•re ne diff•re de la langue dÕHom•reÓ.  
6 By way of example, reference might here be made to two Grammarians, W.F. Howard and A.T. 
Robertson. In the second volume of J.H. Moulton,  A Grammar of New Testament Greek. Accidence and 
Word-Formation, Edinburgh, rp. 1979, Howard writes: ÒThe Diphthongs were largely monophthongous 
by the time with which we are concernedÓ [i.e. NT times] (44). With regard to stress accent, he says: ÒIn 
their time [i.e. of the Alexandrian Grammarians,  III B.C.-A.D.I] the character of the accent was changing 
from pitch to stressÓ (51);  ÒThe NT documents were from the first pronounced with the accented 
conditions familiar in M[odern] Gr[eek]Ó (56), and finally on the pronunciation in general: ÒAny modern 
reconstruction by which we may attempt to pronounce Attic as the Athenians did will be almost as far 
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NT and the Apostolic Fathers in the Erasmian ways Ñ  which are claimed 

to represent the pronunciation of archaic and classical times Ñ   ought to be 

anachronistic and unscientific even for Erasmians. The investigation 

referred to here, however, questions the thesis that the pronunciation in 

classical times was the one claimed by Erasmians. In fact, it demonstrates 

that the epigraphical evidence contradicts this claim, showing that the 

Erasmian pronunciations have never been used by Greeks Ñ  at least not in 

historic times. 

 

 Because our interest turns around the time when the changes in 

pronunciation were introduced, we need to concentrate on the earlier 

evidence of the inscriptions, rather than the later evidence of the papyri. 

The method is in principle the same as that used by the Erasmians in 

establishing the changes for later periods, but the value of this investigation 

is that it shows that these changes were taking place many centuries earlier 

than the Erasmians suppose, who as a rule cite only the later inscriptions 

and the papyri, but refrain from citing the early inscriptions. It is these 

inscriptions that are the most important evidence for Athenian 

pronunciation in classical and even pre-classical times.7 

 

 This investigation is based on a fresh examination of the immense 

epigraphical evidence available today. Of the Inscriptiones Graecae, in 

particular the great majority of B.C. inscriptions in the four folio volumes 

constituting the Corpus Inscriptionum Atticarum, all of the inscriptions in 

                                     
from representing Hellenistic as the avowedly haphazard pronunciation we have hitherto used in 
EnglandÓ (94). A.T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek NT in the Light of Historical Research, 
Nashville 1934, writes: ÒThe idioms and pronunciation of the present-day vernacular are often seen in the 
manuscripts of the NT and other Greek documents and much earlier in the inscriptions representing one 
or another of the early dialectsÓ (46); ÒWe can indeed appeal to the old Greek inscriptions for the popular 
pronunciation [sc. Modern Greek pronunciation] on many points. According to this evidence in the first 
century B.C. ai=ae, ei=i, h=i, u=i, ui=i, oi=i, b=v (English v). Clearly then in the koinhv the process of 
itacism was already at work before the N.T. was writtenÓ (238). 

7  For a critique of the criteria used by Erasmians and the criteria used in this study, see Error of 

Erasmus, 161-63. 
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the Inscriptiones Graecae Antiqvissimae, all the Attic inscriptions in the 39 

volumes of Supplementum Epigraphicum Graecum, a great many 

inscriptions in the Corpus Inscriptionum Graecarum, as well as many 

inscriptions in a number of other epigraphical publications have been 

studied. Moreover, a number of papyri in various papyrological 

publications have been examined, though it has been deemed advisable to 

refrain from making an extensive use of this material, partly because it 

comes from the III B.C. and later (i.e. too late for my purpose!), and partly 

because papyrological evidence not infrequently involves influence from 

non-Greek languages. Hence dialectical, etc. differences in pronunciation 

within the Hellenic World (from Spain to India) are of no consequence. 

The Greek dialect that constitutes the basis of all Greek from Classical 

times to the present day is Attic. Since the object of this study is purely 

Athenian pronunciation in B.C. times and its relation to the pronunciation 

in NT times, the most obvious material to turn to is the Attic inscriptions. 

These are purely Greek and much older than the Papyri, and bear witness to 

the pronunciation current in Athens in classical times. 

 

2. The Ancient Greek Pronunciation 

 

 It is important to bear in mind that the alphabet which the Greeks 

took over from the Phoenicians before 800 B.C. was incomplete; it had no 

vowels. It also differed in respect of the  order of the letters from one 

locality to another. The Greeks created certain letter-symbols for vowels, 

which were unknown before. However, in early times one vowel could 

represent several sounds.8 The Ionians were the first Greeks to perfect the 

alphabet with its seven vowels, and this Ionian alphabet, which had been in 

unofficial use in Athens during the V B.C., was in 403 officially ratified 

                                     
8   See Error of Erasmus, 158-61. 



 7  

under the Archonship of Eucleides. The Attic alphabet had now 24 letters, 

and this alphabet has remained unchanged to the present day.9 

 

 The completion of the Greek alphabet was accompanied by a number 

of important changes in pronunciation. Beginning early in the VI B.C. 

contraction is well under way in the V B.C. For example, the diphthongs 

are monophthongized (pronounced as one rather than two sounds). But the 

new adjustments in pronunciation cannot entirely affect Orthography 

(spelling), which follows etymology; orthography becomes frozen. Thus, a 

certain jarring between historical (i.e. etymological) orthography and 

pronunciation arises, and this discrepancy between sound and letter has 

come to stay. People, ignorant of etymological or historical orthography, 

write as they pronounce, and these spelling mistakes divulge to us the way 

they pronounced the various letters and diphthongs. In the Attic 

inscriptions we can trace these changes in pronunciation, as letters and 

combinations of letters assumed their normative spelling and 

pronunciation, which they have retained ever since to the present day.  

 

 The following statement will indicate in summary form the (change 

in) pronunciation for each letter or diphthong and the earliest date since 

which this is documented, referring the reader for the argumentation and 

the relevant epigraphical evidence to the larger study.  

 

a. The Pronunciation of the Vowels and  Diphthongs 

 1. The point of departure is the pronunciation of i as i (as in Eng. 

ÒthinÓ). This has never been disputed by anyone. 

 2. Another indisputable fact is that in time h, u, ei, oi, hi, ui, came to be 

pronounced as i. Ai took the sound of e; o and w became identical; and au, eu, 

and hu came to be pronounced as av and af, ev and ef, and iv and if 

                                     
9  See Error of Erasmus, 158. 
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respectively. The great question is, When did these letters and diphthongs 

assume this pronunciation? 

 3. The first diphthong to become monophthongized and take on the 

pronunciation which it still has in Modern Greek is ei. The epigraphical 

evidence for ei = i begins early in the VI B.C.10  

 

 4. U, which originally ought to have had the sound of u, is 

epigraphically witnessed to have been thinned down to the sound of i or in 

the neighbourhood of it by 600-550 B.C. The epigraphical evidence shows 

that u was confused with h (since 350 B.C.), with oi as well as with ei, 

which since the VI B.C. was pronounced as i.11 

 5. Ui had since pre-classical times the i swallowed up by or 

contracted with u, and the diphthong had come to have the sound of a 

simple u already by the V B.C.12    

 

 6. Oi is confused with i at the latest by 329 B.C.13  That the sound of 

oi had come to coincide with that of i is proved also by the fact that oi is 

confused also with ei.14 As indicated above, oi, moreover, interchanges with 

u as well as with h. 

  

7. The letter h interchanges with i already before the middle of the V 

B.C., that is, before its official acceptance into the Attic alphabet in 403 

B.C. The evidence for h interchanging with i is overwhelming. The 

frequency of this interchange increases in the III B.C.15  H interchanges 

with ei also very frequently esp. from around 200 B.C. as well as with u (IV 

B.C.). 

                                     
10   See Error of Erasmus, 163-64. 
11   See Error of Erasmus, 164-65. 
12   See Error of Erasmus, 166. 
13   There is a very early example for this confusion from 580 B.C., see Error of Erasmus, 166. 
14   See Error of Erasmus, 166-67. 
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 8. The spurious diphthong HI since the V B.C. came to coincide in 

pronunciation with the proper diphthong ei, which was pronounced as i16 .   

 

 9. Because the letter o prior to the adoption of the Ionic alphabet 

represented the sounds which later came to be represented by o, ou and w, 

there is frequent confusion between o and ou down to the III B.C. However, 

it is significant that ou, which is pronounced strictly as u, hardly ever stands 

instead of o or w. We thus see that there was little distinction between o and 

w, but a clear distinction between o or w and ou. By the III B.C. o and w 

have become indistinguishable.17 

 

 10. Ai was pronounced as e in Athens already by the VI B.C.18    

 

 11. Finally, the diphthongs au, eu and hu had two pronunciations: 

before vowels or the consonants b, g, d, z, l, m, n, r, they were pronounced as 

av, ev  and iv, while before all other consonants they were pronounced as 

af, ef and IF. The evidence for this pronunciation goes back to the VI 

B.C.19    

 

b. The Pronunciation of the Consonants 

 

 The disputed consonants are the mediae b, g, d, the aspirates q, f, c, as 

well as z.  

 

 1. The discussion of the evidence shows that though the 

pronunciation of b, g, and d as b,g, and d cannot be entirely excluded in 

                                     
15   See Error of Erasmus, 167. 
16   See Error of Erasmus, 168. 
17   See Error of Erasmus, 168-69. 

18   See Error of Erasmus, 169-70. 

19   Cf. Error of Erasmus, 170. 
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some positions (i.e. after a nasal), the normal pronunciation was v, gh 

(before e and i sounds as Eng. y in ÒyetÓ; in other positions a sound 

unknown in Eng. but one which can be approximated by trying to 

pronounce ÒgoÓ deeper from the throat) and dh (as Eng. th in ÒthenÓ). This 

pronunciation is witnessed from the V B.C. onwards20 . The above by no 

means implies that this pronunciation was assumed in the fifth century; it 

simply means that we are not in a position to affirm positively this 

pronunciation for earlier periods Ñ  or any other pronunciation for that 

matter. 

 

 2. The aspirates q, f, and c were at the latest by the V B.C. sounded as 

th (in Eng. ÒthinÓ), as f (in Eng. ÒfillÓ) and as ch (in Ger. ÒichÓ before e and 

i sounds, while in all other positions as ch in Germ. ÒBachÓ or in Scot. 

ÒlochÓ).21    

 

 3. The letter z had a voiced sound as Eng. z in ÒzebraÓ or s in ÒroseÓ, 

and this pronunciation can be established already for the V B.C.22    

 

c. Accents and Breathings 

 

 1. Accent.  The nature of the Greek accent is significantly different 

from e.g. English or German accent. This is owing to inter alia the rule of 

trisyllabotony, i.e. that Greek words, no matter how long they are, receive 

only one accent and that not further back than the antepenultima. This, as 

well as the treatment of accent by the Alexandrian Grammarians (III B.C. - 

                                     
20   See Error of Erasmus, 171-75. 

21   See Error of Erasmus, 171-72. 

22   See Error of Erasmus, 174-75. 
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A.D. I), shows that Greek accent was expiratory stress accent from the 

beginning, not merely in post-classical times.23   

 

 2. The breathings. In a number of inscriptions representing the lesser 

dialects aspiration occurs (VII B.C.). However, of the main dialects, Ionic, 

Aeolic and mostly Doric, know nothing of aspiration. Attic, which is 

crucial, is for the period prior to 403 B.C. quite ambivalent. The mark of 

aspiration is frequently absent, more frequently it is present, but not placed 

correctly. The same or similar word occurs both with and without the 

aspirate. This implies that no aspiration was observed in actual speech, but 

only in writing, just as it has been ever since to the present day. Hence the 

erratic use of the aspiration mark!24  

 

d. Summary 

 

 ÒThe above investigation has shown that the Vth c. B.C was a 

century of momentous changes for the Greek language. (Indeed, in certain 

respects the process had begun already in the VIth c.). With the completion 

of the 24-letter alphabet, the old, inexact way of spelling was giving way to 

what came to be the normative spelling, which has been in force for the 

past 2500 years. At the same time these accommodations in spelling were 

accompanied by important changes in pronunciation. The diphthongs were 

receiving a monophthongal pronunciation, assuming the sound of their 

second vowel, which for the most part was I.  The U was thinned down (at 

first perhaps to French U and finally) to I, the U-sound being rendered by 

OU. Quantity, which evidently had never been integral to the vowels, but 

was a mere technicality, was now vanishing. The stress-accent, which must 

always have existed, comes clearly into prominence. In short, all those 

                                     
23   Cf. Error of Erasmus, 175-79. 

24   See Error of Erasmus, 179-80. 
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elements that are characteristic of the Modern Greek pronunciation begin to 

make their appearance at this timeÓ.25   

 

 As was indicated above, it is frequently admitted by Erasmians that 

the pronunciation of Greek in the first century A.D. was practically the 

same as in Modern Greece. The immense epigraphical evidence actually 

shows that this tendency goes back to some five to six centuries earlier, 

during classical times. This means that there is no such thing as a ÒModern 

Greek pronunciationÓ. The so-called ÒModern GreekÓ pronunciation is 

ancient; it began to establish itself already in classical times. It is, therefore, 

more correct to called it The Historical Greek Pronunciation. This 

emphasizes the fact that this pronunciation is the result of a very long 

historical development, a development that reaches back to classical 

timesSummary 

 

3. Cinclusions 

 In view of the above results, it would seem that not only scientific 

but also practical reasons make it desirable and necessary for New 

Testament scholarship to return to the Greek pronunciation of Greek. These 

reasons can be formulated as follows:  

 

 1. Purely scientifically the claim that the Erasmian pronunciations 

represent factual truth has been shown to be without basis. Scientific 

integrity today demands the return of New Testament scholarship to the 

Greek pronunciation of Greek. 

 

 2. It is not quite true that the Erasmian pronunciations helps us to 

spell Greek correctly. In fact experience shows that they lead to confusion 

of H, C, and Q with E, K and T. Moreover, the Erasmian pronunciations 

                                     
25  Error of Erasmus, 180-81. 
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confuse different words spelled identically. Pronouncing such words in the 

Greek way will eliminate the problem.  

 

 3. Textual criticism. The MSS tradition is full of spelling mistakes as 

well as misunderstandings, reflecting the Greek pronunciation. These 

variants should be solved on the basis of pronunciation rather than by 

intricate theories.26  

 

 4. The Historical Greek Pronunciation will eliminate the unscientific, 

artificial wall of partition between NT Greek on the one hand and 

Byzantine and Modern Greek on the other. The language will be looked 

upon as one, as it really is. This will help us better to understand the 

morphological and syntactical phenomena appearing in the New 

Testament, which come to their logical conclusion in due time27 .  

 

 5. The Historical Greek Pronunciation will reintroduce the acoustic 

dimension, which we have lost. It will help us to come closer to the actual 

sounds of our texts when they were read out aloud in the churches, and the 

language will be experienced as living and pulsating rather than as an 

ancient fossil. 

 

 6. The Historical Greek Pronunciation will often help us to discover 

e.g. word-plays and parechesis, as well as other phenomena, which are 

now obscured by the prevailing un-Greek pronunciations. 

                                     
26   See Error of Erasmus, 184, and ÒÔTo BoastÕ or ÔTo be BurnedÕ? The Crux of 1 Cor 13:3Ó in SE• 60 

(1995), 115-27, which exemplifies the importance of the Greek pronunciation for Text critical work. 

27  The value of Modern Greek for the exegesis of the NT can hardly be overstated. Something of its 

relevance can be gauged from the references to it in J.H. MoultonÕs and RobertsonÕs Grammars and by 

J.H. Moulton and G. Milligan, The Vocabulary of the New Testament. C.H. Dodd, who did not know 

Modern Greek, in fact used its evidence as one of his arguments for his Òrealized eschatologyÓ. See C. C. 

Caragounis, ÒKingdom of God, Son of Man and JesusÕ Self-UnderstandingÓ TynBull 40 (1989) 12-5. 
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 7. It is a truism that in our international conferences we find it 

difficult to understand one another when pronouncing Greek words. 

Adopting the Greek pronunciation will eliminate this problem. 

 

 8. The Historical Greek Pronunciation is more natural than the 

artificial pronunciations of Erasmus, and hence easier. As in every 

language, the phonology is adapted to the particular needs of the language 

in order to make it easier, more natural and well-sounding. 

 

 9. The Historical Greek Pronunciation will no doubt have a salutary 

effect on our students, who will be learning Greek as a living language with 

all the possibilities for further development which this opens up. Here we 

should also think of the modern exchange programs between countries. 

 

 10. The Historical Greek Pronunciation is important for Patristic 

studies. Some of those students who learn their NT Greek with us, go on to 

Patristic studies. Dialogue with Greek Patristic scholarship is unavoidable. 

Participation in the Greek Liturgy is also a desideratum.  

 

 11. Finally, one of the recent developments in the policies of 

Western NT scholarship has been the decision to extend its scientific co-

operation to the Eastern countries. These countries, however, pronounce 

Greek in the Greek way. What better opportunity, therefore, than this to 

adopt the Greek pronunciation and thus for ever eliminate the present 

confusion in our scholarly contacts and work?  

 

 Hopefully the above reasons will be deemed well worth pondering 

by NT scholars and sufficient to warrant the reopening of the issue of the 

pronunciation of Greek, especially  as the present millenium with its 450 
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year old mistaken tradition draws to its close and a new millenium opens 

up. 


