
Greek alphabet 
 
     The Greek alphabet has been used to write the Greek language since the late ninth or early 
eighth century BC.   It is derived from the earlier Phoenician alphabet and was the first alphabetic 
script in history to have distinct letters for vowels as well as consonants.  
 
     In Archaic and early Classical times, the Greek alphabet existed in many local variants, but, by the 
end of the fourth century BC, the Euclidean alphabet, with twenty-four letters, ordered 
from alpha to omega, had become standard and it is this version that is still used to write Greek 
today. 

 
 
     The Greek alphabet is the ancestor of the Latin and Cyrillic 
scripts.   Like Latin and Cyrillic, Greek originally had only a single 
form of each letter; it developed the letter case distinction between 
uppercase and lowercase in parallel with Latin during the modern 
era.  
 
     Sound values and conventional transcriptions for some of the 
letters differ between Ancient and Modern Greek usage, because the 
pronunciation of Greek has changed significantly between the fifth 
century BC and today. Modern and Ancient Greek also use 
different diacritics.  
 

     Diacritics:   the stressed vowel of each word carries one of three 
accent marks: either the acute accent (ά), the grave accent (ὰ), or 
the circumflex accent (α̃ or α̑). These signs were originally designed 
to mark different forms of the phonological pitch accent in Ancient 
Greek.  

     By the time their use became conventional and obligatory in 
Greek writing, in late antiquity, pitch accent was evolving into a 
single stress accent, and thus the three signs have not corresponded 
to a phonological distinction in actual speech ever since.  

     In addition to the accent marks, every word-initial vowel must 
carry either of two so-called "breathing marks": the rough 
breathing (ἁ), marking an /h/ sound at the beginning of a word, or 
the smooth breathing (ἀ), marking its absence. The letter rho (ρ), 
although not a vowel, also carries a rough breathing in word-initial 
position. If a rho was geminated within a word, the first ρ always had 
the smooth breathing and the second the rough breathing (ῤῥ) 
leading to the transliteration rrh. 
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     During the Mycenaean period, from around the 
sixteenth century to the twelfth century BC, Linear 
B was used to write the earliest attested form of 
the Greek language, known as Mycenaean 
Greek. This writing system, unrelated to the 
Greek alphabet, last appeared in the thirteenth 
century BC. In the late ninth century BC or early 
eighth century BC, the Greek alphabet emerged. 
The period between the use of the two writing 
systems, during which no Greek texts are 
attested, is known as the Greek Dark Ages.  
 
    The Greeks adopted the alphabet from the 
earlier Phoenician alphabet, one of the closely 
related scripts used for the West Semitic 
languages, calling it Φοινικήια γράμματα 
'Phoenician letters'. However, the Phoenician 
alphabet is limited to consonants.  
 
     When it was adopted for writing Greek, certain 
consonants were adapted to express vowels. The 
use of both vowels and consonants makes 
Greek the first alphabet in the narrow sense, as 
distinguished from the abjads used in Semitic 
languages, which have letters only for 
consonants.  
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