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Greek Accents

Posted on August 20, 2011 by Rod Decker 

I am not persuaded that it is helpful to teach a lot of detail regarding Greek accents in a first year course. Though I do not totally ignore them, I prefer to start with only the very basic features and comment on other situations as they are encountered if they are helpful to identifying a form or distinguishing similar forms. That being said, I’ve just written a short summary that goes one step beyond the bare essentials. Perhaps you’ll find it helpful, or perhaps you will be able to tell me if I’ve either stated something incorrectly or omitted a principle that you think is absolutely essential to learning Greek. I’d be glad for feedback in the comments.

I start with the following “bare essentials” of accent.
The minimum that you need to know about accents:
• The names of the three accents
• Stress the accented syllable when you pronounce a Greek word.
• A grave accent can never stand at the end of a word unless there is another Greek word immediately following it (without even a punctuation mark intervening). If it does (e.g., when you cite a word out of context), the grave must always be changed to an acute accent.

I’m then providing the following as optional material that some will find helpful and others may refer to as needed. (I’m assuming material here regarding syllables, etc.)

The accent on nouns (and related words) is said to be retentive in that it usually stays on the same syllable in which it is found in the lexical form. Verb accent, by contrast, is recessive in that it moves toward the front of the word as far as the general rules of accent allow when the ending changes. (Many infinitives, however, are not recessive.)

Here are the most basic rules of accent.

1. An acute accent can be used on any of the last three syllables of a word.

2. A circumflex accent can occur only on one of the last two syllables (ultima or penult) and only if that syllable is long.

3. A grave accent can occur only on the ultima.

4. If the ultima is long, the accent can only occur on one of the last two syllables.
4.a. If the accent is on the penult, it can only be an acute.
4.b. If the accent is on the ultima, it may be either acute or circumflex.

5. If the ultima is short and the penult is long, the penult must have a circumflex if it is accented (it may not be).

6. If there is an acute accent on the ultima and there is another accented Greek word immediately following with no intervening punctuation, the acute always changes to a grave.

7. If a word in a Greek text has a grave on the ultima, that word, if cited out of context with no other Greek text immediately following, or with a punctuation mark immediately following, or if followed by an ellipsis in the citation, must have the grave changed to an acute.

An observant reader will notice that rules 1–5 do not specify which accent must be used or on which syllable. They only indicate what is and is not possible. The actual accent must be determined from the accent on the lexical form as modified by these rules when the ending on the word changes. (You will soon learn that the endings on nouns and verbs and other parts of speech often change to indicate the word’s function in the sentence or to mark particular nuances of meaning.)

The above summary does not include some specific situations in which accents will change. These situations include words that include a contraction (especially contract verbs) and words that are classed as enclitics or proclitics.

Recommended for further study: 

D. A. Carson, Greek Accents: A Student’s Manual (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985).
Other recent discussions (which I have not used) include:

John A. L. Lee. Greek Accents in Eight Lessons (Sydney: Ancient History Documentary Research Centre, Macquarie University, 2005). (There is a discussion of this book with ordering info on the ETC blog.)

Philomen Probert, A New Short Guide to the Accentuation of Ancient Greek (Bristol: Bristol Classical Press, 2003).



[Thanks to Andy Naselli for the link to Carson's book.]
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Steve Bauer says: 

September 9, 2011 at 8:24 am 

I have to admit, I was doing quite well in my early Greek classes until I got to the lesson on accents. The dreaded “accent triangle” buried me. Looking back, our professor did a great job of teaching the accents (Here’s a look at what we were taught: http://stevebauer.us/Downloads/accents.pdf). I just had a hard time wrapping my mind around it. I hope your students are smarter than I was (-:

