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Meet the authors

Like many others before her, Sheila decided that she would like to learn some holiday Greek. Visiting the bookshop, however, she was faced by a daunting array of self-help manuals ranging from basic tourist survival guides to learned tomes full of abstract grammatical terms. All, however, had one thing in common. They did not seem to recognize that decoding the alphabet was so time- and attention-consuming that much of the intended lesson, whether on making simple statements or on a point of grammar was lost. Eventually, having mastered the alphabet in the conventional way, she found a teacher – Dennis – and he confirmed that, as a teacher, he found that Sheila’s experience was not unusual, and that if some way could be found to make Greek script easier and faster to conquer, actual language learning could begin much earlier. When the opportunity came to write Read and Write Greek Script, they combined their experiences to produce a book which they hope the student will find turns a chore into something helpful, informative and enjoyable.


1: Only got a minute?

If you want to learn Greek, but find the idea of learning the alphabet somewhat daunting, then this is the book for you. Before you tackle even the simplest Greek phrase book, it helps to be able to decipher the script without a second thought, and this book will equip you to do that. However, this could be a rather tedious task, so to make the process of learning easier, and your whole experience more interesting, we give you some insights into Greek life and language, both past and present, whilst teaching you the script.

When you learnt to read English, you probably started with the lower-case letters, with a few capital letters at the beginning of sentences and also for proper names. However, you will have already known the meaning of most of the words which you were reading. Your task this time is different, as the look as well as the meaning of the majority of words will be new, although we try to point out their relationship to familiar words whenever we can.

This different task, therefore, requires a different approach. We start with capital letters, and do not introduce their lower-case equivalents until about halfway through the book. This is because many of the signs you see in Greece or Cyprus are written in capitals, and we think that most learners will want to try out their new skills on a visit to at least one of these two fascinating countries.

There’s some more help that we – or rather the Greek language – can give you when learning the Greek alphabet. Unlike English, where the same letter can represent different sounds (think of the ‘a’ in ‘mate’, ‘mat’ and ‘malt’), in Greek the same letter, or combination of letters, always represents the same sound.

We trust that this book is merely the first step into what we hope will be a long and fascinating exploration into all things Greek, both ancient and modern.


5: Only got five minutes?

In the first four units of this book, we teach you the entire Greek alphabet as it appears in capital letters, though initially we do not use alphabetical order. Greek alphabetical order is somewhat strange to those familiar with their ABC. For a start, there is no C, as K (kappa) serves equally well for both C and K. The third letter of the Greek alphabet is ‘gamma’ – the English G, and written Γ in its capital form. There are other surprises too, not least in finding the Greek equivalents for X and Z cropping up quite early in Greek alphabetical order. However, although eventually you will find that knowing these idiosyncrasies – another Greek word which English has adopted – is useful, it is not a priority, and so we have carefully structured our teaching so that you start with either the most familiar or the most easily learnt letters, and then move on to those which may initially appear more difficult or strange. Right from the start we put these letters into words and phrases so that you practise reading, writing and speaking from Unit 1.

Modern Greek has twenty-four letters, almost half of which are the same as they are in English. Once you are comfortable with the individual letters and their associated sounds, we move on to letter combinations and sound blends, giving you plenty of opportunities to practise and revise everything in useful words, phrases and exercises as the book progresses. Having securely established the capital letters, we introduce their lower-case equivalents. Fortunately, most of these resemble their capital-letter counterparts and should not prove too difficult to master. Ancient Greek had a system of accents or ‘breathing marks’. Modern Greek has simplified this to a single accent placed above the syllable where the stress, or emphasis, comes. This considerably simplifies the pronunciation of unfamiliar words, and can encourage the learner to practise new skills when, for example, ordering food or drink from a menu.

To reinforce your learning, we include a glossary – a word which, incidentally, comes from the Greek which transliterates as ‘glossa’ and means language – as well as a mini dictionary covering the words which you will meet in this book. Unit by unit, the glossary reviews most of the new words, along with snippets of what we hope will be interesting information about their derivation, use or association with Greek life.

The story of Greece begins about two thousand years ago, with small groups of nomadic herdsmen, along with their flocks and herds entering the peninsula from the grasslands east of the Caspian Sea. Over succeeding centuries tribe after tribe invaded and spread out into the Aegean Basin, conquering the existing civilization, and assimilating its culture. Gradually they settled, intermarried, and formed small communities presided over by local kings and rulers, which developed into well known city states, of which Athens, Thebes and Sparta are famous examples. Despite warring amongst themselves, the city states flourished, and spread ever further into the Mediterranean lands and also into Asia Minor. If we have whetted your appetite to learn more of the ancient history of Greece, you can turn to our unit at the end of this book, where you will find a more detailed account.

From their language, we know that the people who originally settled in Greece were a branch of the Indo-European speaking peoples. Despite the ability of the early Greeks to conquer and subdue many peoples of the ancient world, their successes do not appear to have included the Ancient Britons, who had to wait for the Romans, Anglo Saxons, Vikings and Normans to enrich and fundamentally develop the English language. However, Greek has proved the perfect medium for transmitting the vocabulary necessary for technical, scientific and mathematical concepts. Although from a modern perspective, Greek has less in common with English than other Indo-European-derived languages such as the Latin based French or Italian, or the Germanic languages such as German or Dutch, nevertheless it has sufficient similarities of grammatical structure and vocabulary to make it relatively straightforward for an enthusiastic learner to make rapid progress.

Although ancient Greek was the forerunner of its modern counterpart, knowledge of one will, unfortunately, be of limited use when learning the other. However, the two scripts are basically the same, and this book, whilst being primarily intended for the modern traveller, could also be the starting point for the student who aspires to study the works of Homer in the original. To cater for as many interests as possible, therefore, throughout the text we have interspersed references to the origins and roots of this fascinating language.

Visitors to Greece or Cyprus are surrounded by reminders of the ancient past, but many travellers may find that their interests lie more in the present. With this in mind, we have assembled some useful and diverse snippets of information to help you find your way around, for instance, or to keep track of time. Each unit is short, giving you the information in a logical and carefully planned way, starting with the letters and sounds resembling their English counterparts, and gradually progressing to the more unfamiliar Greek forms. We have also provided a closing list of suggestions and hints to help you revise and consolidate your knowledge and to give you some ideas for expanding your knowledge. Thus we hope that by the end of this book, we shall have given you both the tools and the enthusiasm to take your study of Greek to the next level, and we wish you every success in your endeavours.


10: Only got ten minutes?

Have you ever had a ‘eureka’ moment? No doubt you have at some time listened to a symphony, learnt a certain amount of geography, heard of psychology and psychiatry, or used a telephone. It may or may not surprise you to learn that all these words are of Greek origin. If you are coming as a complete beginner to this language, it may also surprise you to discover that the Greek pronunciation of ‘eureka’ is not the anglicized ‘you-reeka’ but ‘evreka’. However, by the time that you have completed Unit 5 of this book, you will be able to shout ‘evreka’ like a true-born, native speaker, as well as pronounce more everyday, useful words, phrases and sentences. We also provide snippets of information about Greek life and language, which we hope you will find both interesting and informative.

It is perhaps obvious that ‘eureka’, an expression made famous by the story of Archimedes and his bath, is a Greek word. To the ancient Greeks it meant ‘I have found’, and was Archimedes’ alleged response to making the discovery that the displacement of water is equal to the apparent loss of weight of an object suspended in it.

The prefix ‘sym’, or one of its variants ‘syn’, ‘sy’, ‘syl’ or ‘sys’, and meaning ‘with’, can be found in modern Greek. Written in capitals, ΣΥM, it is easily recognizable, since the only symbol new to the learner is Σ, ‘sigma’. This you may recognize as the summation sign in mathematics, or on a computer
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