
SYLLABLES AND ACCENTS 
Reproduced from pages 329–330 of Athenaze, Book I (3rd revised ed.)

A Greek word has as many syllables as it has vowels and diphthongs, e.g., ἄν-θρω-πος. 

In dividing words into syllables, single consonants go with the following vowel (note    

-πος in ἄν-θρω-πος above); a group of consonants that cannot stand at the beginning of a word is 

divided between two syllables (note how the consonants νθρ are divided in ἄν-θρω-πος above); 

and double consonants are divided between syllables, e.g., θά-λατ-τα. 

The final syllable is called the ultima, the next to the last the penult, and the third from 

the end the antepenult. These terms are useful in discussing the placement of accents. 

A syllable is said to be long (1) if it contains a long vowel or diphthong or (2) if it 

contains a short vowel followed by two or more consecutive consonants or by one of the double 

consonants ζ, ξ, or ψ. Exceptions to these rules are the diphthongs αι and οι, which are regarded 

as short for the purposes of accentuation when they stand as the final element in a word (except 

in the optative mood, to be studied in Book II, and in a few words such as the adverb οἴκοι, at 

home, and the interjection οἴμοι, alas!). Note that η and ω are long vowels, ε and ο are short 

vowels, and α, ι, and υ may be either long or short; when long they are marked with a macron in 

this book. 

For the three types of accents, see Introduction, page pp. xxi–ii. The acute accent can 

stand on any of the last three syllables of a word; the circumflex can stand on either of the 

last two syllables; and the grave can stand only on the ultima. The grave accent replaces an 

acute on the ultima when that word is followed immediately by another word with no 

intervening punctuation, except when the following word is an enclitic (see below). 

The accent on finite forms of verbs is recessive, i.e., it is placed as far toward the 

beginning of the word as is allowed by the rule in d.1 below. The accent on a noun, adjective, or 

participle is persistent, i.e., it remains as it is in the nominative case unless forced to change by 

one of the rules in d.1 and d.2 below. The placement of the accent in the nominative must be 

learned by observation, e.g., ἄν-θρω-πος, ὀ-λί-γος, κα-λός, λῡ-ό-με-νος, λυ-ων, and λι-πών. In 

irregular comparative adjectives, the neuter nominative singular shows the natural syllable to be 

accented, e.g., ἀμείνων, ἄμεινον. 



Placement of Accents 

a. On the antepenult

Only an acute accent may stand on the antepenult, e.g., ἄν-θρω-πος.

b. On the penult

If the penult is accented, it will have a circumflex if it contains a diphthong or a long vowel 

and if the vowel or diphthong of the final syllable is short, e.g., οἶ-κος, οἶ-κοι. Otherwise, it 

will have an acute, e.g., ἀν-θρώ-που, πό-νου.

c. On the ultima

If the ultima is accented, its accent will be an acute (changed to a grave as noted above) or a 

circumflex (by special rules, particularly in contract verbs).

d. Shifts and changes of accent

1. The acute cannot stand on the antepenult if the ultima is long. Therefore, ἄν- θρω-

πος becomes ἀν-θρώ-που in the genitive case.

2. Since the circumflex can stand on the accented penult only if the vowel or diph-

thong of the ultima is short, the circumflex on οἶ-κος changes to an acute in the 

genitive case (οἴ-κου).  




