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Standard Modern Greek

AMALIA ARVANITI
Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures, University of Cyprus, PO Box 20537, Nicosia, Cyprus
e-mail:amalia@ucy.ac.cy

Modern Greek is a descendant of Classical Greek and is spoken today by
approximately 11,000,000 people living in Greece. In addition, it is spoken (with various
modifications) in large Greek immigrant communities in North America, Australia and
elsewhere. Although the Modern Greek dialects had largely been shaped by the 10 c.
A.D. (Browning 1983), the linguistic situation in Greece has been one of diglossia from
the middle 19™ c. (the early beginnings of the independent Greek state) and until 1976.
The High and Low varieties of Greek diglossia are known as Katharevousa and
Dhimotiki respectively. Katharevousa was a purist, partly invented, variety that was
heavily influenced by Classical Greek; the term Dhimotiki, on the other hand, loosely
describes the mother tongue of the Greeks, which was confined to oral communication.
In 1976 the use of Katharevousa was officially abolished and gradually a new standard
based on Dhimotiki as spoken in Athens has emerged. This variety is adopted by an
increasingly large number of educated speakers all over Greece, who choose it over
regional varieties (Mackridge 1985). In spelling, Modern Greek has kept many of the
conventions of Ancient Greek, although several simplifications have taken place since
1976. Perhaps the most dramatic of these has been the decision to stop using accent and
breath marks (which have not had phonetic correspondents in the language for nearly
2,000 years); these marks were replaced by one accent on the stressed vowel of each
word with two or more syllables. The variety described here is Standard Modern Greek
as spoken by Athenians. The sample text in particular is based on recordings of two
Athenian speakers, a male in his mid-twenties and a female in her mid-thirties. Both
speakers read the passage twice in relatively informal style.

Consonants

The consonant system of Greek comprises voiced and voiceless plosives and
fricatives, nasals, and liquids.

Bilabial | Labio-dental | Dental | Alveolar | Velar
Plosive p b t d k g
Fricative f v 0 0o s z X v
Nasal m n
Tap s
Lateral approx 1

Journal of the International Phonetic Association (1999) 29(2) 167-172.
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168 ARVANITI

P 'pire Tpa ‘T took’

t ‘tino 7€V ‘to tend’
k 'kome Koo ‘comma’
b ‘bire umopa ‘beer’

d 'dino VIovw ‘to dress’
g ‘geme yKaUO. ‘range’

f fesi pdon ‘phase’

6 ‘Oeme Géua ‘topic’

X ‘xome XOuUaQ ‘soil’

v ‘vesi paoon ‘base’

0 ‘deme déua ‘parcel’
Y ‘vyome youa ‘rubber’
s 'soe ova ‘safe’ fem.
z 'zoe {oa ‘animals’
m 'monos  uoévog ‘alone’

n 'nomos  vouog ‘law’

r ‘rime pruo ‘verb’

1 lime Alua ‘nail-file’

Plosives. The voiceless plosives are unaspirated with very short VOTs. The voiced
plosives are fully prevoiced and often—especially in more formal speech—accompanied
by prenasalisation, which can vary in duration from being very brief to taking up almost
the entire closure of the plosive; in fast speech prenasalisation is rarer and voiced plosives
are sometimes lenited to fricatives (Arvaniti & Joseph in press). Voiced plosives never
appear prenasalised word-initially or in clusters in which they are preceded by /1/ or /I/
(e.g. [berbuni] ‘red mullet’ is never pronounced *["ber™buni]). The prenasalisation
of voiced plosives is also subject to sociolinguistic variation. Specifically, prenasalisation
seems to be in decline, with younger Athenian speakers producing few or no prenasalised
tokens (Arvaniti & Joseph in press). However, because of the possibility of
prenasalisation, there is considerable disagreement as to whether the voiced plosives
should be treated as separate phonemes (e.g. Householder 1964) or as sequences of
homorganic nasal+voiceless plosive in which the plosive assimilates for voice to the
nasal (e.g. Newton, 1972).

Nasals. Greek has only two nasal phonemes, /m/ and /n/. However, in clusters nasals
share the place of articulation of the plosives and fricatives they precede; e.g. [emfi‘'velo]
‘I doubt’, ['epjiyme] ‘touch’, [‘egxos] ‘stress’.

Rhotics. Greek has one rhotic sound. This is pronounced as an alveolar tap [r] word-
initially and intervocalically, or when it is followed by another consonant; in fast speech
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STANDARD MODERN GREEK 169

it may be pronounced as an alveolar approximant. In clusters in which it is preceded by a
plosive or a fricative it is pronounced as a short trill.

The palatal consonants of Greek. Before the front vowels /i/ and /e/ all the velar
consonants ([k], [g], [x] and [y]) have palatal allophones ([c], [§], [¢] and [}]
respectively). The palatal allophones of the velars appear also when the consonants are
followed by a sequence of /i/ and a back vowel (/e/, /o/ or /u/), when all three segments
form one syllable. In such cases, the vowel /i/ is not pronounced and thus the palatal
consonants appear before back as well as front vowels; e.g. [pe.ne.ce] navéxia ‘small
cloths’ (cf. [pe.ne.ci] mavéx ‘small cloth’). Despite the fact that the palatal consonants
may appear before all vowels, alternations like [pe.ne.ci]-[ pe.ne.ce] suggest that it is
best to treat them as allophones of their velar counterparts, resulting from the presence of
an underlying /i/. /V/ and /n/ also have palatal allophones when they are followed by /i/
and another vowel, if the two vowels are in the same syllable; again, /i/ is not pronounced
in these cases; e.g. [6u.'Ae] dovAewd ‘work’; ['be.po] umavio ‘bath’; (c.f. [Bu.li.e] dovAeia
‘slavery’; /0e.ni.o/ daveio ‘loan’).

Vowels

Greek has a typical five vowel system /i € ® o w/. /i/ and /u/ are rather peripheral
close front and back vowels respectively. The mid-vowels are usually transcribed as /e/
and /o/; unlike /o/, which is indeed close-mid, /e/ is between close-mid and open-mid in
quality and closer to the latter, and hence more accurately transcribed as [¢]. Similarly,
the low vowel is usually transcribed as /a/, although it is central in quality and somewhat
raised, and thus more accurately transcribed as [e]. Jongman, Fourakis & Sereno (1989)
present formant values for Greek vowels that clearly show the front mid vowel to be
rather open in quality, the back mid vowel to be rather close, and the low vowel to be
rather central.

oi ue
pis meg  ‘you say’ subj.

pes  mEg ‘say’ imper. oe
pes mog  ‘you go’ subj. ot

pos mwog ‘how’
pu mov  ‘where’
(2

The Greek vowels do not exhibit much variation in terms of quality. In casual speech
unstressed /i/ and, to a lesser extent, /u/ become devoiced and even elided. The factors
that trigger devoicing are not fully understood. However, it can safely be stated that
devoicing is mostly triggered by the presence of voiceless consonants flanking the high

= 0 8 Mm =
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170 ARVANITI

vowels and is more common when the vowel is in a syllable immediately foliowing a
stressed syllable (Dauer 1980).

The high vowel /i/ is realised differently depending on the position it occupies in the
syllable. Specifically, when /i/ is followed by another vowel in the same syllable (and is
not preceded by one of the consonants with palatal allophones), then it is pronounced as a
palatal fricative, which is voiced after voiced consonants and voiceless after voiceless
ones; e.g. [le.dje] Aadw ‘oils’, [ye.'tge] yanid ‘kittens’ (c.f. [le.8i] Aadr ‘oil’, [ve.'ti] yati
‘kitten’); but [e.0i.e] ddcwa ‘leave’ (cf. ['e.0je] Gdewa ‘empty’ neu.pi.). In /m/+/i/+vowel
sequences forming one syllable, /i/ is pronounced //, e.g. [mpe.lo] pvard ‘brain’ (cf.
[mi.e.1os] poerds ‘bone marrow’).

Conventions

Greek shows several types of juncture phenomena, mostly, but not exclusively,
between proclitics (such as articles, weak forms of pronouns, and the negative particles
[0en] and [min]) and their hosts. When word-initial voiceless plosives are preceded by a
proclitic that ends in /n/ they become voiced; the nasal may assimilate for place of
articulation to the following plosive or be elided; e.g. [tor) gebijiti] Tov kabnyntn or [to
gebiji'ti] ‘the professor’ ACC. (/ton ke6ijiti/). The final /n/ of proclitics is elided (with
some exceptions) when the host begins with a fricative or a liquid; e.g. [to ‘filo mu] tov
¢iho pov ‘my friend’ (/ton ‘filo mw/), [ti 'rotise] tnv pdtoa ‘I asked her’ (/tin ‘rotise/).
When word-final /s/ precedes a word-initial voiced consonant (and the two words belong
to the same intonational phrase) /s/ becomes voiced; e.g. [0 kefez le'cezi] o kapég
Aexualer ‘coffee stains’ (/o ke'fes le'cezi/). Generally, word-final consonants resyllabify,
if the following word (within the same phrase) begins with a vowel. Sequences of
identical consonants across word boundaries are simplified, except in very formal and
careful speech; e.g. [o 'meno sikoBice] o Mavog onkdbnke ‘Manos got up’ (/o ‘menos
sikoBice/). Sequences of identical vowels across word boundaries also degeminate,
. unless (a) vowel elision will result in a stress clash or (b) both vowels are stressed; e.g. [i
'porte ‘niji] n népta avoiyer ‘the door opens’ (/i 'porte e'niji /). Vowel elision also takes
place between certain sequences of different vowels; which vowel is elided depends on a
complex combination of stress patterns, relative vowel sonority and the morphological
role of the vowels (e.g. the verb-initial past tense marker /e/ is more likely to be elided
than a word-initial /e/ that belongs to the word’s stem). When neither of the vowels is
elided, the sequence is often pronounced as a short diphthong, e.g. ['inge'poifezme] eivar
ond veacpa ‘[it] is of cloth’ (/ine ®'po ‘ifezme]).

This content downloaded from
3.128.143.42 on Sun, 25 Aug 2024 00:46:06 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



STANDARD MODERN GREEK 171

Stress and rhythm

Greek is a language with “dynamic™ stress. Stressed syllables are distinguished by
being generally longer and/or having higher amplitude than unstressed syllables; stressed
vowels are also more peripheral in quality than unstressed ones but the differences are not
large. The most reliable measure of stress in Greek is amplitude integral or total
amplitude, a measurement combining the duration and amplitude of a sound and thus
giving a better indication of the vowel’s loudness (Arvaniti, 1994; 2000).

Greek words carry only one stress, in one of their last three syllables. The position of
stress is largely determined by morphology and is phonologically unpredictable. There
are several pairs and triplets of words distinguished solely by stress location. The only
case in which a Greek word carries two stresses is when it is stressed on the antepenult
(or the penult) and is followed by one (or two) enclitic(s). In these cases, a second stress
appears on the penultimate syllable of the whole group, e.g. [eftocinito] ‘car’ but
[eftocinito mu] ‘my car’; [dose mu] ‘give me’ but [Sose 'mu to] ‘give me it’. As can be
seen in the examples, the added stress becomes the primary stress of the group. There has
been discussion in the literature about whether Greek has additional levels of stress, such
as “rhythmic stress” (e.g. Nespor & Vogel 1989). Acoustic evidence so far does not
support this claim (Arvaniti 1992, 1994).

Transcription of recorded passage

0 vo'rjes 'coifoz ‘melonen | je to ‘pcos eptuz '§jo 'in o Jine'toteros |
'ote 'netice ne pe'resi epo bro'ste tus | ‘enes teksidjotis py fo'ruse 'kepe |
‘oten to miden | o vo'rjes ‘coifo simjfonisen |

o'tiopco 'sekene to deksidjoti ne 'vyeli ti 'gepe tu |

Be Beo'ru"den o 'pgo Jine'tos ||

o vo'rjes 'ercise 'tote ne fi'sei me me'nie | ©leoso peri'sotero fi'suse |
'toso peri'soteso tili'yoten me ti 'gepe tuo teksidjotis |

‘ospu o vo'rjes ku'restice ce ste'metjse ne fi'sei |

'tote 'giko 'sercise me ti sire tu ne ‘le"bi dine'te |

ce 'yriyoreo teksidjotis ze'steBice 'c evyele ti 'gepe tu |

'etsi 0 vo'rjes ene'gestice ne perede'xti |

'oti 'gikos 'ine ‘pgo dine'tos ep e'fton ||

Orthographic version

O Bopuag Ku 0 HA0g pdAwvay Yo T TOWG O’ TOVG dVOo gival 0 SVVATOTEPOS, OTAV ETVYE
vo tepdoel and pmrpootd Tovg évag taididtng mov eopovoe kdara. Otav Tov gidav, o
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172 ARVANITI

Bopiag k1 0 NA0g cvpEdVcav 6Tt dmotog Ekave Tov Ta&didTn va PydAer Tnv Kamo Tov
0o Bewpovviav o o duvardg. O Popuiag Gpyioe tdTe vo Quoder pe povia, cdAd oo
MEPIGGOTEPO QLGOVCE TOGO TEPIGOOTEPO TLALYOTOV pe TNV KGmo Tov 0 To&ddTNg,
domov o Bopuig KOVPASTNKE Kot oTapdmoe va guodet. Tote o Aog dpyioe pe Tn oepd
70V va Adpmel Svvatd kar ypriyopa o ta&didtng (eotdbnke ki €Byake Tnv kéna Tov. Etot
o Bopuig avaykdotnke va tapadeytei 61t 0 fA0g ivor o Svvatdg an’ avtdv.
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