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Cypriot Greek

AMALIAARVANTTI
Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures, University of Cyprus, PO Box 20537, Nicosia, Cyprus

e-mail: amalia®ucy.ac.cy

Cypriot Greek is the dialect of Modern Greek spoken on the island of Cyprus by
approximately 650,000 people and also by the substantial immigrant communities of
Cypriots in the UK, North America, Australia, South Africa and elsewhere. Due to
lengthy isolation, Cypriot Greek is so distinct from Standard Greek as to be often
unintelligible to speakers of the Standard. Greek Cypriot speakers, on the other hand,
have considerably less difficulty understanding Greeks, since Standard Greek is the
official language of Cyprus, and as such it is the medium of education and the language
of the Cypriot media. However, in every day situations Cypriot Greek is the only variety
used among Cypriots. Cypriot Greek is not homogeneous but exhibits considerable
geographical variation (Newton 1972). The variety described here is that used by
educated speakers, particularly the inhabitants of the capital, Nicosia. Although
influenced by increasing contact with Standard Greek, Cypriot Greek retains most of its
phonological and phonetic characteristics virtually intact. There is no established
orthography for Cypriot Greek; however, certain, rather variable, conventions have
emerged, based on Greek historical orthography but also including novel combinations of
letters in order to represent sounds that do not exist in the Standard (e.g. oi for [f]); a
version of these conventions has been adopted here for the sample text. The transcription
is based on the speech of an educated male speaker from Nicosia in his mid-thirties, v/ho
read the text twice at normal speed and in an informal manner, he also assisted in
rendering the text from Standard to Cypriot Greek.

Consonants

Cypriot Greek has voiceless plosives and affricates, voiced and voiceless fricatives,
nasals, and liquids. All of these consonants, with the exception of voiced fricatives,
appear either single or geminate in both word-initial and word-medial positions. All
consonants (including voiced fricatives) may also be geminated across word boundaries
(see Conventions). There is disagreement in the Oimited) literature on Cypriot phonology
about whether geminate consonants should be considered as separate phonemes
(Charalambopoulos 1982) or as clusters of the same consonant (Newton 1972). For the
sake of simplicity, geminates are not presented here as separate phonemes; on the other
hand, details on their quality are given, since v/hen consonants are geminated their
articulation changes (Arvaniti & Tserdanelis in press).
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'obstinate'
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Plosives. In most contexts, Cypriot Greek voiceless plosives are unaspirated and in
fast speech they may be pronounced weakly voiced. They become fully voiced if they are
preceded by a nasal (which in turn assimilates for place of articulation to the plosive).
The geminate plosives have the same place of articulation as their singleton counterparts.
However, their closure is one and half times longer than that of the singletons, and they
are always heavily aspirated (their VOT is two to three times longer than that of the
singletons; Tserdanelis & Arvaniti in press). Geminate plosives are never preceded by
nasals (see Conventions).

Fricatives. With the exception of/z/, which is always rather long, voiced fricatives (v
5 y) are often pronounced as approximants and they are regularly elided in intervocalic
position. The velar voiceless fricative /x/ has a glottal allophone [h] when it is followed
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by the low front vowel [B]. Geminate fricatives are distinguished from singletons by
being longer.

Affricates, /tf/ is a laminal lenis post-alveolar affricate; in fast speech it is often
weakly voiced. Like the stops, it becomes fully voiced when preceded by a nasal. The
pattern described here gives rise to a three way distinction: [tjBine] t£aui 'here* vs.
[nd3Bmin] vx̂ &uiv 'glass* vs. ftp^m] toidiv 'tea*. The lU+lsl sequence is also
pronounced as an affricate, and in a manner similar to that of the geminate post-alveolar
affricate, in terms of the length of the closure, the glottalization and the manner of closure
release.

Nasals. Cypriot Greek has two phonemic nasals, /m/ and /n/. However, since nasals
assimilate for place to following stops, palatal and velar nasals are also used (see below).
Single nasals are rather short in duration, and shorter than their Standard Greek
counterparts (Arvaniti 1999). The geminates are nearly twice as long as the singletons
(Arvaniti 1999), though not as long as geminates reported for other languages, such as
Italian or Malayalam.

Liquids. IM behaves similarly to the nasals under gemination. In other words, as a
single consonant it is rather short but it becomes twice as long when geminated. Cypriot
Greek has one rhotic, a tap; when geminated, it is pronounced as a long trill (Arvaniti
1999).

The palatal consonants of Cypriot Greek. Simplifying somewhat, the palatal
allophones of Cypriot consonants are as follows. As in Standard Greek (see companion
illustration), velar consonants have fronted pronunciations when preceding the front
vowels IM and Id. Specifically, in Cypriot Greek Ik/ becomes [c], Ixl becomes [fl and lyl
becomes [j] in front of the vowels Id and IM (k/ preceded by /n/ gives rise to fry] in the
same circumstances).

As in Standard Greek, [n] and [X] appear as allophones of /n/+/i/ and IM+IM
respectively, when IM is followed by another vowel in the same syllable; e.g. [ti.'B.jrB]
xi&vta 'frying pans' (cf. [ti.'B.nin] tidviv 'frying pan'); [fi.'X'BJ cpiXid 'kisses' (cf. [fi.'lin]
qnXiv 'kiss'). As indicated in the transcription, the palatal nasal and lateral are often
longer than single nasals and laterals, though not as long as the geminates (Netwon 1972;
Charalambopoulos 1982). [£] is not part of the inventory of all speakers; many use [j]
instead, so that a word like fiX'os] f\Xioq 'sun' is pronounced [ij'os] by these speakers.

Finally, Cypriot Greek /s/ and fzl have palatal allophones [J] and [3] under the same
conditions as lid and /I/, i.e. when they are followed by IM and another vowel in the same
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syllable; e.g. [ni.'jB] vr\ma 'islands' (c.f. [ni.'sin] \n\aiv 'island'), or [mB.hB.'sB]
'shops' (c.f. [mB.hB.'zin] uaya£iv 'shop').

Vowels

Cypriot Greek has a five vowel system similar to that of Standard Greek. The back
mid vowel hi is more open than the Standard Greek one, while /u/ is somewhat more
peripheral. Furthermore, devoicing and elision of high vowels, which are very common
in Standard Greek, are much rarer in Cypriot Greek.
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'hunger'
'pen'
'nappy'
'it hurts'
'nut' \

Cypriot Greek presents a rather rare pattern of alternation for I'll: simplifying
considerably, when I'll is followed by another vowel in the same syllable and is not
preceded by one of the consonants with palatal allophones, it is pronounced Id (or Ik/ if
preceded by IT/); e.g. [n.fcv] pupicia 'kids' (cf. Tri-fin] pupiv 'kid1), [•psB.rke] yapica
'fish' pi. (cf. [•psB.rin] \j/dprv 'fish'). The vowel l\i is pronounced [n] when found between
An/ and another vowel that belongs to the same syllable; e.g. [mne.'b] uuoXo 'brain' (c f
[mi.'B.li] \xiaXr\ 'big' fern.).

Conventions

Within words, sequences of obstruents must have the same specification for voicing;
in terms of manner of articulation the first obstruent must be a fricative and the second a
plosive, the only exception being the cluster [pc]; this limitation to the form clusters can
take gives rise to alternations in the voicing and manner of articulation of obstruents; e.g.
[•vu8in] povSiv 'calf, but [widen] POUSKICL 'calves'; [TmBtin] ujidnv 'eye', but [•mmdcB]
HuxiTKia 'eyes'. As mentioned, word final /n/ assimilates for place before a following
plosive, while .the plosive becomes voiced. This change takes place not only within
words, but often across word boundaries between words in the same phrase; e.g.
[ke'pnizume ' " W B ] KCKCVÎ OVUSV Torbpa 'we smoke cigars '(/kB'pnizumen "pure/),
[e^grimB] ev Koiua 'it is a pity' (/en 'kriniB/). Word-final Inl is elided in front of a
geminate or a consonant cluster; e.g. [pB sti che'l:e] na arr^v KKE^.E 'on the head' (/pa
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stin kie'he/), [e'pcBSBme fcore] eynctdaau£v q>Kiopa 'we bought flowers'
'fiore/). In all other cases in which a word-final /n/ is followed by a consonant, it
assimilates completely to that consonant, resulting in geminates across word boundaries;
e.g. [e '8:eb] ev 06Xco 'I don't want to' (/en '8eb/); [ti fb'ni s:u] tnv cpcovnv cow 'your
voice' (ace.) (/tin fo'nin su/). More generally, sequences of identical consonants across
word boundaries are pronounced as geminates, except in very fast speech. Word-final /s/
becomes voiced if followed by a voiced consonant in the same phrase.

Stress

Cypriot Greek has dynamic stress. There is only one stress per word, and it can fall on
any of the word's last four syllables. Stress on the fourth syllable from the end of a word
is rare and normally limited to certain verb forms. Because of this possibility, however,
when words with antepenultimate stress are followed by an enclitic in Cypriot Greek, no
extra stress is added (as happens in Standard Greek; see companion illustration); e.g. [to
po'Sileto mm] TO jtoSTjXaxov UOD 'my bicycle'.

Transcription of recorded passage

o vo'rkB tjo 'iX'os etSB'konundBn | JB 'pcos pu tus '8co n o Sirre'to^eros |
'otBn e'perBse mbu mbro'stB tus 'eires tBksi'0cotis pu efo'ruse mjiB l0gBphBn S
•BrtiB to 'niQBn | o vo'rkB tjo 'LOos esi'fionisBn |
'tfinos pu tus (8co po niB 'kBmi to "dBksi'Qcoti niB 'fkBli ti lOgBphB ndu |
e'niBn o 5inBltotheros li
o vo'rkBS 'Bfcepse niB fi'sB SinB'tB | B1:B 'OSO 'mbco po'liB efi'susen |
toso lfnbco po'liB | eJiepB'zotBn me ti lOgBphB ndu o tBksi'Bcotis |
'ospu o vo'rkBs eku'rBstin | t j eptfretise niB fi'sB S!
'isterB 'irten i si'fB tu 'LOu | pu 'BnBpse 5inBItB |
tj e'ftis o tBksi'6cotis e'pirosen | t j efkBlen ti '^gBp^ ndu IS
'tj etsi o vor'kBS epBfB'extin | 'oti o 'LC'os e D:inBtotheros po tj inon S

Orthographic version

O popK&c, T^' o f\kvo<; stacpcfflvowvxctv yia macx; KOX> xouq 5KIO ev o SwotTdrtepoc,, oxav
eiispaaev m>v unpocxd xovq evaq Ta^i8Ki6tTji; rcou ecpopoucev jiiav KOJCSOV. Auxt xov
ei8av, o popKdq x^' o fjXux; eouq>(p©VTjoav x^eivo? JIOV xovq 8KIO KOV va Kdjiei xov
xa£t5Kiaxr|v va 9KdXei TT̂ V Ktbntav xow ewdv o SDvaxoxxcpoq. O popK&c, dpKE^ev va

§waxd, aXM ooov WKIO jtoXXd eqwcovoev xoaov mao noXka eaaeraa^oxav us XTJV

xo-D o xa îSKuaTriq, (hexov o ^opKoq eKOvpdcrtnv x£* enapexr|aev va qruad.
Toxepa fjpxev TI aeipd xov fjXiov ran) dva^e Suvaxd, x^' eq>xu<; o
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T£' £(?Kdkev rr\v K&rarav TOD. T£' exai o Popica^ e^apae%TT|v o n o r\k\oq sv
Tio x^eivov.

References

ARVANTn, A. & TSERDANELIS, G. (in press) On the phonetics of geminates: evidence from
Cypriot Greek. Proceedings of the With International Conference on Spoken
Language Processing. Beijing.

ARVANTTI, A. (1999). Effects of speaking rate on the timing of single and geminate
sonorants. Proceedings of the XlVth ICPhS, vol. 1: 599-602. Sr.n Francisco.

CHARALAMBOPOULOS, A. (1982). Consonant gemination and aspiration in Cypriot Greek
[in Greek]. Studies in Greek Linguistics 3,237-255.

NEWTON, B. (1972). Cypriot Greek: Its Phonology and Inflections. The Hague: Mouton.
TSERDANEUS, G. & A. ARVANITI (in press). The acoustic characteristics of geminate

consonants in Cypriot Greek. Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on
Greek Linguistics.


