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UNLOCKING THE PAST: THE
ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO AN
ANCIENT GREEK TO ENGLISH
DICTIONARY

For  centuries,  the  language of  Homer,
Plato,  and  Sophocles  has  captivated
scholars, theologians, and curious minds
alike. Ancient Greek is not merely a dead
language; it  is the bedrock of Western
philosophy,  science,  medicine,  and
literature.  To  engage  with  these

foundational texts in their original form,
one indispensable tool stands above all
others:  a  reliable  Ancient  Greek  to
English Dictionary. Whether you are a
student  embarking  on  your  first
translation  or  a  seasoned  classicist
revis i t ing  a  favour i te  passage,
understanding how to  choose and use
this resource is the key to unlocking a
richer,  more authentic  connection with
antiquity.
This comprehensive guide explores the
world  of  Ancient  Greek  lexicography,
from  the  historical  evolution  of  these
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dictionaries to the modern digital tools
that  have  revolutionised  classical
studies. We will delve into what makes a
great  dictionary,  how  to  navigate  its
complexities  (including  the  unique
challenges  of  Greek  morphology  and
dialects),  and  why  this  single  volume
remains the most critical companion for
anyone  serious  about  reading  ancient
texts. By the end of this article, you will
not  only  appreciate  the  profound
importance of a good Ancient Greek to
English  Dictionary  but  also  know
exactly how to use one to deepen your
understanding of the ancient world.

THE ENDURING RELEVANCE OF
ANCIENT GREEK

Before we examine the dictionary itself,
it  is  worth  reflecting  on  why  Ancient

Greek  continues  to  be  studied  and
revered. This is not a language that has
vanished into obscurity. On the contrary,
its  vocabulary,  grammatical  structures,
and  conceptual  frameworks  underpin
much of modern English, particularly in
academic  and  scientific  disciplines.
Terms  like  philosophy  (φιλοσοφία),
democracy  (δημοκρατία),  and  biology
(βίος  + λόγος)  are  direct  inheritances
from Greek.
Furthermore,  the  texts  written  in  this
language are not just historical artefacts.
They are living documents that continue
to  shape  our  ethics,  politics,  and
aesthet ics.  Reading  the  I l iad  in
translation  is  a  wonderful  experience,
but reading it in the original Greek, even
haltingly with a dictionary in hand, offers
a direct  line to  the mind of  the poet.
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Every  nuance,  every  deliberate  word
choice,  every pun or  allusion becomes
accessible.  The  Ancient  Greek  to
English Dictionary  is  the bridge that
allows  you  to  cross  from  the  modern
world  into  this  ancient  intellectual
landscape.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF GREEK-
ENGLISH LEXICOGRAPHY

The Pioneers of
Lexical
Scholarship
The  creation  of  a  comprehensive
Ancient Greek to English Dictionary

i s  a  story  of  immense  scholar ly
dedication.  The  first  major  English-
language lexicon of Ancient Greek was
produced by John Pickering in 1826, but
it was the work of Henry George Liddell
(whose  daughter,  Alice,  inspired  Lewis
Carroll)  and  Robert  Scott  that  set  the
standard.  First  published  in  1843,  A
Greek-English  Lexicon—universally
known as “Liddell & Scott”—became the
definitive reference work for generations
of  c lassic ists.  This  monumental
achievement was not just a list of words;
it  was  a  comprehensive  guide  to  the
historical  development  of  each  term,
with  citations  from  a  vast  range  of
authors and periods.



4

4 Ancient Greek To English Dictionary 2022-10-15

The Evolution of
the Lexicon
Liddell  and  Scott’s  original  work  has
undergone  numerous  revisions,  most
notably  the  ninth  edition  published  in
1940, which remains the standard print
reference  today.  This  edition,  often
referred to as “LSJ” (Liddell, Scott, Jones,
after  the principal  reviser  of  the ninth
edition,  Henry  Stuart  Jones),  includes
over 100,000 entries covering the entire
span  of  Ancient  Greek  literature  from
Homer  to  the  second century  AD.  For
anyone  using  an  Ancient  Greek  to
English  Dictionary  in  a  serious
academic context,  the LSJ  remains the
gold standard. Its definitions are precise,

its  etymologies  are  detailed,  and  its
c i ta t i on  o f  p r imary  sources  i s
unparalleled. However, for the beginner,
the sheer density of information can be
o v e r w h e l m i n g ,  w h i c h  i s  w h y
intermediate  and  elementary  versions
have also been developed, such as the
Intermediate Greek-English Lexicon (also
based on LSJ).

WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN AN
ANCIENT GREEK TO ENGLISH
DICTIONARY

Not  all  dictionaries  are  created  equal.
Choosing  the  right  Ancient Greek to
English Dictionary depends entirely on
your  level  of  proficiency  and  your
specific needs. Here are the key features
to consider when selecting your primary
resource.
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Scope and
Coverage
Comprehensive Lexicons (e.g., LSJ):
These  are  essential  for  advanced
research  and  professional  classicists.
They  include  rare  words,  dialectical
variations  (Homeric,  Ionic,  Doric,  Attic,
Koine), and exhaustive citation of uses
across  the  entire  corpus  of  classical
literature. If you are writing a thesis or
translating  a  complex text,  this  is  the
tool you need.
Intermediate Lexicons:  Designed  for
university students who have completed
the basics, these dictionaries contain the
most common vocabulary and meanings.
They  are  less  bulky  and  easier  to

navigate than the full LSJ, making them
an excellent companion for upper-level
undergraduate courses.
E l e m e n t a r y  o r  B e g i n n e r ’ s
Dictionaries:  These  are  simplified
resources  that  focus  on  the  core
vocabulary encountered in introductory
textbooks  and  passages.  They  provide
the most common definitions without the
dense  apparatus  of  citations  and
etymologies.  The  Pocket  Oxford  Greek
Lexicon  is  a  good  example  of  this
category, ideal for high school students
or self-learners.

Morphological
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Parsing
One  of  the  greatest  challenges  for
learners  of  Ancient  Greek  is  the
language’s  highly  inflected  nature.  A
single verb can appear in hundreds of
forms,  and a noun can have over  ten
different endings. A high-quality modern
Ancient Greek to English Dictionary,
particularly  digital  ones,  will  include
morphological parsing. This means you
can type in a word exactly as it appears
in your text (for example, ἐλθόντες), and
the  dictionary  will  identify  it  as  a
participle  from  the  verb  ἔρχομαι  (to
c o m e  o r  g o ) .  T h i s  f e a t u r e  i s
revolutionary for students, saving hours
of time that would otherwise be spent
trying to deduce the dictionary (lexical)

form of a word.

Dialectal Labels
Ancient  Greek  was  not  a  monolithic
language. The Homeric epics use Ionic
heavily,  the  tragedians  wrote  in  Attic,
and the historians used a mixed dialect.
A good dictionary will clearly label which
dialect  a  particular  form  or  meaning
belongs  to.  This  context  is  crucial  for
accurate translation and interpretation.
When  you  look  up  a  word  in  your
Ancient Greek to English Dictionary,
pay attention to these labels; they often
contain  the  key  to  understanding  a
writer’s stylistic choices.



Ancient Greek To English Dictionary 7

7

Etymological
Information
Understanding the origin of a word can
illuminate its meaning in profound ways.
For instance, the Greek word for truth,
ἀλήθεια, is etymologically related to the
concept  of  “un-forgetting”  or  “not-
hidden.” A dictionary that provides this
kind of etymological depth adds a layer
of  understanding  that  goes  beyond
simple  definition.  While  the  beginner
may  not  need  this  information,  the
advanced  student  will  find  it  invaluable
for  close  reading  and  literary  analysis.

THE DIGITAL REVOLUTION:

MODERN TOOLS FOR ANCIENT
TEXTS

The way we use an Ancient Greek to
English  Dictionary  has  changed
dramatically  in  the  last  two  decades.
While the printed LSJ remains a symbol
of scholarly dedication, digital tools have
made the process of reading Greek more
accessible than ever before. The days of
flipping  through  a  heavy  leather-bound
volume,  struggling  to  find  the  correct
p a g e ,  a r e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  b e i n g
supplemented  by  a  seamless  digital
experience.

Perseus Digital
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Library and
Logeion
The Perseus Digital Library, developed at
Tufts  University,  is  arguably  the  most
important digital resource for classicists.
It features an integrated Ancient Greek
to English Dictionary  (the LSJ,  along
with  the  Middle  L iddel l  and  the
Autenrieth  Odyssey  dictionary)  that  is
linked directly to the Greek texts.  You
can click on any word in a passage from
Plato, and a pop-up window will instantly
show you its dictionary entry, including
its  morphological  form  and  possible
meanings. This tool brilliantly combines
the  text  and  the  lexicon,  allowing  for
rapid and fluid reading.

Logeion, developed by the University of
Chicago,  takes  this  a  step  further.  It
aggregates not just the LSJ but also the
intermediate dictionaries, Latin lexicons,
and  even  a  word  frequency  tool.  It
provides  a  unified  interface  for  looking
up any Greek word, making it perhaps
the  most  powerful  single  resource
available for the digital Ancient Greek
to English Dictionary.

Mobile
Applications
For students on the go, mobile apps like
“Greek  Dictionary”  (by  gmg)  and
“Ancient  Greek  Lexicon”  provide  quick
offline  access  to  the  LSJ  and  other  core
dictionaries. Many of these apps include
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the all-important morphological  parsing
feature.  The  ability  to  pull  out  your
phone  and  instantly  look  up  a  word
during a commute or a study session has
lowered the barrier to entry for learning
the language considerably. No longer is
the  Ancient  Greek  to  English
Dictionary  a  stationary  object  on  a
desk; it is now a portable companion.

Benefits and
Drawbacks of
Digital

Dictionaries
Digital dictionaries offer incredible speed
and convenience.  They allow for  fuzzy
searching,  hyperlinks  to  citations,  and
integration with original texts. However,
they  are  not  without  their  drawbacks.
Looking up a word in a print dictionary
requires  a  physical  act  of  searching,
which  often  leads  to  serendipitous
discovery—you might glance at an entry
above  or  below your  target  word  and
learn something new. Digital dictionaries
are  more  transactional;  you  get  your
definition  and  move  on.  For  deep,
immersive  study,  many  purists  still
prefer the tactile experience of a printed
Ancient Greek to English Dictionary.
The best approach is to use both: digital
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for  speed  and  practice,  and  print  for
focused, contemplative study.

HOW TO USE YOUR DICTIONARY
EFFECTIVELY: A PRACTICAL
GUIDE

Owning an Ancient Greek to English
Dictionary  is  only  the  first  step.
Knowing  how  to  use  it  well  is  what
separates a struggling translator from a
competent one. Here are some practical
strategies to get the most out of your
lexicon.

Identify the

Lexical Form
(Dictionary
Entry)
This is the most fundamental skill. Greek
words  change  their  endings  (inflect)
based  on  their  grammatical  function.
Before you can look up a word, you must
strip away its inflection and find its base
form.  For  verbs,  this  is  the  first  person
singular present indicative active (e.g.,
λύω  for  “I  untie”).  For  nouns  and
adjectives, it is the nominative singular
(e.g.,  λόγος  for  “word”).  Practice  this
skill  relentlessly. A good dictionary will
also list principal parts for irregular verbs
(like φέρω, οἴσω, ἤνεγκα, ἐνήνοχα for “to
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carry”), which show you the stems used
in different tenses.

Read the Entire
Entry, Not Just
the First
Definition
This is the most common mistake made
by beginners. A single Greek word can
have  a  wide  range  of  meanings
depending on its context. The entry for
λόγος,  for  example,  lists  meanings
ranging  from  “word”  and  “speech”  to
“reason,”  “argument,”  “account,”  and
even  “the  divine  reason”  in  later

philosophical texts. If you automatically
choose  the  first  definition  (“word”),  you
may  completely  miss  the  intended
meaning. Skim the entire entry, look at
the numbered senses, and try to find the
one  that  best  fits  the  context  of  your
passage.  This  is  where  the  dictionary
transforms from a simple reference tool
into a guide for deep comprehension.

Pay Attention to
Citations and
Examples
The LSJ and other scholarly lexicons are
packed  with  citations  from  ancient
authors. These are not just decorations;
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they are the evidence for the definitions
given.  If  you  are  translating  a  specific
passage  from  Thucydides,  look  for
citations  from  Thucydides  in  the

dictionary  entry.  They  will  often  show
you exactly how the word is used in a
similar context. This is one of the most
powerful


