
The Alphabet Song of Callias

Callias was an Athenian comic poet of the 5  c.  This song by the chorus mayth

come from a comedy called the Alphabet Tragedy (grammatikh\ trag%di/a).

JÎ �8N", $­J", (V::", *X8J", 2,@Ø (�D ,É,
.­J', µJ", 2­J', ÆäJ", 6VBB", 8V$*", :Ø,
<Ø, >,Ã, JÎ @Þ, B,Ã, {Dä, JÎ F\(:", J"Ø, JÎ Þ
B"DÎ< N,Ã P,Ã J, Jè R,Ã ,ÆH JÎ ì.

Notes:  the letters we call epsilon, upsilon, omicron and omega were at this period

called ei=), u)=,  ou)=, and w)=.  Epsilon or ei)= is called the god’s letter because of a
large E dedicated to Apollo at Delphi.  The scholar Plutarch wrote a treatise on

this monument (Moralia 392, called peri\ tou= EI tou= e)n Delfoi=j) in which he
gives various explanations for the E which also represents the number 5.  My

favorite is that it is a greeting to Apollo.  Instead of saying “xai=re” Apollo greets

those who come to his temple with the inscribed words “gnw=qi sauto/n”

(“know yourself”) and the worshipper answers with the word “ei)=” which means
“you are.”

After singing the alphabet, the chorus in pairs went through the letters by
consonants and vowels, making syllables and in this way imitating the favored
method of teaching young Greek children how to read.  

$­J" �8N" $"
$­J" ,É  $,  6.J.8. (6"Â J� 8@4BV is Greek for etc.)
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