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Abstract:  

In this entry, I discuss the variety of ways in which directives can be expressed in Medieval Greek and how 

these changed over time.  

Orders (Imperative, prohibitives), Medieval Greek 

1 Expressing directives in Medieval Greek 

In Medieval Greek, there were many ways for a speaker to express that the addressee needs to act, i.e. to 

express a directive speech act (Jary and Kissine 2016, EGLL Speech acts). In this entry, I survey the diƦferent 

forms and functions available in this large period and discuss other directive means that have been used and 

developed (e.g. fossilized imperatives or directive structures that are the result of insubordination [EGLL 

Insubordination]). The entry ƧƬrst introduces the domain of directivity (see below), then discusses 

imperatives (section 2) and prohibitives (i.e. negative directives, section 3), and ƧƬnally concludes with an 

assessment of other directive means (section 4). 

Directives cover a large speech act domain that is expressed by a diverse set of forms (e.g. imperatives, 

subjunctives and other modal constructions). Directives as a whole can be deƧƬned as the expression of the 

speaker’s desire for the addressee to act (Jary and Kissine 2016). As such, directives consist of a host of 

functionally related, yet more speciƧƬc speech act functions, such as requests, suggestions, warnings, pleas etc. 

(Aikhenvald 2010). In Medieval Greek, there were positive imperatives (e.g. μάθε máthe ‘learn’), prohibitives 

(van der Auwera and Devos 2012) such as negated imperatives or prohibitive subjunctives, and other directive 

expressions, for instance insubordinate directives with να na ‘that’ (la Roi 2024).  

2 Imperatives 

The imperative was the main way to express directives in Medieval Greek. It is characterized by an aspectual 

contrast, having both present (imperfective) and aorist (perfective) forms. According to the Cambridge 

Grammar of Medieval and Early Modern Greek (which covers mainly the later stages of Medieval Greek), the 

evidence for imperatives strongly depends on the genre which one looks in (Holton et al. 2019, 1647). There 

is also a high density of formal variation in imperatives with many allomorphs and seeming localized 

developments (e.g. on Chios or Cyprus); this is why the Cambridge Grammar tends to group the many 

variants as ‘general’, ‘restricted’ or ‘rare’ (see Holton et al. 2019, 1647–81 for extensive discussion). The 



distribution of speciƧƬc imperative forms may also be restricted to higher registers, such as the comparatively 

rare occurrences of middle aorist imperatives (Holton et al. 2019, 1761). Functionally, the imperative can 

express the full range of directive subtypes such as commands, requests, suggestions etc (compare the 

diƦferent imperatives in example 1 below). At the same time, speciƧƬc imperative forms may also express 

functions not usually associated with directivity, such as greetings in the form of imperative χαῖρε khaîre 

‘greetings’ (originally ‘be well’) or wishes, for example when directed at a socially higher addressee. Besides 

the expected occurrences in the second person, we also continue to ƧƬnd third person imperatives (e.g. λεγέτω 

legéto: ‘let X speak’), a group that has generally been neglected. One reason for this for the Medieval Greek 

period might have been the role played by replacements of third person directives, for instance insubordinate 

να na ‘that’ (section 4). Among the many imperatives that we ƧƬnd, further distinctions can be made between 

those that are functionally closer to the core function of command (e.g. δός dós ‘give’) and those that have 

developed secondary functions, for example in the realm of intersubjective coordination. For the latter, one 

can think about what have been called imperative particles (la Roi 2022), such as φέρε phére or  ἄγε áge which 

can be translated functionally into English with ‘come on’, or ἔλα ‘come (on)’, as in ex. 1.  

(1) ἀμὲ καὶ ἐσύ, μαυρόμματε, βλέπε τὸ ἀσκάνδαλόν σου.  

Καὶ ἐγείρου, κοράσιον μου, ἔλα ἂς περιπατοῦμεν.  

amè kaì esú, maurómmate, blépe tò askándalón sou. 

Kaì egeírou, korásion mou, éla às peripatoûmen 

(Dig. Akr. E. 910-911) 

But you, dark-eyed one, see that you give no oƦfence 

And rise up, my girl, come on let’s be on our way    

In fact, example 1 illustrates the variety of functions that an imperative form may have: (i) the ƧƬrst, vision 

imperative is not a literal command to ‘see’ but a warning to the hearer to ‘consider’ his oƦfence and the third 

imperative ἔλα éla ‘come on’ is a ‘metaphorical’ push to move the girl into action (see la Roi 2022 on the 

intersubjectiƧƬcation of imperatives), (ii) the second imperative is a direct command (cf. the mitigating use 

of the vocative that follows), and (iii) the fossilized imperative ἂς às ‘let’s’ is a suggestion to go on their way 

together, sometimes labelled cohortative [EGLL cohortative]. 

3 Prohibitives 



Prohibitives express a negative directive and may be expressed in a range of diƦferent ways in Medieval Greek, 

such as negative imperatives (e.g. μὴ φοβοῦ mè: phoboû ‘don’t fear’) and subjunctives (e.g. μὴ φοβηθῇς mè: 

phobe:thê:is ‘don’t fear). In contrast to later periods where negative imperatives cannot be found anymore, we 

still ƧƬnd both constructions in Medieval Greek but seemingly with diƦferent distributions: “Corresponding 

prohibitions are sometimes expressed with μή(ν)/μηδέν and the present (imperfective) or aorist (perfective) 

imperative, though the aorist is exceedingly rare; prohibitions are regularly expressed by μή(ν)/μηδέν + 

present (imperfective) or aorist (perfective) subjunctive, sometimes preƧƬxed with νά” (Holton et al. 2019, 

1877). The fact that prohibitive subjunctives are even found with ƧƬrst persons, as in example 2 where the 

speaker prohibits the addressee from impeding the speaker, seems to indicate the productivity of the 

prohibitive subjunctive. 

(2) καὶ δός του ὑγείαν ἀπὸ ἀρχῆς ὡς ἐλεήμων, Λόγε, 

καὶ μὴ ἰδῶ <τὸν> θάνατον ποτὲ τοῦ ποθητοῦ μου.  

kaì dós tou hugeían apò arkhê:s ho:s eleé:mo:n, Lóge,  

kaì mè: idô: <tòn> thánaton potè toû pothe:toû mou. 

(Dig. Akr. E. 1824-1825) 

and grant him health once again, since you are merciful, Word, and let me never see my beloved’s death 

As for the alleged absence of negative imperatives from Medieval Greek (Chatzopoulou 2019, 159 and EGLL 

negation in medieval and modern greek), this seems to only apply to the latest periods of Medieval Greek (cf. 

example 3 from Theophanes Confessor from the 8th and 9th century, or the occurrences in the writings of 

Psellus from the 11th century (e.g. Or. Paneg. 2.70 and 2.413).  

(3) Θεοδόσιε, μὴ ἐκδέχου πλὴν τῶν ὁρωμένων σοι.  (Theoph. Conf. Chron. 490.2) 

Theodósie, mè: ekdékho plè:n tô:n horo:méno:n soi 

Theodosius, do not expect anything else except those things seen by you 

Finally, imperatives could be negated in another way, even in Late Medieval Greek, by forming a complex 

imperative sentence of an imperative with a negated subjunctive, as in example 4 below: 

(4) προσέχετε μὴ σφάλετε ἀπάνω εἰς τὴν ψυχήν σας (Chron. Mor. P 7548) 

Prosékhete mè: sfálete apáno: eis tè:n psukhé:n sas  

Be careful not to err upon your soul  



As observed for the same constructions with vision imperatives in Post-Classical Greek (la Roi forthc), this 

construction functions as an apprehensional, i.e. an appeal to the hearer to avoid an undesirable situation. 

 

4 Other directive expressions 

What unites this group is that their usual function tends to be diƦferent from the directive function that they 

may have in speciƧƬc contexts. The group covers (i) optatives [EGLL ref], (ii) cohortatives [EGLL ref] and (iii) 

directive structures which are result of insubordination [EGLL ref]. Optatives [EGLL ref] are increasingly rare 

in Medieval Greek, but due to their association with Atticistic trends, authors have been said to (re)use 

optatives in places where an imperative was expected (see Böhlig 1956, 99 for examples in Psellus). With 

cohortatives I refer to the use of the expression ἄς ás ‘let’s’ (Nikiforidou 1996 which is the fossilized form of 

the imperative ἄφες áphes “leave/let”). This expression came to be used to express orders inclusive of the 

speaker and hearer by the time of the New Testament, but in Medieval Greek were also used to express 

speaker-exclusive commands (Holton et al. 2019, 1878) and counterfactual wishes (Holton et al. 2019, 1882). 

The latter refers to the conventionalized main clause of a formally subordinate clause, i.e. as a discursively 

independent directive, a use that it had developed in Post-Classical Greek (la Roi forthc). This structure could 

be used as an alternative way to formulate requests to the addressee signaled in the second person, as in 

example 5 where it is paratactically connected to a preceding imperative.  

(5) Μαθὸν μηδ’ ἄρτι βιάζεσαι, ἐλθὲ καὶ νὰ καθίσῃς (Ptoch. 3.242) 

Mathòn me:d’ árti biázesai, elthè kaì nà kathíse:is  

Learn to also not rush now; come and sit 

 

Also, this construction could express directives to third parties signaled in the third person, where it runs the 

risk being interpreted as a wish instead (la Roi 2024; Holton et al. 2019, 1881–82). In fact, it has been tentatively 

suggested by the Cambridge Grammar (Holton et al. 2019, 1762) that the productivity of this strategy was one 

of the contributing factors in restricting third person imperatives in Medieval Greek, for example to legal 

texts. 
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