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Mood and modality in Medieval Greek (ca. 7th–15th c. CE) consists primarily in a study of the 
modal system and its diƯerent types of expression during the medieval period, while there is 
also some discussion of the ways in which modal expressions can be tied to context, 
considering factors such as register, language contact, or politeness. Finally, major 
developments in the modal system of Medieval Greek are presented here too.  

1. Mood and Modality in Medieval Greek 

The domain of modality comprises a large set of expressions which share the fact that they 
express non-actualized state of aƯairs ( Narrog 2012:6). Semantically, this domain covers at 
least two major subgroups (cf. Mood and Modality, 2. Post-Classical Greek), deontic 
expressions which evaluate the necessity of a state-of-aƯair to apply, and epistemic 
expressions which assess the likelihood that a state-of-aƯair applies. Other minor groups are 
dynamic modality expressing someone’s capacity (e.g. δύναμαι ðíname or μπορῶ boró ‘can’) or 
boulomaic modality (e.g. βούλομαι vúlome or θέλω θélo ‘want’). Especially if one considers 
Medieval Greek from its earliest to its latest periods (cf. section 3 below), these modal 
subgroups display a wide range of morphosyntactic variation, as they can be expressed by 
inflectional moods, grammaticalized modal strategies (Grammaticalization) and modal verbs 
(Modals). To illustrate, deontic modality has been expressed by the imperative and the 
prohibitive subjunctive (cf. Orders (Imperatives/Prohibitives), 2. Medieval Greek), the 
grammaticalized cohortative imperative ἄς as (Nikiforidou 2007), the insubordinate να na + 
subjunctive (e.g. in directives; cf. la Roi 2024), and a range of modal verbs, e.g. χρή xri: ‘ought’, 
δεῖ ði ‘is necessary’, πρέπει prépi ‘befits/ought’ or ἐνδέχεται enðéxete ‘it is allowed’. Epistemic 
modality has been expressed by the optative (in statements and wishes), the subjunctive (e.g. in 
conditional sentences (Conditionals)), the past indicative (cf. Counterfactuals), the 
insubordinate να na + subjunctive (e.g. in counterfactual statements and wishes; cf. la Roi 
2024), and modal verbs, such as μέλλω mélo ‘be going to’, ἔχω éxo ‘can/will’ or θέλω θélo ‘will’ 
(cf. Markopoulos 2009). The last groups is sometimes labeled as ‘the conditional’ to reflect the 
fact that they are the past counterpart of a future expression (e.g. Holton et al. 2019:1795). As 
discussed in more detail below, what makes this modal system remarkable is the large set of 
changes it undergoes in the long Medieval period, for example due to contact with Balkan 
(Balkan Sprachbund) or Romance languages (section 2) or specific diachronic processes such 
as insubordination and renovation (section 3). 

2. Mood and Modality in Context in Medieval Greek 

Modal expressions can be tied to contextual factors in at least three diƯerent ways. First of all, 
the major changes to the modal system in Medieval Greek allowed speakers to purposefully 
reuse older structures for specific socio-pragmatic purposes (cf. la Roi 2025a for the reuse of 
older wish structures in Post-Classical Greek for sociopragmatic characterization). As 
described by several scholars (e.g. Hinterberger 2014; Horrocks 2014; 2021; Stone 2010), 
Medieval Greek writers that wrote in higher registers creatively adapted older modal patterns 
from Classical Greek in order to reflect their learning (for example in using specific subjunctives 
and optatives), even though their adaptations inadvertently revealed signs of contemporary 
influence, as for example indicated by instances overextension of the optative or the synthetic 
future indicative. Especially optatives are increasingly rare the later we get within Medieval 



Greek; yet, due to their association with Atticistic trends (Atticism), authors have been said to 
(re)use optatives in places where an imperative was expected (cf. Böhlig 1956:99 on Psellus). 

Second, modal expressions are integral to the expression of specific speech acts which seek to 
influence the behavior of the addressee. We could compare the insubordinate use of να na with 
a subjunctive combined with double negation to express a strong commissive speech act in 
example 1 below: 

1. Μισὶρ Ντζεφρέ, ἀφέντη τῆς Καρυταίνου, 
μὴ προῦ σὲ σφάξουν, ἀδελφέ, ’ς ἐμέναν παραδόσου· 
ἀπάνω εἰς τὴν ψυχίτσα μου δόλον οὐ μὴ νὰ ἔχῃς 
Misír Tzefré, afédi tis Kariténu, 
mi pru se sfáksun, aðelfé, ’s eménan paraðósu 
apáno is tin psixítsa mu ðólon u mi na éxis  
‘Sir GeoƯrey, lord of Karytaina, before they kill you, brother, surrender to me; on my dear 
soul you will find no guile’ (Chron. Mor. H 4063–4065). 

Multiple modal strategies may also be combined to increase the eƯectiveness of one’s words, 
as in example 2 below; here we find a metaphorical vision imperative that serves as a warning 
(βλέπε vlépe), a directive imperative (ἐγείρου eɣíru), an imperative particle (ἔλα éla), and a 
cohortative imperative with the subjunctive, viz. ἂς as (cf. Cohortative). 

2. ἀμὲ καὶ ἐσύ, μαυρόμματε, βλέπε τὸ ἀσκάνδαλόν σου. 
Καὶ ἐγείρου, κοράσιον μου, ἔλα ἂς περιπατοῦμεν. 
amé ke esí, mavrómate, vlépe to askánðalón su. 
Ke eɣíru, korásion mu, éla as peripatúmen 
‘But you, dark-eyed one, see that you give no oƯence. And rise up, my girl, come on let’s 
be on our way’ (Dig. E. 910–911). 

Third and finally, the Greek language has undergone changes in its modal system due to close 
contact with other languages, such as the replacement of the infinitive by a finite subjunctive 
complementation which has been connected with contact with the Balkan languages (cf. 
Joseph 1983), or in the creation of future strategies due to contact with Romance languages 
(Markopoulos 2009:204–8; Holton et al. 2019:1779). 

3. Historical Developments in the Medieval Greek Modal System 

Despite the fact that developments in the modal domain may be obscured due to the impact of 
diglossia in Medieval Greek (cf. Horrocks 2010, 2014, 2021), there are a number of 
developments in the modal domain which seem to have taken place during the long Medieval 
Greek period. 

First of all, the grammaticalized imperative ἄς as spread to third person directives and 
counterfactual wishes, as in ex. 3 (Nikiforidou 1996:609–610; Holton et al. 2019:1878, 1882). 

3. καὶ τότε ἂς εἶδες θόρυβον καὶ ταραχὴν μεγάλην. 
ke tóte as íðes θórivon ke taraxín meɣálin 
‘And I wish you would then have seen the commotion and the great disturbance’ (Ptoch. 
1.212). 

Second, a range of modals show evidence of shifts in modality type, a process that is common 
to modal verbs cross-linguistically (see Narrog 2012 for a comprehensive overview): the 



epistemic modal μέλλω mélo ‘be going to’ develops deontic connotations (Holton et al. 
2019:1775; Markopoulos 2009:127–130), θέλω θélo ‘will’ obtains a range of epistemic 
functions, e.g. in marking counterfactuality and hypotheticality (Pappas 2001; Holton et al. 
2019), and the dynamic modal ἔχω éxo ‘can’ develops a range of functions in the epistemic 
domain, such as future-referring ‘will’ (Markopoulos 2009:96) or hypothetical ‘would’ (cf. Holton 
et al. 2019:1778, 1873). As a result of this shift, we start to encounter modal verbs such as 
ἔχω éxo in wish environments, which are epistemic, to express the likelihood of the state of 
aƯairs wished for to be obtained, as shown by the examples listed in modern grammars (Holton 
et al. 2019:1796). 

Third and finally, there are certain parts of the modal domain that are replaced over time, but, 
crucially, not in an one-to-one manner. This can be illustrated by considering how the domains 
of hypotheticality and counterfactuality underwent renewal through a variety of diachronic 
processes. As mentioned above, Holton et al. (2019) list a range of expressions as ‘the 
conditional’, but we should be aware that these belong especially to Late Medieval Greek, as 
they were still under development in earlier periods (cf. Markopoulos 2009). As for 
counterfactuals, it is often suggested that the imperfect took over from the counterfactual 
expression of the past indicative with the modal particle (e.g. Horrocks 1995, 2010), but the 
diachronic scenario is much more complex: the older combination which uses diƯerent 
aspects is productive in earlier periods of Medieval Greek (cf. Anastasius Sinaïta Viae 
Dux 8.2.83; Sym. Log. Chr. 130.6.11-12) despite the presence of alternative strategies that use a 
modal (on which compare Hinterberger 2007 who similarly entertains this replacement 
scenario). In fact, there are other strategies too that compete with the counterfactual indicative 
and modal particle combination, including cases in the later period of Medieval Greek, such as 
insubordinate να na with a past indicative in apodoses, as in example 4 below or with double 
negation at Chron. Mor. H. 4849. 

4. Καταβλαττὰς ἂν ἔμαθον καὶ σηκωτὴς ἂν ἤμουν, 
ὡς σηκωτὴς νὰ ἐδούλευα τὴν ἅπασαν ἡμέραν, 
καὶ τὸ βραδὺ νὰ μὲ ἔδιδον μεγάλην κομματούραν. 
Katavlatás an émaθon ke sikotís an ímun, 
os sikotís na eðúleva tin ápasan iméran, 
ke to vraðí na me éðiðon meɣálin komatúran. 
‘If I had learned weaving, I would have been a porter, to toil all day, and in the evening to 
be given a large portion’ (Ptoch. 3.181–183). 

This speech act strategy also develops hypothetical usages, as shown in ex. 5, just as those 
other modal verbs have done. 

5. ἐπεὶ ἔνι γὰρ κι ὁ τόπος σου γυμνὸς ἐκ τὰ φουσσᾶτα, 
νὰ τὸν ἐπάρουν εὔκολα καὶ νὰ τὸν ἔχῃς χάσει 
epí éni ɣar ki o tópos su ɣimnós ek ta fusáta, 
na ton epárun éfkola ke na ton éxis xási  
‘since your land is stripped of its armies, they would take it easily and you would lose 
it’ (Chron. Mor. H 4236–7). 

Moreover, competing strategies take slightly diƯerent shapes in specific morphosyntactic 
environments, as shown by ex. 6 where we have, at least historically, double insubordinate 
marking of ἄμποτε ábote ‘if’ + ‘ever’ combined with να na ‘that’. 



6. ἄμποτε νὰ παρακληθῇ καὶ νὰ μᾶς ἐπακούσῃ 
ábote na parakliθí ke na mas epakúsi  
‘If only that she will be persuaded and listen to us’ (Dig. E 1353). 

In sum, much research remains to be done to fill in the gaps that are left in our grammatical 
descriptions (cf. Grammars of the Greek Language , 3. Grammars of Medieval Greek) of how 
mood and modality could be expressed from early to late Medieval Greek and which 
developments have taken place (see la Roi 2025b for a study of counterfactuals and avertives in 
the entire history of Greek). 
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