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DiƯerent types of modal forms (e.g. moods, modal verbs, fossilized forms) are present in Post-
Classical Greek. Modal strategies are examined in context (in terms of politeness, register and 
language contact) while the main diachronic developments in the modal domain during the 
Post-Classical Greek period are also investigated. Further corpus-based analyses of the 
diƯerent diastratic and diachronic varieties of Post-Classical Greek can increase our 
understanding of this complex domain. 

1. Mood and Modality in Post-Classical Greek                             

As in Ancient Greek, Post-Classical Greek has a rich inventory of linguistic expressions in the 
domain of modality (Modals), referring to non-realized and non-actualized states-of-aƯairs ( 
Narrog 2012:6). Although linguists do not fully agree on how to divide this domain (cf. Nuyts 
2014), it is generally divided semantically into two major groups: volitive modalities (i.e. with an 
element of will) such as deontic (evaluating the necessity that a state-of-aƯairs applies), 
boulomaic (the volitions/intentions for a proposition), and non-volitive such as epistemic 
(estimating the chance that a state-of-aƯairs applies) or dynamic (participant-internal 
possibility to actualize a state-of-aƯairs). In Post-Classical Greek, these notions can be 
expressed by the moods with or without the modal particle (Particles) 
(e.g. subjunctive, optative), modal verbs (e.g. boulomaic (ἐ)θέλω ethélō ‘I wish’, deontic 
δεῖ deî ‘it is necessary’, epistemic μέλλω méllō  ‘I am likely to’, 
modal adverbs ἴσως ísōs ‘maybe’), fossilizing or fossilized mood forms such 
as imperative particles ἄγε áge ‘lead/come on’, ἴθι íthi ‘go/come on’, φέρε phére ‘bring/come on’, 
εἰπέ μοι eipé moi ‘tell me’, ἀμέλει amélei ‘don't worry/of course’, or ἰδού idoú ‘look’ (la Roi 2022 
with references), the adhortative particle ἄφες áphes ‘let’> ἄς ás (Nikiforidou 2007) or wish 
particles such as ὄφελον óphelon ‘if only’ (Revuelta Puigdollers 2017) or insubordinate wish 
markers such as εἴθε (γάρ) eíthe (gár) ‘if only’ (la Roi 2021) (Insubordination, 1. Ancient to 
Postclassical Greek). Recent research on Post-Classical Greek has shown how markers of the 
modality domain take part in other domains such as futurity (Future Tense) (Markopoulos 2009; 
Lee 2010; Tronci 2020) and how moods are distributed in context, especially sociolinguistically 
in terms of politeness (Politeness/Courtesy Expressions) or register (Registers) (see further §2). 

2. Mood and Modality in Context                                        

Since modality revolves around non-actualized matters, it is particularly determined by how 
speakers view situations and want others to view them (e.g. in terms of volition, necessity or 
knowledge). As such, modal expressions can highlight a speaker’s subjective stance in terms of 
what is wanted or what is known as well as intersubjective attention to the self of 
the addressee both epistemically and socially. The coding of directive speech acts, for example, 
has attracted scholarly attention, particularly in documentary sources such as letters and 
petitions (see Fantin 2010 for the New Testament (New Testament Greek)): writers had various 
strategies at their disposal to induce the addressee to take a particular action, depending on the 
(a)symmetricality of the communication. Besides the bare imperative, which was the neutral 
directive form in both symmetrical and asymmetrical interactions, other constructions could be 
used, involving the use of performative verbs (Performatives) such as ἀξιόω aksióō, 
ἐρωτάω erōtáō ‘I ask’, δέομαι déomai ‘I beg’, or ἱκετεύω hiketeúō ‘I beseech’; a conditional 
phrase meaning ‘if you agree’ (ἐὰν φαίνηται eàn phaínētai or εἰ δοκεῖ ei dokeî); mitigating 



formulae such as καλῶς/ὀρθῶς ποιέω kalôs/orthôs poiéō ‘I do well’, χαρίζομαι kharízomai ‘I 
grant a favor’ or εὐχαριστέω eukharistéō ‘I oblige’; or variations in the morpho-syntactic 
properties of the clause, such as avoidance of the second person or modal inflection of the 
main verb (e.g. the modal marking of καλῶς ποιέω kalôs poiéō in the future or optative) (Leiwo 
2010; Dickey 2016; Bruno 2020). Such ‘downgrading’ constructions are cross-linguistically 
attested (see the typology in Leiwo 2010:98–99), and have been studied and categorized by 
scholars working in politeness theory. 

As Bruno (2020:222) notes, directives reflect the interactional dynamics between the sender 
and the addressee (see further Logozzo 2015 for the Zenon archive and Koroli 2021 for Late 
Antique ecclesiastical letters). Modal markers may reflect aspects of the social context more 
indirectly too (see Bentein 2019 on ‘indirect indexicality’ and ‘orders of indexicality’): the choice 
for an archaizing construction may be motivated by the writer’s wish to linguistically construct a 
certain identity for himself/herself or one of the characters. Lee (1985) has argued that New 
Testament writers such as Mark consciously upgraded the words spoken by Jesus; Lee’s list of 
features includes modal forms: the optative, for example, which, generally speaking, was in 
decline in the Post-classical period, only appears once in the gospel of Mark (Lee 1985:14), 
when Jesus curses the fig tree (Mark 11:14). Other scholars have included particular modal 
expressions in their consideration of linguistic varieties such as registers and styles: Horrocks 
(2007:631) considers the use of the optative in subordinate clauses after past-tense main verbs 
as a characteristic feature of higher-register, ‘literary’ Post-classical Greek. Writers adopting 
such a higher register often extended modal expressions beyond their classical context (forming 
‘hyper-atticisms’) (Atticism), both semantically and morphologically (see e.g. O’Sullivan 2013; 
Horrocks 2014 for the extension of the optative in the Post-classical and Byzantine periods). 

Language contact is another contextual aspect that deserves attention. Scholarship has drawn 
attention to contacts between Greek and other languages that stimulated certain usage 
patterns, such as contact with Hebrew (Greek and Hebrew) (e.g. Evans 2001 on the verb system 
or Tjen 2010 on conditionals) and with Egyptian (Greek and Egyptian, and Coptic) (e.g. Leiwo 
2017 on imperative-infinitive confusion). Such contact-induced usages of modal features need 
not have been entirely subconscious: Verboomen (1992), for example, considers the usage of 
the particle καὶ ἰδού kaì idoú ‘and behold’ as a ‘Septuagintalism’ that was consciously adopted 
in the New Testament to create a certain eƯect. 

3. Historical Developments                                     

The historical developments of modal markers in the varieties of Post-Classical Greek are 
constrained by the contextual factors mentioned (see 2 above) and therefore surface with 
diverse rates of change in diƯerent textual registers (Language Change). To illustrate, whereas 
the potential optative is generally said to disappear early on in Post-Classical Greek in 
dependent environments, it is retained longer in declarative main clauses and even longer in 
wishes – although those become more formulaic – such as μὴ γένοιτο mḕ génoito ‘God forbid’ 
(Turner 1963:120–133; Evans 2003). With this alleged Post-Classical loss of the optative in mind, 
the surfacing of potential optatives in later Post-Classical texts have been stamped a sign of 
Atticism or at least higher register (Horrocks 2010:82; 102; 117). At the same time, it has been 
rightly stressed that the supposed decline was a very gradual phenomenon in early Post-
Classical Greek (Evans 2001:175–197) and in Post-Classical Greek more generally (la Roi 2025a, 
2025b). 



Further developments in the modal domain which have been called characteristic of Post-
Classical Greek are for example: (1) the replacement of the past-referring generic optative 
‘whenever he did X’ by the past indicative (Horrocks 2010:154; but see la Roi 2023 for its 
diachronic development); (2) interchange between the subjunctive and future indicative after 
phonological merger (Turner 1963:94; Horrocks 2010:117;129 who very tentatively relates it to 
the increase of subjunctive ἵνα hína ‘that’ clauses at the expense of the infinitive); (3) the 
creation of modal strategies through insubordination such as directive and wish ἵνα hína ‘that’ 
with the subjunctive or the mood interchange of directive ὅπως hópōs ‘that’ from future 
indicative to subjunctive (la Roi 2021; 2024); (4) the creation of an adhortative mood marker 
from a fossilized imperative ἄφες áphes ‘let!’> ἄς ás with subjunctive ‘let’s X’ (Nikiforidou 2007); 
(5) the increased fossilization of imperative particles such as εἰπέ μοι eipé moi ‘tell me’, 
ἀμέλει amélei ‘of course’, or ἰδού idoú ‘look’ which go beyond their original directive contexts 
and take on new pragmatic functions (see la Roi 2022 for a recent overview); or (6) the fusion of 
the modal particle ἄν án with subordinators such as εἰ ei ‘if’ or ὅτε hóte ‘when’  or 
ἐπεί epeí ‘for’ resulting in unexpected combinations of ἐάν eán ‘if’ (written as εἰάν eián, ἤν é̄n or 
ἄν án in the papyri) or ὅταν hótan ‘when’ with the indicative (Turner 1963:106–117). 

At the same time, it has often been suggested that declining moods are replaced by other modal 
forms such as (1) δύναμαι dúnamai used epistemically as ‘be possible/may’ to replace the 
potential optative (Horrocks 2010:117); (2) the modal particle in counterfactual apodoses 
disappearing and being replaced by explicit past modal verbs such as μέλλω méllō ‘would’ 
(Horrocks 2010:237–238); (3) the wish optative being replaced by a jussive subjunctive (Turner 
1963:94). However, not only the developments detailed above but also especially the suggested 
replacements lack significant corpus studies that allow us to verify and quantify the 
developments across the diƯerent diachronic periods and diastratic contexts of Post-Classical 
Greek (cf. la Roi 2025a and 2025b for the issues with respect to the Post-Classical Greek 
counterfactual indicative and the ‘decline’ of the optative). In fact, this disadvantage is part of a 
broader need for quantifiable corpus-based studies of Post-Classical Greek varieties (la Roi 
2020; Bentein and Janse 2021). 
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