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Abstract

When translating the ‘potential’ Homeric Greek a¢p® into English, ‘could’ is often the best
modal verb to use, to be preferred to the moreluawaald’. | will argue that, in some cases, this
reveals that the optative expresses what is teiméuk literature ‘dynamic’ modality. Examining
several examples in more detail | will claim thia¢ optative expresses a wide range of meanings,

the differences between which are subtle and medya clear-cut.

1 Introduction

The meanings of the optative in the language of Hioeneric epics, just as in the Classical
language, have typically been divided into two breategories in grammar books. For example,
Chantraine (1948: 8314) claims that the optativiheei expresses ‘souhait’ or ‘possibilité’.

Similarly, Monro (1891: 8315) calls the two typde t'quasi-imperative’ and the ‘quasi-future’,

and Goodwin (1889: 813) claims that it expressashiwor a ‘potential’ sense. It is claimed that

these two categories are formally distinguishediemine ‘potential’ optative is negated withv

and is accompanied by the ‘modal particie’ or ke, the optative of wish is negated wijtlf and is

not accompanied by the modal particle (Monro 18289 & 8300; Chantraine 1948: 8306). This

formal marking appears to lend weight to the betliet these are two coherent categories.

1 This paper is based on a talk given to the Cambmigjmlogical Society entitled ‘The Modality of Pew on 1st
December 2005, and is an extended version of &gecf my book (Willmott 2007: §5.5.2). Thanks atee to the
audience of that talk, and to James Diggle andam@nymous reviewers for discussing the writtenigearsall of their

comments have much improved the paper.



I will return to the question of formal markingthe end of the paper, and will argue that this
belief is in fact questionable. But the main foodighis paper is on the ‘potential’ category. |lwil
consider examples to show that the category iseratbmplex. Particularly important are some
examples that express the ability of the subjebes€ appear to correlate to a category termed
‘dynamic modality’ in modern theoretical literatur&@he distinction between the ‘traditional’
meaning of the optative and this ‘new’ meaning appé¢o have some overlap with English modal
verb that may be used to translate the two meanindbe first case it is normally ‘would’, in the
second, ‘could’.

A detailed examination will however show that tirgke ‘potential’ category may not simply
be replaced with two sub-categories correspondintpé English modal verbs. Just as the choice
between ‘would’ and ‘could’ in English is itself natraightforward, the optative has various
different meanings which may not be cleanly diffgéi@ed from each other. But the difficulty of
distinguishing a particular meaning does not calittethe general observation made here that the

‘potential’ category is more complex than the ttiadial descriptions suggest.

2 A semantic difference

Monro’s description of the category under questasriquasi-future’ suggests that he saw the core
of this meaning as consisting of those exampldsattgatranslated by English ‘would’, formally the
‘past-tense’ of the future marker ‘will’. Optatived this kind typically express an event that the
speaker believes might happen, as long as some etleat happens first. For instance, in the
following example, the speaker expresses a widhenfirst clause, and then explains, using the

optative, what would happen if the wish were tduglled: 2

2 The Homeric examples throughout the article usetelt from the OCT editionsliad: Monro, D. B and Allen, T.
W. (1920);OdysseyAllen, T. W. (1917). References starting with acome from thdliad, those starting with an O
come from theddysseyThe reference in each case is to the line in lwthie optative occurs, which may not necessarily
be the first line of the example. In all cases ¢hae accompanied by my own translations, whichiraended to aid

comprehension of the context and do not aspir@yditerary merit.



| 14.107 vov d' ein 6¢ TNOodE Y' dpelvova untiv éviomot
1 VoG 1€ maAaLog: €poL 0€ kev aoUéV eln.
| wish that there was someone with a better plan this one, whether he

was young or old: I would find that pleasing.

This use is commonly found in the apodosis of cowial clauses, where the optative

expresses the consequence of fulfilment of thegsitipn in the protasis. For example:

116.747 €L 01 mov Kat mMovTw €v ixOvoevtL yévolto,
TIOAAOUG OV KOQET ELEV AVTQ OO T 0eax dLPwV,
V10G dmoOpwokwy, el kal dvoméudeAog ein,

If he were out on the fishy sea, this man wouldapdemany by diving for

oysters, leaping from his ship however stormy tleather.

It should be pointed out that the name ‘quasi-itig rather problematic, however. While
it could be claimed that | 14.107 and | 16.747 reéfesome possible future, the optative is also

found in similar contexts with reference to a gastsibility:

5.311 Kat vo xev évO' amoAotto aval avdowv Atvelag,
el un &' 0&L vonoe Atog Buydtne Adoditn,
And then Aeneas, the captain of men, would have, dieZeus’s daughter

Aphrodite had not been quick to notice him.

In all of these sentences, | believe that, in th@st natural reading, the speaker is making
a prediction that an event will happen, or wouldehhappened. The prediction is ‘modified’ by the

content of the accompanying clause. This would apfmecorrespond to what, in modern linguistic



theory is termed ‘epistemic modality’, that is,appears to be “concerned with the speaker’s
attitude to the truth-value or factual status @f pinoposition” (Palmer 2000: 8).

However, not all of the examples of the optativattare accompanied by the modal
particle may be so easily translated by Englishuldo More importantly, it does not appear to be
possible to interpret them as being related togbeaker’'s evaluation of the possibility of the

occurence of the event. For example:

112.448 “Entwp & dondEac AMav @épev, o o Tuldwv
€0 tNneL TEAO0E, TEUUVOS Taryvg, aiTo Umepbev
O5Uc EMv: ToV & 0T ne OV’ Avépe ONuov BEloTW
onidiwg &’ duakav am’ oUdeog dyhicoelay,
otol viv PooTol €io™ 6 8¢ pv Héa TAAAe Rl 010C.
And Hector seized and lifted a rock that lay beftre gates — it was
thick at the base, but sharp at the point. Two rttempest of the lot, could
not easily lift it from the ground onto a charias mortals now are, but

Hector wielded it easily even on his own.

In this example, the optative does not expresssgeaker’s prediction of an event. It is
translated ‘could’, rather than ‘would’, and apetr be describing the capacities or abilitieshef t
subject. This is significant because modern deseornip of the field of modality distinguish
between ‘dynamic’ modality (connected, as its namwggests, with the ability of the subject) and
‘epistemic’ modality.

Importantly, | believe that this use of the optatiis significantly different from the

‘traditional’ meaning examined above. While it mighe possible to translate the optative in



15.311, for example, with ‘could’ as well as ‘woultit is only possible to translate the optative in
112.448 with ‘could’.

Of the 563 optatives with the particle in the lliadd the Odyssey, | have classed 92, from
both main and subordinate clauses, as describingitities of the subjeét.

In passing, | must acknowledge that the optativaxds the only way to describe the
abilities of the subject. The name for the categafter all, derives from the modal vesbvapat,
which is itself found in Homer. For example:

18.299 OKTW 1 TROENKA TAVUYAWXLVAG OloTOVG,

TavTeg 0' &v xool mnxOev aonibowv allnwv:
TovTOV O' 0V dUVapaL BaAéery kKOva AvoonTnea.
Eight are the pointed arrows | have sent forth, @ahdf them stuck in the

flesh of the strong and quick to fight, but himahoot hit, that raving dog.

The optative is thus not the exclusive means ofesging the capacities of the subject, but it
is nonetheless interesting that the moaaly express this meaning, as examples such as | 12.448

suggest.

% The possibility of translating the line 15.311 kitould’ was pointed out by an anonymous reviewavill return
to the problem that the English modal verbs arenieves polysemous in section 5 below.

4 lliad: 1.100, 1.272, 1.301, 3.066, 3.223, 3.23838, 4.318, 4.539, 5.085, 6.522, 8.143, 8.4517,9577, 9.304,
10.243, 10.556, 11.803, 12.59, 12.382, 12.448,6R2.43.57, 13.127, 14.54, 14.58, 14.245, 14.344736 15.738,
16.45, 17.260, 17.327, 17.399, 19.90, 19.218, 1).2Q.247, 20.286, 20.359, 20.359, 20.367, 24.286,67. Odyssey:
1.65, 2.31, 3.114, 4.64, 4.78, 4.649, 5.17, 5.744,56.300, 7.212, 7.213, 8.177, 8.195, 8.280, ®.02242, 9.351,
10.384, 10.434, 10.574, 11.104, 11.144, 11.375[70212.77, 12.84, 12.102, 12.107, 12.287, 13.871234 14.197,

15.317,15.321, 16.196, 16.243, 17.268, 18.31,089.19.286, 20.212, 20.392, 22.138, 23.126, 23.188.



3 Context

The optatives that | have classed as expressingapacities of the subject tend to share certain
syntactic or semantic contexts. In most cases dhéegt restricts the operation of the capacity in
some way. In many examples, the kind of people hdnge the particular capacity are described in

a relative clause. For instance:

16.522 dauovt' ovk Av Tig ToL avr)o, O0¢ évalouog ein,
€QYOV ATIUNOELE HAXNG, ETtel RAKIUOG €00
Lord, no righteous person could belittle your wankbattle — you're a

good soldier.

In other examples, the restriction of the capadtyexpressed in other ways, such as

adjectives, descriptive noun phrases or particles:

0 12.77 0VLO¢ kev apPain Pootog avro, ovd' ETuPain,
oLd' el Ol X€10€G Te elkooL KAl TTOdEG elev:
No mortal man could climb it or set foot upon tp,tnot even if he had

twenty hands and feet

0 19.108 @ yovvat, ovk av tic oe Botwv T AdTtelgova yalav
vekéor

Lady, no mortal in the whole world could quarretiwyou.

0 8.195 Kai k' dAaog toy, Eetve, duakptvele To onua
apdaPowv: ETet oL TL ey péVoV 0TV OHAw,

AAAQ TTOAVD TTo@TOV!



Even a blind man, stranger, could make out thiskribgrtouch: it is not

mixed up with the others but is the very first.

It is also common to find adverbs modifying the aaty of the subject, particularly some

version ofpeia (‘easily’). For example:

112.59 évO' oU kev péa (mmog é0TeoxoV oA TLITaivwy
¢oPain, meCol 0¢ pevoiveov et teAéovot.

A horse, straining on a well-wheeled chariot, coutd easily enter there,

but the soldiers were keen to do it, if they could.

The meaning of this adverb itself supports thentltiat this meaning has to do with capacity

rather than possibility.

4  Problems
The examples above give clear reason to suggestvianay distinguish a ‘potential’ meaning
from a ‘dynamic’ meaning for the optative. Howevtire claim that the mood expresses dynamic
modality is not straightforward.

Firstly, it may be noted that the syntactic and &etic contexts exemplified above in
which the dynamic meaning of the optative is foamd neither necessary nor sufficient for the
expression of this kind of modality. There are sanstances where the dynamic meaning is found

without any extra pointer. For example:

15.85 Tvdetdnv d' ovk av yvoing motépolot petein,

You would not have been able to tell which side 8ysl son was on.

| 3.235 VOV 0" dAAOLG eV TAVTAG 00w EAKWTIAG AXALOUG,



oUg kev €U yvoinv kat T obvopa pvdnoaipunv:
And now | see all the other quick-eyed Achaeans €euld recognise

them all and tell their names.

Conversely, the optative may be found in such cdstéut not express the ‘dynamic’
meaning. For example, in the following sentences,subject is described by means of a relative

clause, and yet the optative expresses its ‘norma#ning of possibility, translated by ‘would’:

112.228 wd¢ X' vokpivatto BeomEOTOog, O¢ Tada Ovu®
eldeln Tepawv katl ot metBoiato Aaol.

It is in this way that a soothsayer (one who hadhis mind clear
knowledge of omens, and who was listened to by mfasses) would

prophesy.

0 1.228 VEUEOOT)OALTO KEV AVT)O
aloyea MOAA' 600wV, 6¢ TIC TIVLTOG Ye peTéADOL.

A man of sense would be enraged if he joined thadh saw all these

terrible acts.

In the following example an adverb of capacity agirfd, and yet the optative is best

translated with ‘would’:

0 13.141 o0 Tl o' dtipdlovot Oeol” xaAeTov d¢ kev eln

TMEEORVTATOV KAl AQLOTOV ATIUM OV IAAAELY.

The gods are not disrespecting you: it would béadit to disrespect the

oldest and best of us.



However, although it makes the question of categtion more subjective and difficult,
the fact that there are no simple ways to tell fritven context whether the optative is expressing
dynamic meaning should not be used to counterlée ¢hat the optative expresses this meaning.

A second problem to contend with is that these g@kasnare translated with ‘could’ not
‘can’. This means that these are not clear-cutesgions of dynamic modality. With the past tense,
said to be expressing ‘modal remoteness’ (Huddhe&t®ullum 2002: 148-150), these are still in
the realm of the potential. The examples transldtgdwould’ and ‘could’ do not therefore
correspond exactly to the examples of epistemic dwdamic modality given in textbooks
exemplified by the modal verbs ‘may’ and ‘can’:

1. It may rain tomorrow

2. She can play the piano

Given that the meanings expressed by the optatieenat the ‘textbook’ examples of
epistemic and dynamic modality, we might be temptedreturn to the position of not
distinguishing these meanings, instead finding d¢esn that could capture the meanings
represented by English ‘would’ and ‘could’. Sintey both remain in the realm of the potential,
the term ‘irrealis’ might appear to fit the bill tree

The term was apparently first used to differentidie modal distinctions in Australian,
Native American and the languages of the Pacifimfthose traditionally noticed in the languages
of Europe (Palmer 2000: 185). Nonetheless the &srdescribed for these languages appears to
correspond well to the ‘super-category’ describecehin her description of native North American
languages, Mithun claims that what she has defaseidrealis “portrays situations as purely within
the realm of thought, knowable only through imagora (Mithun 1999: 173).

However, while it is true that the term has presgigibeen used in such a way that it would
encompass both of the meanings of the optativednbeze, it has been argued that this very
breadth makes it so vague that it is no longerulsef a term to describe the meaning of particular
forms. It is often used as synonymous with the tenodal’. It is in this sense that Givon (1994:

268) appears to use the term when he definesigreahtences as propositions that are “weakly
9



asserted as either possible, likely or uncertain , or necessary, desired or undesired”. Bybee,
Pagliuca and Perkins note that in their surveyeskesty-six languages they did not find any “in
which a single gram could adequately be descrisaniaking off all this irrealis territory” (Bybee
et al 1994: 238). They thus argue that the differepesyof modality expressed by these so-called
irrealis markers should be distinguished and named, grouped together into this rather
amorphous category.

As a preliminary conclusion, then, it is notewortimat there are differences of meaning
between uses of the optative in Homeric Greek witielrespond in some way to differences
between types of modality noted in the theoretitatature. Although all the uses share certain
features, and could all be described as ‘irrealisiould appear to be useful to distinguish these
different meanings. Indeed, the meaning of ‘dynamaxality’ is generally signalled by elements

in the context, although this is not necessarylfermeaning to be discerned.

5 Further analysisof the category

The evidence presented so far might suggest tlea¢ tis a clear division between sentences in
which the optative can be said to be describingpasibility’ and those in which it is describingth
‘capacity’ of the subject, and that these will stted by ‘would’ and ‘could’ respectively. But in
fact the evidence shows that the situation is ncoraplicated. For example, we may consider the
following:

15.192 (ot ' oV maéaot kat douata, Twv k' EmPBainv:

There are no horses or chariots which | could ride.

This optative should clearly not be translated viitbuld’. The speaker is certainly not
asserting that, if there were horses or chariaswbuld not ride on them. The translation with
‘could’ is therefore appropriate. But the speakenat denying his own ability to ride on horses and
chariots. Rather he is saying that the possikildgs not exist for him to ride on a chariot, beeaus

there are no horses or chariots around.

10



This goes to show that, even if that some optatsvesild be translated ‘would’ and some
‘could’, we may not divide the meanings of the d¢pt straightforwardly into two. This
conclusion is indeed unsurprising when we considegit ‘could’ means. Formally, it is the past
tense of ‘can’, and it has been shown to be polgssim meaning.

Primarily a marker of ability (originally mental idity, cf. ‘beyond my ken’, and then later
physical ability), the verb also expresses permigsas well as what is termed ‘root possibility’
(Coates 1983: chapter 5)The following sentences exemplify the differentamiegs of ability,
permission and root possibility respectively (fr@oates 1983: 88-95):

3. Ability: | can only type very slowly as | am d@ia beginner.

4. Permission: You can start the revels now.

5. Root possibility: | think there is a place wheoan get a cheap kettle.

As at least two of these meanings appear to beesgile by the Homeric Greek optative,
it is worth considering the definition of these miegs in more detail.

According to Coates, the ability meaning has trolearacteristic features (Coates 1983:
89):

i. The subject is animate and expresses the agem aiction

ii. The verb denotes action/activity

iii. The possibility of the action is determined by irdre properties of the subject

The permission meaning shares the first two featusat not the third. In addition, the
permitting authority may be specified. In sentedcabove, the speaker is himself the permitting
authority. But other authorities may also be inghliEor example:

6. If you are uncertain where you can or can’t sepglist look for the no-smoking signs or

ask someone in charge.

® In their description of different types of modglivan der Auwera & Plungian (1998: 84) criticise tuse of the
term ‘root’ as it suggests that the category isome way more ‘primitive’. They prefer the term regipant-external
modality’. Since all the examples from English hdeen taken from Coates (1983), her terminology bellretained

here, with no implications made about the relatigmef this type to any others.

11



In this example, the permitting authority is the laf the land.
The meaning of ‘root possibility’ is perhaps harttegrasp. Coates defines it in opposition
to the other two (Coates 1983: 93):
I. The possibility is not ‘inherent’ as the ability ameng is, rather the possibility is
subject to external circumstances
il. The possiblity is not ‘restricted’ as the permissimeaning is: rather than being
‘allowed’ by an authority or a human law, the pb##y is available only because

of the operation of natural law

This more detailed definition allows us to confithat most of the examples considered so

far as ‘dynamic’ fit into the ‘ability’ category.df example, we can consider again O 12.77:

012.77 oLOE Kev duPain Bootog dvne, ovd' EmiBain,
oLd' el Ol X€10€G Te éelkooL KAl TTOdEG elev:
No mortal man could climb it or set foot upon tp,tnot even if he had

twenty hands and feet.

In this example, the subjeqdqotoc avr)p) is animate, and is the agent of the action. The

verbs Gupain andémiBain) are agentive, and the possibility of the actiortliis case, as often, a

negative possibility) is determined by inherentpamies of the subject (here, his ‘mortality’).
In 15.192, on the other hand, repeated here fovenience, the optative instead appears to

express root possibility:

15.192 {mmoL d' oL MaPéaaL kal dppata, Twv k' emiBainyv:

There are no horses or chariots which | could ride.

12



The speaker is acknowledging the existence of ailpiby. However, the possibility is not
inherent to the subject, nor is it allowed by amgharity. Another definition of root possibility
describes it as meaning ‘nihil obstat’ (Coates 1983. The meaning of the optative in | 5.192 is
captured well by this definition.

There are several more examples of the optativie petticle in Homeric Greek which may
be classified as expressing ‘root possibility’ nsktable by ‘could’ but not referring to the alyili

of the speaker. For example:

117.711 0V Y&Q Tws av YUuvogs éwv Toweoot pdyotto.

He cannot fight against the Trojans, naked as.he is

In this sentence it could be claimed that it is thet capacity of the soldier to fight naked
which is in question, but the existence of the fiigy for him to do so. This could therefore be
described as an example of ‘root possibilfty’.

In many examples, it appears that flavours of ballity’ and ‘root possibility’ may be

present. For example we may reconsider | 6.522:

16.522 daovt' ovk Av TiG ToL Avr)g, 06 évaloluog ein
€QYOV ATIUNOELE HAXNG, ETtel RAKIUOG €00
Lord, no righteous person could belittle your wamkbattle — you're a

good soldier.

8 For further possible examples, see 12.029, 12.066299, 114.335, 119.321. It is notable thatadlthese examples
come from the lliad rather than the Odyssey. Wehiigish to draw conclusions about the developmémh@® meaning
of the mood from this distribution. However, funthi@vestigation into the meaning of the optativetl® classical

language would first be necessary to confirm whetthis distribution had any diachronic significance

13



In this example we could claim that the possibiligs to do with the inherent properties of
the subject: a capacity for righteousness is inaiible with the capacity of belittling the work of
Paris in battle. Thus we would class this as amgka of the ability meaning. But we may also
interpret it in terms of root possibility: the pdsity does not exist for righteous people to bt
his work in battl€.

Again, the indeterminacy of some of these examjdesxactly what we expect from a
comparison with English. There too there are ‘fugdges’ to the different categories: certain uses
share features of more than one category, andmagshe classed as closer to the ‘core’ of the
category or closer to the periphery (Coates 19683t7).

Returning to the classification of the Greek datave discovered one example where the

optative accompanied by the modal particle coulddé to express permission:

12.12 VOV YA&Q Kev EAoL TOALY eVQLAYLIAV
Towwv:

Now he can take the Trojan city with its wide stskée

Here, Zeus is instructing a Dream to take a mestaggamemnon. He could be seen as
giving permission (albeit falsely) to Agamemnortda&e Troy. In this interpretation, the subject is
animate, the verb is agentive, and the ‘permittinthority’ would be Zeus himself, thus fulfilling
all the criteria of the ‘permission’ meaning. ThaeBm continues to take the message to

Agamemnon, and the sentence is repeated, withrayera meaning:

12.29 VOV Y&Q Kev EAoLS TTOALY eDQUAY VLAY

” For further examples of optatives that are indwileate between an ‘ability’ and a ‘root possibilitgeaning, see
11.100, 13.066, 14.318, 16.522, 18.143, 18.451,087, 19.077, 19.304, 110.243, 110.556, 113.057, .12¥, 114.058,
115.736, 115.738, 116.045, 119.090, 04.064, 04.006,074, 06.300, 07.212, 07.213, 09.351, 011.14R.102,

012.107, 014.123, 014.197, 015.317, 016.196, OB648.031, 019.108, ©20.212, 020.392, 022.138,1283

14



Towwv

Now you can take the Trojan city with its wide sti

The same line is found again in | 2.66, where Agamen repeats the words of the Dream
to his men. In all cases there are arguments agdakisg this as an example of permission. In both
the second and the third person, the permissiamtigrpis certainly indirect. Thus it is very little
different from a meaning of root possibility (‘noitvis possible for him/you to take the city’).
Given that there are such limited examples, anditheach example the meaning of permission is
not the sole meaning, the claim that the Homeriee®roptative can express permission must be
rather moot.

The evidence has shown that the optative may beslaied ‘would’ or ‘could’, and that
when the optative is translated ‘could’ it may egw at least two different meanings. Previously
described in terms of a single category before,dpative with the particle appears to express
three significantly different meanings: consequenbdity, and root possibility.

It is important to note that these three meaningg not always be sharply distinguished. |
have already discussed cases where it is diffitullecide whether the optative is expressing
ability or root possibility (for example, 16.52Zven more significantly, perhaps, there are several

examples that are translatable by either ‘wouldtould’. For example:

110.243 el pHeEv On €tapdv ve keAeveté 1 avtov EAEoOaL,
nws av énert’ Odvomnog eyw Oetloto Aaboiuny,

If you are really ordering me to choose myself anpanion, how

would/could | forget godlike Odysseus?

Here the best translation of the optative is dddataAs it is found in the apodosis of a
conditional sentence, it might appear to be beststated by ‘would’. However, if it is accepted
that the optative has the meaning of root possikili ability elsewhere, then it is possible todea

15



this line as having either one of these two meamjingher ‘how would | be able to forget’ or ‘how
would it be possible for me to forget Odysseus'.

Similarly, O 10.384 is ambiguous between a ‘wow@dd ‘could’ reading:

0 10.384 w Kigkn), tic yd&o kev avno, 0 evailopog i),
Ty TAain maooaoOat ¢dnTvog 1)0¢ ToTNTOG,
melv Aboao' étapoug kat év odpOaApolowy déoBay;
Circe, what righteous person would/could taste foodrink before he had

freed his companions and seen them with his owa#&ye

The context, where the type of man is further dbedr O évaiowpog €in) suggests that

we take this with an ‘ability’ reading (‘what marowld be able to feast, given his righteousness’).
But the consequence reading is also acceptabla(‘mhn, if he was righeous, would feast?’).

With the definition of ‘root possibility’ in mindit is possible to consider afresh even some
of those examples given earlier as clear examdleékeo‘traditional’ category. It was mentioned
above that |1 5.311 may be translated with ‘coukiixgll as ‘would’. For ease of reference, | repeat

the line here:

[ 5.311 Kat vo xev évO' amoAotto aval avdowv Atvelag,
el un &' 0&L vonoe Atog Buydtne Adoditn,
And then Aeneas, the captain of men, could/wouldehdied, if Zeus's

daughter Aphrodite had not been quick to notice. him

Although this is clearly distinguishable from thokees, such as | 12.448, where the
optative expresses the ability of the subject, dpgtive could still be translated with ‘could’,

implying that a possibility existed for Aeneas tavh died. The choice between ‘would’ and

16



‘could’ in this instance lies in determining whethke the translator believes that the possibitity
more subjective, asserted by the speaker (tradslaye ‘would’), or objective (translated by
‘could’).

We must therefore conclude that different meaniofjghe optative may not always be
certainly distinguished, and that it will not evalways be simple to determine which will be the
correct choice of the English modal verb to tratesld Again this is unsurprising, given the
polysemous nature of ‘could’, and Coates’ desaiptf the ‘fuzzy edges’ to the various categories

(Coates 1983).

6 Formal marking
We may finally return to the issue of formal markimentioned in the introduction. As stated

there, grammarians have claimed that the ‘poténtigkative is negated withov and is
accompanied by the ‘modal partictev or ke, while the optative of wish is negated witf and is

not accompanied by the modal particle (Monro 182B9 & 8300; Chantraine 1948: 8306). These
patterns would appear to confirm the claim thatatshier the internal complexity of the ‘potential’
category, there is still a clear-cut differencenmsn it and the ‘wish’ category, which is reflected
in the formal marking. Other grammarians have ndtet, in Homeric Greek at least, these
patterns are more of a tendency than a rule (Ki&n&erth 1898-1904, 2.2: 225; Schwyzer &
Debrinner 1950, 2: 320). However, the reanalysithefmeaning of the optative adds a further
dimension to this observation.

A consideration of all wishes in Homer would seentonfirm the grammar-book ‘rule’.
Of the 143 optatives that | have categorised asesgpg wish in thdiad and theOdysseyonly 3
are accompanied by the modal particle (13.255,88,21.380). In all other cases, just the bare

optative is used. For example:

| 6.464 AAAG pe tebvnwta xut) kata yato kaAvmTol,

notv Y€ TLomg te Pong oov O' EAknOuoto TvBéoOat.
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May piles of earth hide my dead body before | hgar cries as you're

dragged away!

However, there are many contexts in which the ofgtas found without the particle where
it doesnot express wish. The lack of particle alone is trmeefnot able to determine that the
optative expresses wish. Indeed of the 760 exangjl#fse optative without either the particle or
the negator | counted in the lliad and the Odyssely 113 of them are in wishes. Another 344 are
found in subordinate clauses, and another 239aanedfin conditional protases. But there are 64
examples of the optative found in main clauses aitha particle or a negator which do not
according to my interpretation express a wish.

Of these, the meaning of the optative is similathiose discussed here in 7 cases. For

example:

| 10.556 @ Néotop NnNAniddn, uéya kvdog Axaiwv,
oela Bedg v' €0€AwV Kal apelvovag 1€ Tep olde
{mmovg dwonoalt', emel 1) MOAL PpépTeQol elotv.
Nestor, son of Neleus, great glory of the Achae#ns,god wanted, he

could easily give us better horses than these aitese the gods are more

powerful by far.

| 10.556 is no wish. The subordinate clause cleshgws that the gods are capable of
giving better horses, thus the optative appeabe texpressing the ability of the subject in thermai
clausé® In other examples, there is a meaning of ‘rootsjimlity’ rather than ‘ability’. For

instance:

8 See also 15.303, 120.286.
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119.321 OV UEV YAQ TL KAKWTEQOV AAAO TtdOout,
oVd' el kKeV TOL TTATEOG AToPOévolo muboiuny,

| could not suffer anything worse than this, noervf | heard that my

father had died.

The optativeraBoyu in 1 19.321 has features of both the ability magnand the root

possibility meaning. The agentive subject couldclz@ming that it is not within his capacity to

suffer any more, or that there is no possibilitgtthe suffer any moreln this example, the formal
marking half supports this ‘non-wish’ reading: thegator issv notum, after all.

This last example in particular supports the clairade elsewhere, that formal marking
should not be used to distinguish the different mmags of the optative in Homer (Willmott 2007:
appendix 1). Not only does the optative not simgkpress two meanings, but there are a few
examples with the ‘wrong’ marking, or, as in theseaf | 19.321, mixed marking, where the
absence of particle would suggest one meaning,thmitchoice of negator another. While the
particle may be more ‘grammaticalised’ in the ldtarguage, where exceptions to the ‘rules’ are
rarer, in Homer we may not take the presence aeradesof the particle as evidence for a particular
meaning.

In conclusion, then, an examination of the evideinom a semantic perspective has shown
that the optative expresses at least four differeeainings: wish, consequence, ability and root
possibility. The last three tend to be formally keat in the same way. However, because this is
only a tendency rather than a rule, it is not clat these may be grouped into two categories

(wish vs. the rest) in the Homeric language.

° See also 14.318, 119.321, 124.149, 124.178
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7 Conclusion

Recognising and describing the different meanirigh® optative has been shown to be a more
complex task than a cursory glance at the gramnoltsbeould suggest. It has been shown that the
very distinction into two categories, which is party done on formal grounds, is questionable,
since there are examples with the ‘wrong’ marki@gmantically, it is quite clear that more than
the two meanings of ‘wish’ and ‘potentiality’ mus¢ distinguished. Most significant are the large
number of examples that describe the ability of $peaker, described as expressing ‘dynamic’
modality in the theoretical literature. These afterorecognisable from contextual clues. Another
meaning is that of ‘root possibility’, where theigtence of a possibility is acknowledged. A
detailed examination of particular examples hasomyy demonstrated that the optative expresses
these meanings, but has also shown that the edgé#setcategories are ‘fuzzy’, so that the

distinction between different meanings is not clear
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