Silvia Luraghi


The function of verb initial sentences in some ancient Indo-European  languages
0.  Introduction
Initial verbs are a rather popular topic in word order studies, as  shown by the titles of the papers in this volume.  My paper, while approaching the same topic as others, does not fit in the main stream of studies on inital verbs, in that it is not devoted to any verb initial language.  The languages that I will discuss all have a possible verb initial word order pattern, which, however, does not represent either the basic or the most frequent word order.  


Proto-Indo-European is traditionally reconstructed as SOV; however, it certainly did not belong to a rigid sub-type,
 but was to a large extent a language with pragmatic word order (cf. Thompson, 1978).  In particular, it certainly had an alternative VSO order.  This variant must not have been infrequent, since it has become the basic word order in at least one branch of the Indo-European family, the Celtic group
.  


It is not surprising to find a VSO variant in a SOV language.  Virtually all languages posses a verb initial variant, of which they make use to different extents (cf. Hopper, 1987: 458).  Sometimes, VSO sentences are grammaticalized and have the function of indicating a certain sentence type: in Modern English, for example, initial verbs appear in (direct) questions.  Besides, numerous languages have a tendency for imperative verb forms to be placed in initial position: this latter pattern can safely be reconstructed for Proto-Indo-European, as is shown by the daughter languages.
  I am not going to discuss any constructions of this type in the present paper, since changes in modality, beside sentence type, are involved.  I will rather focus on verb initial declarative sentences.  


Among declarative sentences I will not take into account those in which the verb is moved to sentence initial position because it bears contrastive focus.  In fact, in such cases many languages have a rule that the contrasted constituents are moved to the left margin of the sentence, regardless of their grammatical categories.  The difference in discourse function between this and other types of initial verbs has been observed in Kroll (1918) for Latin: "Often the verb stands in a more or less explicit contast with some other constituent (most often, obviously, another verb), and it is consequently placed in initial position ... Such occurrences do not, strictly speaking, belong here, since alterations of the habitual word order are also found with constituent belonging to different categories, ..." (Kroll, 1918: 113).


Kroll then goes further to explain that he will include contrasted verbs in his study for the sake of completeness.   While not treating them extensively, I will come back to the difference between verbs that carry contrastive focus and other initial verbs below, § 1.2.


Note that the verb initial order in declarative sentences, in all these languges, is a free, pragmatically determined variant, and it is not grammaticalized for any specific function.  Therefore, while each of the examples quoted for initial verbs is representative of a number of other similar occurrences, it never represents an obligatory pattern.   In other words, the conditions under which initial verbs may be used do not trigger their use in the totality of cases.  What is noteworthy, however, is that in such conditions there is a possible choice between the basic word order (verb final, or at least not verb initial), and its verb initial variant, a choice that does not exist if the same conditions do not hold.


My article is organized as follows.  In section 1 I will discuss some basic concepts that I will be using in the rest of the paper; I will also summarize the evidence on the function of verb initial sentences in Hittite, which I have already discussed at lenght in Luraghi (1990a), and discuss Hopper's findings on initial verbs in the Germanic languages (Hopper, 1975 and 1987).  Section 2 contains an analysis of sentences with initial verbs in Classical Latin and Classical Greek.  In section 3 I will discuss the bearing of the data in the first two sections on the reconstruction of Proto-Indo-European word order.  Section 4 contains the general conclusions.


I will show that sentences with initial verbs are typically found in connection with some kind of discontinuity or unexpectedness, either in the structure of the discourse, or in the course of the events.  As we will see, this connection can explain, among other things, the reason why verb initial sentences have been taken as either foregrounding (Hopper, 1975 and 1987), or backgrounding devices (Luraghi,1990a).

1. Initial verbs and communicative function

1.1 Initial position
Some remarks should be added on what I understand as verb initial sentences in the present paper.  Let us observe the following two sentences from Classical Greek:

(1) kaì   ê:n                        kaì  parà  póton  he:dù  mén, kephalalgès           dé.

      and they-were-imperf also by    drinks sweet  ptc   causing-headache ptc
      "and these made a pleasant morsel also at a symposium, but were apt to                 

      cause headache", Xen., An. 2.3, 15;

(2)  ê:n             dè  sphódra         kaì  toûto kephalalgés.

       they-were ptc exceedingly also this   causing-headache

       "This, too, however, was excedingly apt to cause headache", Xen., An.         

       2.3,16.

I give here the English translation of the stretch of discourse from which the two sentences are taken:

"As for the dates themselves of the palm, the sort that one can see in Greece were set apart for the servants, while those laid away for the masters were selected ones, remarkable for the beauty and size and with a color altogether resembling that of amber; others, again, they would dry and store away for sweetmeats: and these made a pleasant morsel also at a symposium, but were apt to cause headache.   Here also the soldiers ate for the first time the crown of the palm, and most of them were surprised not alone at its appearance, but at the peculiar nature of its flavor.  This, too, however, was exceedingly apt to cause headache. " Xen., An. 2.3, 15-6.

In the remainder of this paper, the position of the verb in (2) will be called initial position, whereas the position of the verb in (1) will be called first position.  First position is defined as the position of the first accented constituent in a sentence, which is preceded only by an accented connective.  Initial position is defined as the position of the first accented word
 in a sentence, which is not preceded by a connective.  In this paper, I will be concerned only with verbs in initial position, and will not survey sentences in which the verb stands in first position.  


The distinction between first and initial position as defined above has always been recognized as relevant for the discourse function of specific sentences in the Ancient Indo-European languages.  The same terminology is used in Justus (1976) and Boley (1985); the Neogrammarians usually referred to first position as 'modified' initial position.
  

1.2. Initial verbs in Hittite
My own interest in the pragmatics of verb initial sentences in non-VSO languages first arose when I was writing my dissertation on the syntax of the simple sentence in Old Hittite (Luraghi, 1987).  I deepened my study of this subject in Luraghi (1990a and 1990b), and found that verb initial sentences occur in contexts in which some kind of discontinuity needs to be indicated, and are often used to the purpose of marking some pieces of information as additional, or less important.  


Here are some of the relevant Hittite examples:

(3) #a apus  hantezumni tehhi  #b wes= a    namma anda   paiwani 

          these porch-loc  I-put       we   ptc again     inside we-go

     #c 2   DHantasepus         harwani  GIS-as #d harkanzi= ma= an DHantasepes

          two H-divinities-acc we-have of-wood  they-have  ptc   ptc  H.-divinities
     anduhsas harsarr= a GISSUKURHI.A= ya #e sakuwa= smet ishaskanta

     men-gen heads    and  lances             and     eyes        their bloodstained

     #f wesanda= ma isharwantus TÚGHI.A-us #g putaliyantess= a

         they-wear ptc  purple-acc clothes-acc      bound-nom     and

     #h anda= kan  halinas  tessummius    tarlipit     suwamus 2-ki   petumini

          inside ptc  of-clay  vessels-acc   t.-instr full-acc  twice we-carry

     #i tarueni= ma= at eshar #l DUMU.É.GAL-is DHantasepan       LUGAL-i

          we-call   ptc   it blood    page-nom                H-divinity-acc king-dat

     kissari       dai #m  tessumminn= a     pai #n     SAL.LUGAL= ya QATAMMA

   hand-loc he-puts vessel-acc    and he-gives queen             and  the same

     pai #o      nindasarrui=   ma= ssan ERÍNMES-az eszi #p ser= semet= a    GÍR 

     he-gives  s.-bread-loc ptc  ptc troop-nom     it-sits   over them   ptc dagger

     ZABAR kitta

     bronze    it-lies

"#a I put those in the front-porch. #b We go inside again, #c holding two H. divinities, made of wood. #d (The H. divinities hold human heads as well as spears ; #e their eyes are bloodstained. #f They are wearing purple clothes #g and have high belts). #h Twice we bring inside the clay vessels full of t. #i (we call it blood); #l the palace servant puts a H. divinity in the hand of the king #m and gives him a vessel; #n the same he gives to the queen #o (a troop-statuette is sitting over the s.-bread, #p over it lies a bronze dagger)." StBoT  8 i 21-31'.

Note that in this example the descriptive passage contains three initial predicates out of four (the two verbs in (3d, f) and the nominal predicate putaliyantes  (a participle) in (3g)).  As we will see below, initial verbs tend to some extent to occur in clusters, in cases where a number of subsequent sentences can be singled out as constituting a textual sub-unit.  Uniformity in word order highlights the coherence of the sub-unit.

(4) #a KUR    Arzawiya INunnu LÚ URUHurma esta      #b KÙ.BABBAR= ya

          country A.             N.         man      H.        he-was      silver                 and 

      GUSKIN natta udai      #d kuit    wemizzi #c apass= a    parna= ssa pittaizzi

      gold         not    he-carries which he-finds     he=     and home= his he-brings

      #e s=   an   LÚ URUHuntara isihhis        #f ABI  LUGAL ISPUR
          ptc him man       H.          he-traced out father  king      he-sent

      #g s= an     sara water   #h  pidi=     ssi=     ma  ISarmassun hatrait

          ptc him back they-took in-place in-his ptc   S-acc       he-ordered

      #i paizzi=   ma= as  nawi

           he-goes  ptc  he not yet

"#a In the country of Arzawiya was Nunnu, the man from Hurma, #b and he does not turn in the silver and the gold #c which he found, #d and he takes it to his home.  #e The man from Huntara traced him out. #f The king' father sent (for him); #g he was taken back; #h (the king's father) ordered Sarmassu to take his place, #i but he has not gone yet." KUB 36.104 obv. 9'-13'.

The initial verbs in the above passages are accompanied by the enclitic particle =ma, which has an adversative force, functioning on either the event level, or on the communication level, as suggested in the definition of 'adversativity' given by Hallyday and Hasan: "The basic meaning of the adversative relation is 'contrary to expectations'.  The expectation may derive from the content of what is being said, or from the communication process ..." (1976: 250).  In Hittite, =ma  is often used in order to signal something unespected in the organization of the discourse.  This typically happens when a description is inserted in a text of another type, as in example (3), from a procedural text (description of actions performed in a ritual).  Descriptions of this type clearly convey backgrounded information.  
The connection between =ma, or V initial order, and background is less clear in (4 i).  The stress here is rather on adversativity in the course of the events, since the event which is referred to is viewed as unexpected and unwanted.  The coding is such that it brings about discontinuity in the narrative.  Elsewhere, a connection between backgrounding and either the particle =ma , or initial verbs is suggested by their relatively frequent use in subordinate clauses, as in (5) and (6) below:

(5) sallanun=       war= an    kuit       ammuk

      I-made great ptc    him because I

"Since I made him great, ..." StBoT  24 iv 11;

(6) man=  as lazziyatta=   ma

      when he he-recovers ptc

"When he recovers, ..." Laws  § 10 = A i 18.

However, =ma  is found with clearly foregrounded information, too, as in (7e) below.  The difference in discourse function between verbs in initial position and verbs in first position is also borne out by example (7):

(7) #a nu   Aparrun QADU  3     LIM     [      ] hulliyat   #b   n=   at=    kan

          ptc A-acc     with     three thousand [...]    he-besieged ptc them ptc

       kuenta #c nu  eppirr=           a     mekki #d kuennirr=   a    mekki 

       he-killed  ptc they-captured and many       they-killed   and many

       #e Aparrus= ma= kan  isparzasta

            A-nom    ptc  ptc  he-escaped

"#a He besieged Aparru with three thousands [troops?]; #b he slaughtered them. #c Many were captured #d and many were killed, #e but Aparru was able to escape." KBo 2.5 iii 35-36.

In this passage, the two verbs eppir,  'they captured', in (7c), and kuennir, 'they killed', in (7d), are focus of contrast.  The verb eppir  is in first position, i.e. it precedes its subject NP, and is preceded only by the sentence particle nu, an additive conjunction ('and then').
  Beside, sentence (7d) is coordinated to (7c) in a way by which it is clear that the verb kuennir  is in initial position only because an additive particle would make no sense, since the two events are reported as having occurred at the same time.
  Here the position of the verb is not connected with any form of discontinuity, either in the organization of the text, or in the course of the events.  The events referred to are reported as part of the gist of the narration, as is the event in (7e), in which the particle =ma  does not have any backgrounding function.  The event coded in (7e) is chronologically on a line with those reported before; =ma  rather marks it as unwanted.

1.3.  Initial verbs in the Germanic languages

In Hopper (1987) it is argued that the alternation between initial and non-initial verbs has a function in indicating the communicative status of single sentences in the discourse.  Hopper took examples from Malay and from the early Germanic languages; he concluded that initial verbs occur in sentences that convey foregrounded information.  The Germanic languages, with which we will be concerned here, since they belong to the Indo-European family, have rather free word order, with a tendency for the verb to occur in second position, as in e.g. modern High German; more examples and further discussion are to be found in Hopper (1975).  Apparently, Hopper's findings on the Germanic languages are opposite to my own on Hittite.  However, this is sometimes due to the fact that many verbs that Hopper considers initial would not be initial in my own terminology, as shown by the following passage in Old Norse:

(8) #a koma þeir at kveldi   til eins bónda       #b   ok   fá       þar    náttstaþ

          came  they at evening to a farmer's [house] and made there nightplace

      #c En  um kveldit          tók  þórr hafra sína #d ok   skar báþa #e Eptir 

          and on  that-evening took Thor goats his       and slew both      after 

      pat váru peir  flegnir   ok  bornir til ketis ... #f  þor bauþ    til matar meþ  

      that were they skinned and put     in pot          Thor invited to meal  with

      sér bóndanum ok   konu hans ok  bornum  þeira; #g sónr  bónda     het

      him farmer       and wife  his   and children their      son   of-farmer was-

                 þjalfi   en   Roskva dóttir

      named Thjalfi and Roskva daughter

"#a Toward evening they came  to a farmer's house, #b and made  their camp there.  #c And that evening Thor took  his goats #d and slaughtered  them.  #e After that, they were  skinned and put in the pot. ... #f Thor had invited the farmer and his wife and their children to eat with him. #g The farmer's child was called Thjalfi and his daughter Roskva", from Hopper (1987: 473).

In this example, only sentence (8a) is truely verb initial, whereas in sentences (8b, c, d, e) the verb is preceded by other accented material.  Note especially the occurence of conjunctions in (8b, d) (ok ), and in (8c) (en ); such chaining of narrative clauses is typical of the ancient Germanic narratives, and it indicates chronological ordering and discourse continuity; it is often found in verb final sentences.
  


As for sentence (8a), which is verb initial and conveys foregrounded information, note that it stands at the beginning of a narrative paragraph.  At such junctures in the discourse there is a need to indicate the transition between two units and the resumption of the narrative after an interruption.   The occurrence of a word order pattern that indicates discontinuity matches the discontinuity in the communication process.
  Note also the pattern VS- OV-OV-OV; VS-OV-OV-OV; ... found in Old English (Hopper, 1979: 221), where the initial verbs in the first sentences function as the marker of each textual sub-unit, and the consistent OV order of the following sentences indicates that they all belong together in the same coherent sub-unit.   As Hopper writes, "It is common for a lenghty narrative to be broken up into a series of internal episodes, each of which is initiated by a VS clause. ... Sometimes there is a clear motivation for the break, that is, a distinct thematic shift of some kind.  Just as often, however, the break seems to come as a sort of breathpause or, perhaps, an aesthetic effect..." (1979: 221).


Initial verbs in the Germanic languages are also found in conditional clauses, as shown in Hopper (1975: 50-51); the following example is from Old Swedish:

(9) Farr annar þroper  köpfertþum ok   annar hema i   asku    sitær,

      goes  one   brother to-purchase and other  home in hearth sits

      baþir eighu         þer iammykit af arvi

      both  shall-have the  half          of inheritance

"If one brother goes  to a commercial venture and the other sits at home by the hearth, both shall have an equal share of the inherintance", from Hopper (1975: 51).

To sum up, initial verbs in declarative sentences are mostly found at text junctures (at the beginning of different paragraphs in the course of a narrative).  In the course of a narrative discourse, verbs are ofter final; otherwise, they can follow a sentence initial connective, or another constituent.  In the latter case, we find the typical Germanic ferb second order, with the subject following the verb, as in (8c).

1.4.  Grounding of information in the text

1.4.1.  What is 'non-foregrounded' information?
The two terms 'foreground' and 'background' are to be found in Hopper (1979), and have extensively been used in the later literature, without being defined clearly enough.  Thus, scholars have come to refer to quite different things under the same couple of lables.  In origin, the two terms had been created not only in order to refer to the distinction between 'narrative', i.e. chronologically ordered, sentences, and non-narrative, i.e. non-chronologically ordered, sentences (Labov, 1972), but mainly in order to distinguish between the most salient information in a discourse, referring to the events that constitute the 'gist' of what the discourse is about, and the 'accessory' information, which has as its main function that of providing a frame for these events.  The concept of most salient, i.e. foregrounded, information has later come to be considered equivalent of new information; consequently, backgrounded information has come to be considered old information; see e.g. Givón (1987).  


It is easy to see that the two ways of understanding foreground and background present major differences in a number of points.  Information contained in sentences which are not chronologically ordered is not necessarily old.  In a narrative text, for example, descriptions of places or participants do not convey old information at all; rather, they often introduce new information in the discourse.  However, they do not refer to the main course of the events; therefore they cannot be said to be foregrounded.  


In fact, there are numerous instances in which the information contained in sentences that are not chronologically ordered is not only new, but also important, as e.g. presentative sentences.  Since it can be deceiving to use the term 'background' in such cases, from here onward I will rather distinguish between foregrounded and non-foregrounded information; I will keep the term 'background' only for truely accessory pieces of information.
  


To sum up, I will make use of the following definition:

a) foregrounded information: the information referring to chronologically ordered events, that represent the gist of a narrative;
 

b) non-foregrounded information: the information which is not chronologically ordered.  Non-foregrounded information includes

b​1) information about accessory events, or descriptions of places or participants (normally called backgrounded information);

b2) new information, conveyed in sentences that introduce new material (e.g. new participants) into the discourse.  This is not foregrounded information, because it breaks the chronological order and does not refer to events; it cannot even be considered accessory, because it concerns referents that are going to play an important role in the subsequent stretch of text/discourse.

1.4.2.  Grounding and subordinate clauses

It is generally thought that most salient information is coded in main clauses, whereas accessory information is coded in subordinate clauses.  Subordinate clauses possess an explicit semantic marker that also indicates their temporal relation to the main clause; therefore they can easily violate the chronological order, which is impossible for (coordinated) main clauses.  Beside, subordinate clauses normally do convey backgrounded pieces of information, since they refer to causes, purposes, or conditions for the events referred to in their main clauses, or they provide the temporal setting for them.  


However, the connection between main clauses and foreground on the one hand, and subordinate clauses and background on the other is not always  straightforward.  One must keep in mind at least two important facts:

a) verbal aspect plays a crucial role in the grounding of information (cf. Hopper, 1979).  Many languages have a morphological distinction between a perfective and an imperfective aspect, which is especially clear in the past.  Languages which have the imperfect as a past tense, as the Romance languages, use this tense to code backgrounded information, both in subordinate, and in main clauses (see below on the backgrounding function of the imperfect in Latin and Greek);

b) in some special cases, foregrounded information can be coded in subordinate clauses.  This is typical of sentences such as

(10) John was skiing, when he fell and broke his leg.

Since point (a) has been widely discussed in the literature, in the next section I will rather elaborate on point (b).
1.4.3.  Cum inversum  in Latin

The construction in (10) is found in numerous European languages (e.g. French, German, Italian) and it was rather frequent in Classical Latin.  Very soon, Latinists noted that it was abnormal, in that it is the subordinate clause that conveys the most salient piece of information, and the main clause which encodes backgrounded information, rather than the other way around: "here the cum -clause contains the most important idea and indicates most often the start of a sudden or unexpected action ... The tense [in the cum-clause] is normally the preterite or the historical present ... A durative tense (imperfect or pluperfect) usually occurs in the main clause", Leumann, Hoffmann and Szantyr (1965: 623).
  


This construction is commonly called 'cum inversum'; an example is

(11) #a iamque ab     eo   non longius biduo              aberant

            yet        from him not  longer  than-two-days they-were-far-imperf

       #b cum   duas venisse           legiones cognoscunt

          when two  to-come-pret legions   they-learn-pres

"#a They were not farther away from him yet than two days of march, when they learnt that two legions had arrived", Sall., Jug.  101.8.

Nehring (1930) contains a study of the theory of subordinate clauses, a part of which is devoted to cum inversum.  Nehring explains under which conditions the reversal in the communicative function of the main and the subordinate clause is made possible: "It is obviously by no accident, that in this type of sentence in the majority of cases it is the firts clause, syntactically the main clause, which definitely describes a state. ... The structure of the sentences with cum inversum  is the same in all cases: a state, in which an event takes place.  Now, since the event is always more salient than the state which it interrupts, the attention is always moved away from the state, toward the action" (Nehring, 1930: 149).
  Note that in Latin, as well as in the Romance languages, the inversion in communicative function between main and subordinate clause is made possible through an aspectual opposition: a backgrounding tense (usually the imperfect) is used in the main clause, whereas in the subordinate clause we find a foregrounding tense (the preterit or the historical present). 

Constructions of this type seem to belong to languages with a rather elaborate literary tradition.  In archaic Latin the cum inversum  construction is in its early development, and it occurs regularly only from Cicero onwards.  Nehring (1930: 142-142) notes that the same is also true for German.
1.5.  Text types

Up to this point, I have been speaking of the discourse function of specific sentences or word order patterns, as if the strategies for indicating discourse functions were the same for all text types.  However, this is not true, especially with regard to chronological ordering.  In order for the events referred to to be chronologically ordered, sentences obviously need to occur in a text which has a temporal structure: in other words, chronological ordering is typically found in narrative texts.  


Beside narratives, procedural texts, too, have a similar strucure, in that they refer to actions that usually need to be performed in a certain order.  Therefore narratives and procedures are the text types that can most safely be treated together under the rubric of the grounding of information in a (stretch of) discourse (cf. Grimes, 1975: 33).  


In section 2 on initial verbs in Latin and Greek, I have worked on two historical texts, Caesar's de Bello Gallico  and Xenophon's Anabasis,  both of which contain long and complex narratives.  For the sake of homogeneity, I have omitted from my study all instances of indirect and direct speech (frequently found in Caesar and Xenophon respectively).
2.  Initial verbs in Latin and in Classical Greek

2.1. Initial verbs in Caesar

In his 1918 study of initial verbs in Latin, Kroll found five types of sentences in which initial verbs occur with different discourse functions. About his type (1), Kroll writes: "Initial position of the verb is ... frequent ... where the verb which refers to a progression in the action is placed at the beginning of the main clause" (Kroll, 1918: 114).
  The other types are (2) descriptions, (3) occurrences where the verb is preceded by a negation or a conjunction, (4) sentences in which the verb bears contrastive focus, and (5) main clauses whose initial verb is preceded by a temporal subordinate clause.  


Only the first two of the above types are relevant for my study.
  Kroll's type (1) includes sentences which convey foregrounded information.  I will further split up Kroll's type (2) into three different groups of occurrences, all of which convey non-foregrounded information: (a) geographic descriptions, (b) sentences in the imperfect which refer to a state or situation holding at the time of a certain event, and (c) presentative sentences.  


Latin is a free word order language, with a tendency toward SOV (see Linde, 1923; Marouzeau, 1938; Panhuis, 1982).  A rather consistent verb-final word order established itself as a stylistic convention in literary Latin of the Classical period; both archaic and late Latin seem closer to the colloquial language and are less strictly verb final (Panhuis 1982).


For the purpose of this paper, I have looked up all initial verbs in three books of Caesar's de Bello Gallico  (books 1, 4, and 6).  I have chosen Caesar because of his consistent use of the verb final order,
 which, as we will see below, renders more fruitful the comparison with the other languages examined in this paper.  

2.1.1. Descriptions

Descriptions of places usually begin with a sentence which contains the topic in initial position and is typically followed by a series of other sentences, all with an initial verb; the topic is referred to by 0 anaphora:

(14) #a Eorum  una pars,        quam          Gallos       obtinere dictum est,                                                                                   of-them one part-nom which-acc Gauls-acc to-hold    said     it-is 

        initium              capit     a      flumine Rhodano; #b continetur 

        beginning-acc it-takes from river      Rhone          it-is-limited

        Garumna flumine, Oceano,   finibus         Belgarum; #c attingit   etiam

        Garonne  by-river by-Ocean by-territory of-Belgae       it-touches also

        ab     Sequanis et    Helvetiis flumen       Rhenum; #d vergit  ad 

        from Sequani   and Helvetii   river-nom Rhine-nom it-bends toward

        septentriones

        north

"#a The separate part of the country which, as has been said, is occupied by the Gauls starts from the river Rhone; #b it is bounded by the river Garonne, the Ocean, and by the territory of the Belgae; #c  the river Rhine touches it, on the side of the Sequani and the Helvetii; #d it expands towards the north", Caes. G.  1.1.

It is worth stressing that the topic, rather than the grammatical subject, is omitted.  While eorum una pars, ...  is the subject in (14a, b, d), it functions as the direct object (in 14c).  Also in (14c), however, the verb is initial, and the direct object can be omitted just as easily as the subject, in cases of high topic continuity.  Therefore the verbs in (14b, c, d) cannot be thought of as standing in initial position for some grammatical reason brought about by the omission of the subject.  


Note that here, as in the Hittite example (3), initial verbs occur in a cluster, so as to define the description as a coherent unit.  
2.1.2. Accompanying circumstances

Sometimes sentences with initial verbs in the imperfect (or pluperfect) convey backgrounded information about ceratin circumstances which hold at the time when an event takes place, as in (15d) and (16):
(15) #a Erat          inter Labienum atque hostis          difficili    transitu 

            there-was between L.-acc and  enemy-acc hard-abl to-cross 

        flumen      ripis=         que praeruptis #b Hoc        neque   ipse      transire

        river-nom banks-abl and steep-abl      this-acc neither himself to-cross

        habebat             in animo #c neque   hostis     transituros       

        he-had-imperf in mind       neither  enemies about-to-cross 

        existimabat #d            Augebatur             auxiliorum     cotidie spes 

        he-deemed-imperf it-increased-IMPERF of-auxiliaries daily    hope-nom  

        #e Loquitur in concilio palam: ...

            he-says      in council  openly ...

["Having learnt the design of the enemy, and in the hope that their recklessness would afford some chance of engaging them, Labienus, leaving a guard of five cohorts for the baggage, sets  off against the enemy with twenty-five cohorts and a large detachment of cavalry.  He entrenches  a camp at an interval of one mile".]

"#a Between Labienus and the enemy was a steep-banked river, difficult to cross. #b He had no intention of crossing this himself, #c nor did he suppose that the enemy would cross it.  #d Their hope for auxiliaries was increasing daily.  #e Labienus declares openly in a council of war, that ...", Caes. G.  6.7.

Sentences (15 a-d) all introduce non-foregrounded information in the discourse.  (15a) is a presentative sentence, which comes at a juncture in the narrative: the preceding paragraph reported a series of events (I have highlighted the foregrounded verbs using bold italics), and pictures the physical scene for the events to come.  (15b, c) provide some clues to Labienus' thoughts, by which the reader/hearer will be able to understand why the following events took place.  Sentence (15d) conveys information which is still additional with respect to what is said in (15b, c); the subject has changed, it is no longer Labienus, with whom the whole passage is concerned; rather, (15d) describes a general feeling of both Labienus and the troops.  In (15e) the next chronologically ordered event is referred to in a foregrounding tense (the historical present), the same used to refer to the previously narrated events.

(16) Relinquebatur       una per        Sequanos via,            qua           Sequanis 

        it-remained-IMPERF one through S.             route-nom by-which S.-abl 

        invitis             propter       angustias     ire     non poterant

        unwiling-abl because-of narrowness to-go not  they could-IMPERF
"There remained only one other line of route, through the borders of the Sequani, by which they could not march, on account of the narrow ways, without the consent of the Sequani", Caes. Gal.  1.9.

This sentence is paragraph initial; it is preceded by two narrative paragraphs (§ 7-8); § 6 begins with a presentative sentence:

(17) Erant                      omnino    itinera duo, quibus      itineribus domo 

       there-were-IMPERF altogether routs  two   by-which by-routs    homeland -abl

       exire      possent:                  unum       per        Sequanos, ...: alterum

       to-leave they-could-IMPERF one-nom through S.                   other-nom 

        per        provinciam nostram

        through province     our

"There were two routes, and no more, by which they could leave their homeland, one through the territory of the Sequani, ... the other route, through the Roman Province", Caes. Gal.  1.6.
2.1.3. Presentative sentences

Presentative sentences most often have the verb esse, 'be', in initial position.  This word order pattern achieves a double result: in the first place, the newly introduced material is placed in a position which is typical of focus constituents; beside, the initial verb brings about discontinuity in the discourse, and marks the sentence as non-narrative, thus calling more attention from the part of the reader/hearer.

(18) #a Provinciae      toti        quam maximum potest militum     numerum

            province-dat all-dat as       much        it-can of-soldiers number-acc

       imperat #b (erat                       omnino    in Gallia ulteriore legio 

       he-orders    there-was-imperf altogether in Gaul   further   legion-nom

       una) #c     pontem       qui               erat                  ad    Genavam iubet 
       one-nom bridge-acc which-nom it-was-imperf near Geneva    he-orders

       rescindi

       to-be-cut off

"#a From the whole Province he [sc. Caesar] requisitions the largest possible number of troops #b (there was in Further Gaul no more than a single legion), #c and orders the bridge at Geneva to be broken down." Caes. G.  1.7.

(19) #a Est enim hoc Gallicae  consuetudinis uti    et     viatores 

            is    also   this  of-Gallic of-habit          that  both travellers-acc

          etiam invitos          consistere cogant       et ...
         also    unwilling-acc to-stay      they-force and ...

["Caesar was informed of these events; and fearing the fickleness of the Gauls, because they are capricious in forming designs and intent for the most part on change, he considered that no trust should be reposed in them."]

"#a It is indeed a regular habit of the Gauls to compel travellers to halt, even against their will, and ..." Caes. Gal.  4.5;

cf. also sentences (15a) and (17) in § 2.1.2, and (20a), which I will discuss in § 2.1.4.

2.1.4. Foregrounded information

Initial verbs in the preterite or in the historical present are found in sentences which convey foregrounded information; they often occur in clusters (as in 20d, e, g, i), and refer to rapidly developing events, strictly connected to each other in a single sequence.  Typically, such sequences begin with an initial verb just after some non-foregrounded information has been introduced:
(20) #a Erat        aeger cum praesidio relictus P. Sextius   Baculus, qui

            had-been ill      with garrison   left          P.  S.-nom  B.-nom who

        primum pilum  ad Caesarem   duxerat,           cuius   mentionem

        first       javelin by Caesar        he-had-driven whose mention-acc 

        superioribus proeliis       fecimus, #b          ac   diem iam      quintum

        former-abl  battles-acc we-have-made and day   already fifth-acc

        cibo caruerat. #c      Hic diffisus    suae atque omnium saluti  inermis

        food he-had-missed he  worrying his   and     of-all     safety unarmed

        ex    tabernaculo prodit; #d          videt    imminere  hostis     atque in 

        from tent             he-comes-forth he-sees to-impend enemies and    in 
      summmo esse   rem        discrimine: #e capit      arma       a       proximis

        high        to-be situation danger            he-seizes weapons from closest-        

                #f atque in porta consistit. #g Consequuntur  hunc

        ones     and    in gate   he-stands   they-follow-pres this-acc

        centuriones eius     cohortis   quae   in statione erat: #h              paulisper

        centurions   of-that of-cohort which on guard    it-was-IMPERF shortly

        una        proelium sustinent.  #i Relinquit animus                   Sextium 

        together fight        they-bear      it-leaves   consiousness-nom S.-acc

        gravibus      acceptis         vulneribus: #l   aegre   per       manus tractus

        severe-abl received-abl wounds-abl    hardly through hands pulled-nom

        servatur. #m  Hoc spatio interposito  reliqui          sese            confirmant

        he-is-saved   this  times  elapsed       others-nom themselves they-take-

                      tantum   ut ...

        courage so-much as-to

"#a With the garrison there had been left behind, sick, Publius Sextus Baculus, who had been a soldier first under the command of Caesar and has been mentioned by us in previous battles.  #b He had now been five days without food.  #c Doubtful of his own and the general safety, he comes forth from his tent unarmed. #d He sees that the enemies are threatingly close and that the issue is in the greatest danger; #e he takes arms from the nearest men #f and stations himself in the gate.  #g All the centurions of the cohort on guard follow him, #h and together for a short time they bear the brunt of the battle.  #i Sextius faints after receiving severe wounds; #l with difficulty he is dragged from hand to hand into safety.  #m In the respite thus given the others take courage so far as to ..." Caes. Gal.  6.38.

Sentences (20g, h) and (20i, l) refer to foregrounded events and follow the pattern VN-NV; VN-NV.  This is a relatively frequent order for couplets of sentences, of which the second is viewed as the logical complement of the first (cf. Marouzeau, 1938: 71-72).  


Sentence (20a) conveys backgrounded information about the circumstances in which the events take place; the predicate, erat relictus, 'he had been left behind', is in the pluperfect: note also the occurrence of the verb relinquere, 'to leave', as in (16).  The separation of the two members of the compound predicate makes this sentence similar to a presentative construction, given the relief that the copula acquires by being placed in initial position.  Elsewhere, compound verbs fronted for foregrounding follow a different pattern, as in

(21) Pugnatum est       ab utrisque     acriter.

        it-was-fought-pret by both-sides fiercely

"Both sides fought fiercely" Caes. Gal.  4.26.

Sentence (21) stands at the beginning of a paragraph.   The action itself is given special relief also through the use of the impersonal passive, which is often the case with the verb pugnare, 'to fight'.  The form pugnatum est  is found elsewhere, too, in initial position, in sentences which begin the narration of a battle and follow a description of the conditions under which the battle was going to be fought (cf. Marouzeau, 1938: 78).

2.1.5.  Summary

Initial verbs in Latin are found in the following cases:

a) in descriptions of places, examples (14b, c, d);

b) in descriptions of conditions holding at the time of a certain event, referred to later on in the discourse (i.e. accompanying circumstances).  In this case, the initial verb is in the imperfect, examples (15d), (16);

c) in presentative sentences, examples (15a), (17), (18b), (19);

d) in sentences that refer to foregtounded events, which are presented as taking place suddenly or unexpectedly.  In this case, the initial verb is either in the perfect, or in the historical present, examples (20d, e, g, i).


In cases (a), (b), and (c), initial verbs are connected with non-foregrounded infomation; furthermore, (a) and (b) are similar, because both types of description provide the setting for the subsequent discourse.
2.2.  Initial verbs in Xenophon

Greek is a free word order language.  It is very hard to detect a basic, or more frequent, word order, although clearly a number of rules can be traced out, especially concerning enclitics and other types of particles, pronouns, and conjunctions.  The relative order of nominal constituents and the position of the verb are pragmatically determined; the verb can be final, internal, or initial (Dover, 1960).  The data in the next sections are taken from books 1 and 2 of Xenophon's Anabasis.
2.2.1. Descriptions

Topographic descriptions often contain several sentences with initial verbs, similar to Latin in example (14):
(22) #a dià        mésou  dè  toû      paradeísou rheî       ho  Maíandros; ...;

            through middle ptc of-the of-garden   it-flows the Maeander

       #b rheî      dè  kaì  dià         tê:s Kelainô:n       póleo:s.  #c ésti    dè   kaì 

            it-flows ptc also through the of-Celaenians city          there-is ptc also

       megálou basiléo:s basíleia en Kelainaîs  erumnà  epì taîs pe:gaîs toû

       of-great  of-king   palace    in  Celeanea fortified on  the springs of-the

       Marsoúou   potamoû hupò  tê:i akropólei: #d rheî     dè    kaì  hoûtos dià 

       of-Marsyas of-river  under the acropolis        it-flows ptc also this      through

       tê:s póleo:s

       the  city

"#a Through the middle of this park flows the Meander river; ...; #b it also flows through the city of Celaenae. #c There is likewise a palace of the Great king in Celaene, strongly fortified and situated at the foot of the Acropolis over the sources of the Marsyas river; #d the Marsyas, too, flows through the city", X. An.  1.2.7-8.

Frequently in descriptions of persons or places the copula is placed in initial position.  This mostly happens in the imperfect, where the copula is accented:

(23) ê:n                     dè  hóte   eteleúta           amphì  tà   penté:konta éte:

        he-was-IMPERF ptc when he-died-pret around the fifty            years

"he was about fifty years old at the time of his death", X. An. 2.6.15;

see also (26c).
2.2.2.  Imperfect and Background

The imperfect is the backgrounding tense par excellence  in Classical Greek, among the finite forms of the verb (cf. Rijksbaron, 1988):

(24) #a etheó:rei                 oûn ho  Kûros prô:ton mèn toùs barbárous

            he-inpected-IMPERF ptc  the Cyrus first      ptc   the   barbarians

        #b ... eîta dè toùs Hélle:nas ... #c eîkhon   dè pántes kráne:    khalkâ

                then ptc the Greeks            they-had ptc all      helmets  bronze

        kaì khitô:nas phoinikoûs kaì kne:mîdas kaì tàs aspídas 

        and tunics     red             and greaves   and the shields

        ekkekalumménas. #d epeidè: dè pántas paré:lase, ...

        uncovered                  when   ptc all-acc he-drove-past-pret        
        #e ekéleuse         probalésthai tà   hópla ...

             he-ordered-pret to-throw       the weapons

"#a Cyrus inspected the barbarians first, [and they marched past with their cavalry formed in troops, and their infantry in companies;] #b then [he inspected] the Greeks, [driving past them in a chariot, the Cilician queen in a carriage.]  #c They (=the Greeks) all had helmets of bronze, crimson tunics, and greaves, and carried their shields uncovered. #d When he had driven past them all, [he halted his charriot in front of the center of the phalanx, and sending his interpreter Pigres to the generals of the Greeks,] #e gave orders that the troops should advance arms, [and the phalanx moved foreward in a body.  The generals transmitted these orders to the soldiers, and when the trumpet sounded, they advanced arms and charged.  And then, as they went on faster and faster, at length with a shout the troops broke into a run of their own accord, in the direction of the camp.  As for the barbarians, they were terribly frightened; ...]" X. An. 1.2.16-18.

Here sentence (24a) describes a durative action; it gives information as to what Cyrus was doing when he gave orders to the Greeks (sentence (24e)) to start the unexpected action that frightened the Persian soldiers (referred to as 'the barbarians').  The whole action that starts with ekéleuse  in (24e) is foregrounded; the verbs in the passage that follows are all in the preterite.  So (24a) gives backgrounded information, along with (24c) that provides details about the outfit of the Greek soldiers.

2.2.2.1.  Background sentences with gár  

Frequently, a sentence which constitutes a kind of parenthesis in the discourse contains the particle gár, a causal conjunction, which can occur in sentences that provide simple explanations, or detailed descriptions of a referent already mentioned, or examples; in such cases, gár  has the function of confirming or strenghtening something which has just been said.  It is usually translated as 'since', 'as', 'for'; note, however, that in Greek it never has the function of a subordinator (cf. Liddell and Scott, 1940: 338).

(25) #a hoi   dè  he:déo:s epeíthonto: #b            epísteuon                 gàr  autô:i,

            they ptc gladly   they-obeyed-IMPERF they-trusted-IMPERF ptc him

        #c kaì labóntes         tà   hópla      parê:san                    eis Sárdeis

            and having-taken the weapons they-set-off-IMPERF to  Sardis

["he urged the Milesian exiles to take the field with him, promising them that, if he should succesfully accomplish the object for which he was taking the field, he would not stop until he had restored them to their homes".]

"#a And they gladly obeyed #b - for they trusted him - #c and presented themselves, under arms, at Sardis" X. An.  1.2.2;

(26) #a hápan       dè  tò   méson         tô:n     teikhô:n ê:san 

            all-acc     ptc the middle-acc of-the of-walls there-were-imperf

        stádioi       treîs: #b kaì  pareltheîn ouk ê:n                bía:i:

        stadia-nom three      and to-cross    not  was-possible by-force

        #c ê:n                  gàr  he: párodos stenè: #d kaì   tà  teíkhe:       eis tè:n 

            it-was-IMPERF ptc the pass       narrow    and the walls-nom to   the 
        thálattan kathe:konta

        sea          they-reached-down-IMPERF
"#a The entire distance between one wall and the other was three stadia; #b and it was not possible to effect a passage by force, #c for the pass was narrow #d and the walls reached down to the sea" X. An.  1.4.4;

(27) #a kaì  tô:n     te    Hellé:no:n hoì           mè: étukhon             en taîs

            and of-the and of-Greeks  who-nom not  happened-pret in the

       táksesin óntes  eis tàs tákseis étheon,            #b kaì Ariaî:os 

         lines      being  to  the lines    they-ran-IMPERF  and A.-nom
         #c etúnkhane                 gàr  eph' hamáxe:s poreuómenos dióti 

              he-happened-IMPERF ptc  on    chariot     travelling        because

         etétro:to                 #b   katabàs            etho:rakízeto                      kaì 

         he-had-been-wounded having-got-off he-armed-himself-IMPERF and 

         hoi             sùn  autô:i

       those-nom with him

"#a and such of the Greeks  who chanced not to be in the lines proceeded to start to the lines, #b and Arieus #c (he happend to be making the journey on a wagon because he had been wounded) #b got down and put on his breastplate, and his attendants followed his example" X. An.  2.2.14.
2.2.3. Presentative sentences

In presentative sentences the verb eînai, 'to be', elsewhere enclitic in the present tense, receives an accent and is shifted to initial position, as in (22b).  Often, instead of eînai,  presentative constructions contain the verb éneinai,  'to be there':
(28) #a poreuómenoi dè aphíkonto                    eis kó:mas  hóthen 

            travelling      ptc they-reached-IMPERF to  villages  whence 

       apédeiksan                hoi hegemónes  lambánein tà   epité:deia.  

       they-indicated-pret the guides-nom  to-take      the provisions-acc 
      #b enê:n                   dè    sîtos  polùs kaì  oînos phoiníko:n

            there-was-IMPERF ptc bread much and wine of-palms

"#a The march eventually was leading them to villages, where the guides directed them to get provisions. #b There was grain in abundance and palm wine" X. An.  2.3.14;

2.2.4.  Foregrounded information

Sentences which convey foregrounded information can have an initial verb in the aorist (= preterite):

(29) #a boulómenos oûn epideîksai  eksétasin  #b  poieîtai en tô:i pedío:i tô:n 

            willing         ptc   to-show    review-acc he-makes in  the plain    of-the

        Hellé:no:n kaì  tôn      barbáro:n.      #c ekéleuse          dè    toùs         
       of-Greeks and of-the of-barbarians     he-ordered-pret ptc the-acc

        Hélle:nas      ho:s nómos       autoîs     eis mákhe:n hoúto: takhthê:nai

        Greeks-acc as     habit-nom to-them for battle      so        to-array

        ... #d etákhthe:san    oûn epì tettáro:n: #e eîkhe              dè   tò    mèn
             they-arraid-pret thus by four             he-had-IMPERF ptc the ptc

        deksiòn    Méno:n  kaì hoi              sùn  autô:i

        right-acc M.-nom and those-nom with him

"#a Such an exhibition was what he desired to make, #b and accordingly he held a review of the Greeks and the barbarians in the plain.  #c He ordered the Greeks to form their lines just as they were accustomed to do for battle, .... #d So they formed their line four deep: #e Menon and his troops occupied the right wing, ...", X. An. 1.2.14-15.

Sentences (29b, c) are foregrounded.  Whereas (29b) begins the next sequence of events, in (29c) the initial verb resumes the content of the order referred to in (29b).  This is a typical function of initial verbs in Classical Greek; see also sentences (30b) and (31).  Initial verbs connect an event to the preceding one: it is precisely what Schwyzer (1940: 694) calls the 'connecting' (anknüpfende ) function of initial verbs.  (29d) is a decriptive sentence conveying backgrounded information with an initial imperfect.

(30) #a kaì autoì ebouleúonto       ei autoû meínantes tà  skeuophóra entaûtha

            and they decided-IMPERF if there  remaining the baggage      there

        ágointo                  è:  apíoien             epì tò stratópedon.  #b édoksev 
        they-should-bring or  they-should-go to  the camp      it-seemed-good-pret 
        auto:îs    apiénai: #c kaì aphiknoûntai              amphì  dorpe:stòn   epì 

        to-them  to-go          and they-arrived-IMPERF around supper-time to  

        tàs skenàs #d taúte:s mèn tê:s     he:méras toûto tò   télos egéneto.

        the tents        of-this ptc   of-the of-day     this   the end   it-was-IMPERF 
        #e katalambánousi dè    tô:n     te    állo:n      khre:máto:n  tà   pleîsta 

        they-find-on-arrival   ptc  of-the and of-other  of-properties the most  

        die:rpasména

        plundered

"#a So they took counsel for themselves as to whether they should remain where they were and bring the bagagge train thither, or return to their camp.  #b It seemed best to them to leave, #c and they reached their tents about supper time:  #d such was the conclusion of this day.  #e They found most of their property pillaged, ...", X. An. 1.10.17-18;

(31) anabaínei  oûn ho  Kûros labò:n             Tissaphérne:n ho:s phílon

        he-goes-up ptc  the Cyrus having-taken T.-acc            as     friend-acc

        kaì  tô:n     Hellé:no:n ékho:n hoplítas       [anébe:] triakosíous

        and of-the of-Greek   having hoplites-acc              three-hundred

["Darius and Parysatis had two sons born to them, of whom the elder was Artaxerses and the younger Cyrus.  Now when Darius lay sick and suspected that the end of his life was near, he wished to have both his sons with him.  The elder, as it chanced, was with him already; but Cyrus he summoned from the province over which he had made him satrap, and he had also appointed him commander of all the forces that muster in the plain of Castolus."]

"So Cyrus goes up, taking with him Tissafernes as a friend and accompanied by three hundred Greek hoplites" X. An.  1.1.1-2.

2.2.5.  Summary

The occurences of initial verbs in Greek are found in the following contexts:

a) descriptions of places, examples (22b, c, d);

b) descriptions of accompanying circumstances.  The tense used in such cases is the imperfect, examples (24a, c);

c) sentences that provide confirmatory information as to the validity of a statement, examples (25a), (26c), (27c);

d) presentative sentences, example (28a);

e) sentences which convey foregrounded information, in connection with the aorist or the historical present, examples (29b, d, i), 30b, e), (31).


The use of initial verbs in Greek matches the use of initial verbs in Latin, in the case of sentences that contain descriptions of plces or accompanying circumstances and in presentative sentences; sentences under (c) appear to exploit initial verbs only in Greek, as far as one can judge from the corpus used here.  As for sentences with initial verbs that convey foregrounded information, in Greek they seem to fulfill a textual function, rather then be used for encoding unexpected events, as they are in Latin.

3. Discussion

The languages examined in sections 1 and 2 are very different from each other from the point of view of word order, especially with regard to the degree of freedom in the position of the verb.  Moreover, the data that I have provided are from different periods.  Hittite is attested exclusively in the second millennium b.C. (about 1750-1250); Greek is documented from the end of the second millennium onwards (Xenophon wrote in the fourth century b.C.), and Latin only from the fifth century b.C. (Caesar's works date to the first century b.C.).  The first documents in a Germanic languages date back to the second century b.C., but the literary texts quoted here are all of a much later age.  Among the other Indo-European languages, only Old Indic provides us with data that can reach out to the second millennium b.C.; celtic is known from glosses of the roman age, but again, literary compositions are more recent.  Finally, the Slavonic languages are not documented before A.D. 600.  


Delbrück (1990: 38-40, 80-83) speaks of a habitual and an occasional word order for Proto-Indo-European, i.e. verb final and verb initial respectively.  This reconstruction, which does not allow for a verb internal order, is supported in the first place by Hittite and Old Indic.  In these two languages post-verbal constituents in SOVN sentences can only be appostional, so-called afterthought constituents (cf. Luraghi, 1990: 106-107, and Gonda, 1959).  The 'occasional' (verb initial) word order was used mainly for imperatives and verbs which bear contrastive focus (Luraghi 1990: 94-95, 102; Delbrück 1900: 58-61).  Although less frequent than the SOV pattern, the VSO pattern was widely used.  In Celtic it became the basic word order: therefore it could not be confined to imperatives and contrastive verbs in Proto-Indo-European.


On account of its lower frequency, the verb initial order was in a certain sense 'abnormal'.  By an iconic principle, it came to be used in cases where something abnormal was going on, either in the arrangement of the discourse, or in the course of the events reported.  


A typical condition that triggers the use of an initial verb is a change in discourse type: initial verbs often occur where descriptions interrupt narratives.  This is especially clear in Hittite, e.g. in (3).  On the other hand, initial verbs are also found in cases where a sudden and important event needs to be referred to, thus being connected with foreground, especially after some additional information has been introduced in the discourse (cf. ex. (15)).  Beside marking sub-paragraphs of different text types, initial verbs also occur at the beginning of a new narrative paragraph, which refers to a new episode, regardless of what precedes them.  In such a way, initial verbs indicate resumption of the narration after a strong break, thus reestablishing the communication process (cf. ex. (8) and (21)).


In most Indo-European languages presentative and existencial sentences with the verb 'to be' are verb initial.  Beside Latin and Greek, massive evidence comes from Old Indic (Delbrück, 1900: 59), and we have numerous examples from the Germanic and the Slavonic (Berneker, 1900)  languages as well.  Athough Hittite does not follow this pattern (cf. Luraghi, 1990 105-106), verb initial presentative sentences can safely be reconstructed for Proto-Indo-European as well.  Presentative sentences provide new and focal material, and break the chronological order of narrative discourse by introducing new participants.


Similar to presentative sentences are background sentences that convey information as to the accompanying circumstances of the events in the narrative (ex. (15d)).  


Background and initial verbs are also connected in sentences where the verbal aspect indicates a break in the chronological order: a certain action is presented as contemporary to another one which is given more attention and is consequently foregrounded (ex (24a)).  


The latter two usages are characteristic of Latin and Greek rather than of Hittite.  It must be kept in mind that Latin and Greek have much more of a pragmatic word order than Hittite, Old Indic, and, presumably, Proto-Indo-European.  In particular they also have a verb internal order, especially frequent in Greek.  Initial verbs tend to be used for a greater variety of purposes, not only because of their higher frequency, but rather because of the greater freedom in positioning of the verb.  The latter feature renders the opposition between initial and final verbs not so neat as in languages with a more rigid word order.


However, initial verbs still function as discourse organizers.  A sequence of initial verbs defines a coherent text sub-unit: this is why initial verbs often cluster together.  We have seen this pattern, or some similar one with systematic VN-NV alternations, in several examples, e.g. (20g-l) and cf. the quotation from Hopper (1979) in §1.3; Berneker (1900) also reports it from the Ancient Slavonic languages.  Already in Hittite clusters of initial verbs occur in descriptions; this is also true of occurences as Latin ex. (14).  Note however that initial verbs in this passage do not fulfill the function of interrupting the narrative, which is interrupted by sentence (14a) where the verb is not initial.  Rather, the cluster of initial verbs provides unity to the passage in which it appears.  


In the course of time many of the Indo-European languages shifted away, to different extents, from the original SOV word order.  As they developed an elaborate literary style, the alternation between initial and non-initial verbs acquired wider possibilities of usage for stylistic purposes; also then, the way in which initial verbs are used directly derives from their initial function of marking some sort of discontinuity in discourse.  
4.  Conclusions

In my paper I have discussed the discourse function of sentences with initial verbs in some of the ancient Indo-European languages.  I have argued that sentences with initial verbs constituted a regular variant of the SOV word order, and that, on account of their lower frequency, they acquired an adversative force, thus indicating unexpectedness.  Since initial verbs called for closer attention, they were used as discourse organizers in places where some degree of discontinuity in discourse needed to be emphasized.  Initial verbs typically occurred at junctures in the discourse, and indicated a shift in style (e.g. descriptive vs. narrative).  For this reason initial verbs could be associated with either background or foreground.  Such use of verb initial sentences is found in the oldest attested Indo-European language, Hittite, and other languages as well, though having modified some rules or tendencies of word order, provide massive evidence that it existed in Proto-Indo-European already.  A more varied use of initial verbs, including different types of stylistic effects, developed later on, along with the development of elaborate literary traditions, and the appearance of possible verb internal variants of word order.

References 

Berneker, Erich K., 1900.


Die Wortfolge in den slavischen Sprachen.  Berlin: Behr.

Boley, Jacqueline, 1985.


"Notes on Hittite place word syntax", Hethitica  6, 5-43.

Delbrück, Berthold, 1900.


Vergleichende Syntax der indogermanischen Sprache,  vol. 3.  Strassburg: 
Trübner.

Dover, Kenneth J., 1960.


Greek Word Order.  Cambridge: Cambridge UP.

Givón, Talmy, 1984


Syntax.  A Functional Typological Approach, vol. 1. Amsterdam: 
Benjamins.

_______  1987.


"Beyond foreground and background", in. Russel S. Tomlin, ed., Coherence and 
Grounding in Discourse.  Amsterdam: Benjamins, pp. 175-188.

Gonda, Jan, 1959.


Four Studies in the Language of the Veda.  The Hague: Mouton.

Greenberg, Joseph, 1963.


"Some universals of grammar with particular reference to the order of 
meaningful elements", in J. Greenberg, ed., Universals of Language.  
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.

Grimes, John E., 1975.


The Thread of Discourse.  The Hague: Mouton.

Halliday, M. A. K., and Ruqqaia Hasan, 1976.


Cohesion in English.  London: Longman.

Hopper, Paul J., 1975.


The Syntax of the Simple Sentence in Proto-Germanic.  The Hague: 
Mouton.

_______ 1979.


"Aspect and foregrounding in discourse", in  T. Givón, ed., Discourse and Syntax  
(= Syntax and Semantics  vol. 12).  New York: Academic Press.

_______ 1987.


"Stability and change in VN/NV alternating languages.  A study in pragmatics and 
linguistic typology", in J. Verschueren and M. Bertuccelli-Papi, eds., The 
Pragmatic Perspective.  Amsterdam: Benjamins.

Justus, Carol, 1976.


"Relativization and topicalization in Hittite", in CH. Li, ed., Subject and Topic, 
New York: Academic Press.

Kroll, Wilhelm, 1918.


"Anfangsstellung des Verbums im Lateinischen", Glotta  9, 112-122.

Labov, William, 1972.


"The transformation of experience in narrative syntax", in W. Labov, ed., 
Language in the Inner City: Studies in the Black English Vernacular.  
Philadelphia: UPenn Press.

Leumann, Manu, Johannes Hoffmann, and Anton Szantyr, 1965.


Lateinische Grammatik, vol. 2, Lateinische Syntax und Stylistik.  München: Beck.

Linde, Paul, 1923.


"Die Stellung des Verbums in der lateinischen Prosa", Glotta 12, 153-178.

Luraghi, Silvia, 1987.


Studi di sintassi ittita.  Pavia, Ph.D. Diss.

_______ 1990a.


Old Hittite Sentence Structure.  London-New York: Routledge

_______ 1990b.


"Note sulla Legge di Wackernagel e la posizione del verbo in alcune lingue 
indoeuropee", in P. Ramat, A. Giacalone Ramat e M. E. Conte, a cura di, 
Dimensioni della linguistica.  Milano: Franco Angeli, pp. 31-60.

Marouzeau, Jules, 1938.


L'ordre des mots dans la phrase latine,  vol. 2, Le verbe.  Paris: Les Belles 
Lettres.

Nehring, O., 1930.


"Studien zur Theorie des Nebensatzes I", Zeitung für vergleichende 
Sprachforschung  57, 118-158.

Panhuis, Dirk G. J., 1982.


The Communicative Perspective in the Sentence.  A Study of Latin Word Order.  
Amsterdam: Benjamins.

Rijksbaron, Albert, 1988.


"The discourse function of the imperfect", in A. Rijksbaron, H. Mulder, and G. 
Wakker, eds., In the Footsteps of Raphael Kühner.  Amsterdam: Gieben, pp. 237-
254.

Schwyzer, Eduard, 1940.


Griechische Grammatik, vol. 2, Syntax und syntaktische Stilistik.  München: 
Beck.

Thompson, Sandra, 1978.


"Modern English from a typological point of view.  Some implications of the 
function of word order", Linguistische Berichte  54, 19-35.

Watkins, Calvert, 1963.


"Preliminaries to a historical and comparative analysis of the syntax of the Old 
Irish verb", Celtica 6, 1-49.

_______ 1964


"Preliminaries to the reconstruction of the Indo-European sentence structure", in 
Proceedings of the 11th International Congress of Linguists The Hague: Mouton, 
pp. 1035-1045.

�Cf. Greenberg (1963: 110) on the rigid SOV sub-type.  Some ancient Indo-European languages, such as Old Indic (Gonda, 1959) and Hittite (Luraghi (1990a: 73-75), do in fact meet the requirement set by Greenberg for rigid SOV languages that no nominal constituents can ever follow the verb (in sentences in which the verb is not initial); however, they still have VSO as a possible alternative.


�On the existence of a VSO variant in Indo-European, see Delbruck (1900:), who calls it the 'occational' word order, as opposed to the SOV variant, the 'habitual' word order.  On the Indo-European origin of VSO as the basic order in Insular Celtic, see Watkins (19..).


�This is not only true in languages such as English, where the subject, omitted with the imperative, is normally the only preverbal NP, but also in languages which allow the object NP to be preverbal, cf. the following Latin examples: da mi basia mille, "give (da , imperative) me a thousand kisses", Catul. 5.7, and tibi in cunis oscula prima dedi, "I gave (dedi, preterit) you the first kisses in your cradle", Ov. Pont.  2.3.72.


�"Oft nämlich steht das Verbum in offenem oder latentem Gegensatz zu einem anderen Begriff (meist natürlich einem Verbum) und tritt deshalb in A(nfang) St(ellung) ... Diese Fälle scheiden für unsere Betrachtung aus, da sie eine auch bei andere Wortarten übliche Durchbrechung der habituellen Stellung enthalten, ...".


�All citations of Greek and Latin authors are taken from the Oxford edition; the English translations are usually taken from the Loeb edition, with minor changes that I have done in order to make the literal meaning more clear.  I have not always given a complete morphemic analysis of each form in the glosses; rather, I limited myself to what I found strictly necessary for the understanding of the examples.  In particular, verb forms are consistently translated with the corresponding English tense, so the present with the present, the perfect with the present perfect, the pluperfect with the past perfect; only for the imperfect and the preterite, both translated with the simple past, I have added a grammatical gloss.


�I refer to the initial word rather than to the initial constituent, because initial position in the Ancient Indo-European languages is defined, among other things, by Wackernagel's Law, according to which all enclitics in a sentence are attached to its first accented word; see below.


� Comparative reconstruction has proved that connectives were important elements for the structure of the simple sentence in Proto-Indo-European, see Watkins (1964).  Connectives could be accented of enclitic; they fulfilled the function of marking the left boundary of a sentence.  Initial words occurred either in sentences without connectives, or in sentences with an enclitic connective.  In the former case, the sentence started without an overt marker of its left boundary, and the initial word was given special emphasis.  In the latter case, the initial word was followed by the sentence boundary (marked by the enclitic connective); one can regard initial words in such sentences as being left-dislocated.  In Luraghi (1990a) I have shown that, in Old Hittite, sentences with initial words (i.e., sentences that did not contain an accented connective in initial position) were not only used in order to indicate a special pragmatic status of the word in initial position.  Rather, the whole sentence type could fulfill a number of specific discourse functions.  This was especially true of sentences with initial verbs, which were rather infrequent, on account of the strict SOV order of Old Hittite.  Since there is evidence that the Old Hittite data partly reflect the syntax of Proto-Indo-European, at least as long as the existence of a VSO sentence type is concerned, in this paper I am going to survey the occurences of initial verbs in a number of Ancient Indo-European sentences, in which the position of the verb was less constrained than in Hittite.  


�I have left out all philological considerations from the Hittite examples, which implies that I have not quoted restorations from different duplicates of the same text, for which the interested reader is referred to the editions.


�On nu  see Luraghi, (1990a: 49-50).


�They are viewed as a forked action in the sense of Grimes (1975: 42).


�Cf. Hopper (1975: 27-30) and Enkvist and Warvik (1987).  In Hopper (1979), Hopper has shown that foregrounding and discourse continuity are most often found in SOV sentences with sentence connectives in Old English.


�Hopper (1975, 1987) has more examples of this type. 


�Cf. above, _ 1.2, on Hittite.


�Grimes (1975: 51-70) contains an extensive discussion of what type of sentences encode non-events, and therefore cannot convey foregrounded information.


�See below, § 1.5 on the text types from which the examples are taken.


�"hier enthält die cum-Satz den Haupgedanken und bezeichnet meist den Eintritt einer plötzlichen oder unerwarteten Handlung ... Das Tempus ist in der Regel das hist. Perf. oder Praes., ... Im Hauptsatz steht meist ein duratives Tempus (Impf. oder Plqpf.)".


�"Es ist doch natürlich kein Zufall, dass bei diesem Satztyp in den meisten Fällen gerade der erste Satz, der formale Hauptsatz, einen ausgesprochenen Zustand schildert. ... Die Struktur der Perioden mit cum inversumist immer die gleiche: Ein Zustand, in den ein Ereignis hineinplatzt.  Da aber das Ereignis immer interessanter ist als der Zustand, den es unterbricht, so lenkt es immer die Aufmerksamkeit auf sich und von dem Zustand ... Hendlung ab".


�"Anfangsstellung des Verbums findet sich ... häufig ... indem das den Fortschritt der Handlung anzeigende Verbum an den Anfang des Hauptsatzes tritt".


�I have not taken into account any cases of a main clause preceded by a preposed subordinate clause, since I have considered subordinate clauses in the same way as other types of sentence constituents.


�Verb final sentences in Caesar's works are 84% of total in main clauses and 93% in subordinate clauses (Linde, 1923: 154).  On pragmatic word order in Caesar, see Panhuis (1982: 117-149).


�It can be claimed that VS word order in presentative constructions is chosen because the subject is focus.  However, I would rather say that in SOV languages the VS pattern is used in order to bring about discontinuity, since there is evidence that the contrary happens in VSO languages.  Givón (1984: 209) points out that Biblical Hebrew (VSO) has SV in existencial sentences with 'to be', which he calls "the discontinuous order".


�Other factors can intervene and trigger the choice of perfective aspect (e.g. the aspectual context) in sentences similar to the ones quoted below, although less frequently; an example is to be found in X. An.  2.1.10, étukhe gàr thuómenos , 'for he was performing (pret.) a sacrifice'.


�See Watkins (1963) in the Indo-European origine of the Old Irish basic word order.


�In presentative sentences the verb initial order can also be conceived as due to the tendency of indetermined subjects to come toward the end of the sentence; see however fn. 20 above.
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