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ABSTRACT 

The grammaticalization processes of the Indo-European preverbs follow in part a 

typologically well-known pathway from relational noun to adposition, presumably via 

independent adverbial particles in PIE. These particles are simultaneously a source of verbal 

prefixes, which develop at least partly into aspectual markers, especially in Slavic and 

Germanic, often while retaining spatial reference. 

I employ a strict Radical Construction Grammar (Croft 2001) approach to 

constructionalization (Traugott & Trousdale 2013), investigating how these constructions 

emerge and contrast in the constructional variability of Ancient Greek. Data are drawn from 

Homeric and Classical Greek using semantic-pragmatic contextual and functional analysis of 

referent collocations for constructional reflexes of the frequent preverb *épi, with internal 

reconstruction within Greek as well as within the Homeric material itself. Results inform the 

spatial-to-abstract diachrony of this preverb as well as polysemy, case affiliation and 

aspectuality across phonologically specified constructions, reconstructing preverb 

construction development as more functionally oriented and usage-based than is implicit 

traditionally. 

Previous accounts of the preverbs, both traditional and more recent, have been insensitive 

to the gradualness of constructionalization and constrained by attempting to fit a continuous 

diachrony into a priori syntactic categories by simply rephrasing the data in theory-internal 

terminology. It is argued here that RCG most adequately captures the gradual nature of 

constructionalization and of category boundaries – both amply attested by the preverbs – 

because categories are defined from the changing constructions themselves, thus eliminating 

the earlier pseudoproblems of categorization and process-based syntactic relations. On the 

cline from pragmatics to syntax, formal developments reveal constructionalization, not the 

other way around. 

RCG provides a framework for an explanatory and functionally motivated model of 

preverb development by grammaticalization of contextually iconic information-structural 

constructions present already in PIE, thus resolving the apparent teleology: the homology 

across the branches stems from the same preconditions. This is linked to general IE word 

order developments and the traditionally elusive reconstructed status of preverbs in PIE as 
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being mutually dependent. There are wide-reaching theoretical implications in adopting RCG 

for how constructions disentangle and compete to form entrenched network nodes, 

contributing to our understanding of ongoing constructionalization as proceeding through 

polysemy expansion across a continuum of activation in conceptual space. 

I address methodological and conceptual challenges in using the Homeric corpus as 

regards its linguistic status, which previous accounts overlook (terminological confusion 

being the least concern), and argue for a mutually informed alignment of RCG and revised 

formulaic theory of Homeric composition. 
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