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Abstract

Languages differ substantially in the spatial concepts they choose to encode (Talmy
2000, Levinson 2003). This pilot study explores concepts related to the transversal
(FRONT/BACK) axis in Modern Greek. As opposed to languages such as English
(in front of) or German (vor), Greek allows two grammaticalized options for the
localization of an entity in the front half-axis: the complex prepositions brosta se
and brosta apo. Contrary to recent semantic analyses of Greek prepositions (Bortone
2010), our findings show that these options are not semantically equivalent. More
specifically, our production data indicates that, within the complex preposition, the
morphemes se and apo may mark distinct viewpoints on the same front subspace, a
view that has been previously argued based on corpus data (Skopeteas 1999).
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Introduction

Crosslinguistic research on the semantics of spatial expressions has
shown that the diversity found in the languages of the world depends on
biological, typological and cultural factors (Talmy 2000, Levinson 2003).

FRONT, in particular, relates to the human physiology and to
forward motion — it is relevant to the concept of direction and to the line
of sight. Languages vary in the way they structure FRONT: a figure
entity may be located in the FRONT subspace of a ground entity’, either
in an ego-facing way involving reflection (i.e. the strategy followed by
English speakers) or in an ego-aligned way involving translation? (i.e. the
strategy followed by speakers of Hausa; Hill 1982). In the facing strategy
the figure is between the speaker and the ground; in the aligned strategy,
the figure is the furthest away from the speaker.

Furthermore, localizing an entity in the front axis of another entity
can vary regarding the viewpoint: speaker-anchored or ground-related. We
talk about deictic localization, when the zero point of the coordinate axes
— the so-called origo — is anchored on the speaker; if the ground figures as
origo, we talk about intrinsic localization (Levelt 1996). In languages
such as German, which only offer one grammaticalized option for
FRONT (i.e. the spatial preposition vor), there are situations, in which
deictic and intrinsic perspectives concur, resulting in ambiguity
(Grabowski, 1994).

Modern Greek is interesting in its use of two options for the localization of
an entity in the FRONT axis: the complex prepositions brosta se and brosta
apo. Some scholars regard these as equivalent (free variation;
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Bortone2010), while others, based on corpora data, argue that these are
different perspectives on the same subspace (Skopeteas 1999). Our
empirical approach looks at usage and thus aims to fill the gap by
providing actual production data.

Method

The present pilot study explores how Modern Greek speakers structure the
front half-axis. The production experiment was carried out with 19 adult
native speakers of Modern Greek (10 females, 9 males) using black and
white photographs of playmobil figures and furniture, as well as other toys
(vehicles, animals and houses). Photographs always included two objects
and or figures/animals, one of which was marked by a red dot. Subjects were
instructed to locate the entity with the red dot in relation to the second entity
on the photo. The stimuli included 42 critical items and 30 fillers. Fillers
comprised of spatial relations other than FRONT.

Subjects saw stimuli on a computer screen for two seconds; subsequently
the screen turned blank (white) and they had six seconds to respond. The
experiment was quasi self-paced, as subjects had to then press <ENTER> to
continue with the next stimulus.

Results and Discussion

Our empirical data indicates that within the complex preposition, the
morphemes se and apo may mark distinct viewpoints on the same FRONT
subspace. Overall, the study shows that brosta apo vs. brosta se are not
semantically equivalent, brosta apo being the preferred option for the
localization in the front half-axis (2/3 of all data vs. 1/3 brosta se). In cases
of alignment between figure and ground, brosta apo usage rose to 90%.
Moreover, there seem to be more constraints on brosta se: usage of brosta se
was most frequent in spatial arrays where figure and ground were facing
each other, for example, a chair facing the front side of a closet (55%) or
arrays in which the figure had no inherent intrinsic orientation, such as a ball
in front of a car (45%).

The production data suggests that Greek speakers may follow an alignment
strategy; future studies will test this hypothesis and check for any language-
specific effects (Levinson 2003).

Our study also questioned whether the distance between figure and ground
plays a role for the selection of brosta se vs. brosta apo. As results on this
issue were not clear, more research is required.

A significant gender factor was found in the usage of brosta se (72% male
vs. 28% female). Our data suggests that this may be due to differences in
scene conceptualization. Subsequent research will, therefore, look into these
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grammatical categories and how they relate to speakers’ perspective choice —
holistic, external vs. specific, internal.

Overall, our findings indicate that the spatial concepts encoded by brosta
apo vs. brosta se in Modern Greek may be more complex than is suggested
by the existing literature on frames of reference (Levelt 1996; Levinson
1996). More research is being conducted to unravel the actual concepts
behind these morphological categories.
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Figure 1. Frequency distribution of the complex prepositions brosta se and
brosta apo. The first column shows the distribution overall. As shown in the
second column, brosta apo is by far the preferred option when the figure is
aligned to the ground. Finally, the third column shows that brosta se usage
primarily occurred in constellations in which the figure had either no
inherent orientation, or was facing the ground.
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Notes

1. The terms figure and ground are used here after Talmy (1983; 2000) and refer to
the two participants of the prototypical spatial relation: the object to be located
(figure) and the object which serves as a reference for the location (ground).
Other terms used in the literature are theme versus relatum (Becker/Carroll 1997)
and trajector versus landmark (Langacker 1990).

2. In cases of reflection (engl. in front of; ger. vor), the FRONT/BACK axis is mirrored, so
that front is toward the speaker, and back is furthest away from the speaker, while
right/left remain unchanged. In cases of translation (as in Hausa), back is towards the
speaker, front is furthest away from the speaker.
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