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THE AORIST INDICATIVE

By F. BEETHAM

Of ten papers published after the meetings of the Society for Biblical
Literature in 1990 and 1991, five were on verbal aspect in Greek. In the
first, it was estimated that in the New Testament perhaps 85% of finite
aorists in the indicative are past-referring.! That as many as 15% might
not be past-referring is striking. New Testament Greek is typical of the
Hellenistic Greek that dominated the Mediterranean world from 300
BC to AD 300, and because this is closely related to Classical Greek it is
worth considering Classical Greek uses of the aorist indicative.

A very simple explanation of verbal aspect® is that it refers to the
viewpoint of the speaker or writer. L.eaving the perfect aspect on one
side, when the present or imperfect tense is used (the imperfect having
the same aspect as the present), the viewpoint of the writer or speaker is
wnside the action being described. Use of the aorist indicates that the
viewpoint of the speaker or writer is outside the action being described,
while its beginning and end are in view. Accordingly, all aorist verbs
have aspect, but only some have the past tense.

Non-past-referring aorist indicatives are sometimes prominent in
epic: for instance, at Iliad 4.160-2:

el mep yap e kal avTik’ ‘ONdumios ovk érélecoev

ék 1€ kal Sife TeAel, olv Te peydAw dméTeioay

ovv odriow kepafor yovaiél Te kal Texéeoow.

For if the Olympian at once has not finished this matter,

late will he bring it to pass, and they must pay a great penalty,

with their own heads, and with their women, and with their children.?

Agamemnon curses the Trojans after Pandarus has broken the truce by
shooting an arrow at Menelaus. As he sees blood spurting from under

' D. A. Carson, An Introduction to the Porter/Fanning Debate, in Biblical Greek Language and
Linguistics. Journal for the Study of the New Testament Supplement Series 80 (1993), 25.

2 B. M. Fanning, Verbal Aspect in New Testament Greek (Oxford, 1990), 97 and 103.

3 Tr. Lattimore. Kiithner-Gerth, Ausfiihrlich Grammatik der griechischen Sprache (1897, rep. 1955)
vol. I, 166, para. 11 gives this as an example where the speaker, for emphasis, represents a future
event as already having happened. Kirk, The Iliad, A Commentary vol. 1, 348 regards dméretcev as
gnomic and the actual curse on Troy as beginning atline 163: €5 yap . .. 0dda . . . éocerar Huap 67’ dv mor’
Ay (‘for I know . . . there will come a day when sacred Ilion shall perish’).
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228 THE AORIST INDICATIVE

his brother’s sword belt, Agamemnon yells out anéreioav — if Zeus brings
it to pass, they must pay with their own heads, with their wives and their
children; in this way, he justifies the death of Hector, the Trojan horse,
the destruction of the city and all the miseries later endured by the
Trojan women. At Iliad 9.412-6 Achilles expresses his great dilemma in
a non-past-referring aorist: dAeré por véoros. Here he says his return
home will be lost if he fights round the walls of Troy, but his fame will be
everlasting. Aetd pot kAéos éofAdv: his good fame will be lost if he returns
to his own country.

> 7 3 o 7. A ’ > 7
€l pév i’ adb pévowv Tpdwv méAw duduudywpat,
” , , ) /o y
dAeto pév pow véaTos, drap kAéos ddbirov éoTan
Ny v S N p .
€l 8¢ kev oikad’ lkwut pidny és marpida yaiav,
@Aetd por kAéos €aOAdv, émi dmpov 8¢ wou alwv

éooerat.

If I stay here and fight beside the city of the Trojans,
my return home is gone, but my glory shall be everlasting;
but if I return home to the beloved land of my fathers,
the excellence of my glory is gone but there will be a long life left for me.
(tr. Lattimore)

Aorist indicatives that do not refer to the past are found not only in
Homer but also in the dramatists, Plato’s and Xenophon’s dialogues,
and elsewhere. Kiihner-Gerth gives 37 examples of indicative aorists in
drama that are not past-referring, from lyric passages as well as from
iambics, and from speeches as well as from line-by-line dialogue.

The familiar gnomic aorist is often equivalent to a condition. For
instance, the famous example from Plato, Critias 108c dfvuodvres
dvdpes odmw Tpémawov éotnoav (‘Disheartened men never yet raised a
trophy’, with which we may compare the English: ‘faint heart ne’er
won fair lady’) is equivalent to saying, ‘If there is a disheartened man,
he has not yet raised a trophy’.* Similes with the aorist indicative,
common in Homer, can be reduced to a condition of the form as .
For example at Iliad 3.33-7 when, catching sight of Menelaus, Paris
shrinks back:

s , 5 , s

s 8’ 67e Tis Te Sparovra Bdwv mallvopoos améotn
” > o < / y .

olpeos év Briooms, vmd Te Tpduos éAAafe yuia,

13 > ’ o 7 /7 o ’

& 8 dvexdpnoev. dypds Té ww eide mapelas,

o 5 > o 34 7 3 7

s adTis kal’ Splov édv Tpdwv dyepdywv

Seloas *Arpéos viov *ANéEavdpos Oeoerdifs.

4 W. W. Goodwin, Greek Grammar (1879), 276.
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As a man who has come on a snake in a mountain valley
suddenly steps back, and the shivers come over his body,
and he draws back and away, cheeks seized with a green pallor,
s0, in terror of Atreus’ son, godlike Alexandros
lost himself again in the host of the haughty Trojans.
(tr. Lattimore)

It is as ¢f a man has drawn back on discovering a snake.

In conditional sentences when the ‘if” clause is formed by édv and a
subjunctive, the tense meaning of an aorist indicative in the conclusion is
sometimes hard to pin down. éav pj 7is pévn év éuol, éfMjbn ééw s To
kAMjua kal éénpavfn (‘If any one does not remain in me, he is thrown away
like a branch and withers’: St. John’s Gospel, ch. 15, v. 6) is remarkably
like Lucian, The Double Indictment 1, where Zeus says of the sun god, W
ydp Tt émppabvpticas Adbyn, ol immor katépleéav Ta wdvra, ‘for if he relaxes at
all, his horses burn everything up.’ In both examples, the tense meant by
the aorist indicative is ambiguous. éfA70y, éénpdvin, katépAefar are, in the
translations used here, present with general meaning. Perhaps they could
equally well have been translated as future, as when Admetus says to
Alcestis, ‘I shall be done for if you really leave me, wife!” (drwAdunv dp’, €l
e 87 Xelpes, yivar).” At Herodotus 8.102, Artemisia says to Xerxes, ‘if he
(Mardonius) makes the conquests he says he wants to . . . it is your work;
for your servants will have achieved it.” (v karaoTpéfmrar 7d Pnot é0érew

. aov 70 épyov ylverar of yap ool oot KaTep'ydO'aVTo.)6 These aorist
indicatives in the apodosis of a future or general condition seem to cover
all possibilities, like the English ‘in any case’.

Ancient grammarians held that Greek had six tenses (present and
future, and four past tenses: imperfect, perfect, pluperfect, aorist) listed
in the paragraph about the verb from the Art of Grammar of Dionysius
Thrax (first or second century BC, if authentic).”

mepl priparos
Xpovor Tpeis, éveotdys, mapeAndvlus, uwédwr. TobTwy 6 mapednlvlws éxel Siadopas Téocapas,
mapaTaTicdy, Tapaxelpevov, vmepauvTeAtkdv, AdpLaTov, v Guyyéveiar Tpeis, éveaTdTOS TPOS
TOPATATLKOY, TAPAKELUEVOV TPOS UTEPOUVTEALKGY, dopLaTol mpos wéldovra.
Concerning the verb.
Three tenses: present, past, future. Of these the past has four divisions, imperfect,

perfect, pluperfect, aorist, and there are three relationships between them, the present to
the imperfect, the perfect to the pluperfect, the aorist to the future.

*> Euripides Alcestis 386. ‘I am lost, then, if you are going to leave me’ (tr. Kovacs).

¢ yivera: (present) indicates continuance of Xerxes’ enterprise; karepydoavro (aorist) indicates
completion of a task not yet begun.

7 Dion. Techne 13.]. Lallot, La grammaire de Denys le Thrace (Paris, CNRS, 1989), introduction,
21-6, is inclined to support Di Benedetto in thinking that chs. 11-20 are not by Dionysius of
Thrace, but a ‘modest manual’ composed towards the 4th century AD.
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230 THE AORIST INDICATIVE

George Choeroboscus® (fourth or fifth century AD) comments on the
indefiniteness of both the future and aorist tenses, referring to On the
Verb, now unfortunately lost, by Apollonius Dyscolus, the great gram-
marian of Greek who worked in Alexandria in the second century AD
and is our chief source for its history after the time of Dionysius Thrax. In
his still extant work, On Syntax, Apollonius discusses imperatives. He
notes that a present imperative signifies continuation of something that is
happening. He takes as an example Agamemnon’s instruction BdAle to
the archer Teucros at Iliad 8.282. Since Teucros had just shot eight
Trojans and was aiming at Hector, Agamemnon meant, ‘Go on shoot-
ing!” Apollonius continues, if we say ypdiov, ‘write’, using an aorist
imperative, while we give an order for something that is not happening,
we do not mean ‘go on writing’ but ‘complete the writing’. If he means
that a person using an aorist imperative has both the beginning and the
completion of the action in mind, Apollonius seems to be thinking of the
aorist imperative in terms which we would now associate with aspect.’
Goodwin explained the aorist as denoting a simple past occurrence,
with none of the limitations as to completion, continuance or repetition
found in other tenses. But he classed the gnomic aorist as a primary
tense ‘as it refers to present time’ and explained it by saying that one
instance in past time is used vividly to represent all possible cases.!”
Jebb, in his commentaries on Sophocles’ tragedies, usually explained the
‘dramatic’ aorist, which is translated as present in English, as an aorist
referring to the moment just past. This is a possible explanation of, for
instance, Sophocles, Electra 668 where the paedagogus, immediately on

8 Georgius Choeroboscus, Prolegomena et scholia in Theodosii Alexandrini canones isagogicos de
flexione verborum, 479g—481g, Grammatici Graect V1, ii (ed. Hilgard, rep. Hildesheim, 1970).
° Apoll. On Syntax 3.253a:

6 dmopawduevos ovTws, ypdde, odpov, okdmre, év mapatdoel Tis Swabéoews TV TpdoTadw moweiTal, Ws
éxet kal 76 BdAN ofTws, al ke péws Adavaoiow yévmar: ¢nol yap év 7 modéuw kataylvov els 76 fdAew. & ye
wijy Aywv kata Ty Tod Tapwynuévov mpoapopav ypdiov, ordifov, 0d udvov 76 wi) ywduevov mposTdaoet,
&A/\G‘, Kal‘, 76 ’}/LVO/ILLEVOV €,V ﬂap(lTU/,O'GL (iﬂ'a,’yOPGﬁGL, El‘,”yé Kﬂ,l‘, TO[S 'yp(i(;sovaw G,V 7TA€L/OVL XpéV(y ﬂpOU(}S(UVDl;/_LGV T(‘)
'ypzil/;ov, TOLOI;TL;V TL ¢dUKOVT€§, ,U/I'\] é#MéVGLV Tﬁ ﬂ(XP(IT[iO'GL, (;,VI;G'LIL 86\ 7'15 VPC;,(i)GLV.
For he who declares thus: ypdde, odpov, oxdmre, (writel, sweep!, dig!) makes the command in an
extension of the state of affairs (dudfeats), as for example: go on shooting thus, so that you may be a
light for the Danaans; for he says, in the combat, ‘busy yourself in shooting’. But he who says, using
the past tense (kara ™y 700 Tapwynuévov mpoodopar), ypdpov, ardpov (Write, dig) not only enjoins
what is not being done, but also forbids what is being done continuing (dAa xai 76 ywdpevov év
mapatdoer dmayopevel), if indeed also to those who are writing in too much time we call ypdifov,
giving a command something like this: (I order you) not to remain in continuance, but to finish the
writing.
See S. E. Porter, Verbal Aspect of the Greek New Testament (New York, 1989), 337 and (for n. 14
also) F. W. Householder, The Syntax of Apollonius Dyscolus (Amsterdam, 1981), 191 and 205.

19 Goodwin, (n. 4), 270-1.
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entering, says he brings sweet tidings from a friend to her and Aegisthus,
and at once Clytaemnestra replies édefdunv 70 pnfév, ‘I welcome what
was said’,'! but it seems unsatisfactory both because it does not consider
why this passage in Greek has the aorist rather than the present, and
because as a general explanation it does not suit other examples from
drama well, e.g. Aristophanes, Knights 696—7 where the sausage seller
says to the Paphlagonian:

nolny dmreldals, éyélaca holorkopmias,

dmemvddpioa puébwva, meplexdrraca.

I am delighted when you bluster, I laugh at your thunderous talk;
I dance the sailor’s hornpipe and call out cuckoo round you!'?

Furthermore, it does not explain the connection of this with other uses
of the aorist, for instance in future or general conditions after an ‘if’
clause beginning édv.

When the aorist indicative is introduced in Reading Greek (Gram-
mar/Vocabulary/Exercises, section 69 (iv)), a note says ° aorist indica-
tives indicate that something has happened in the past without
reference to the duration of time over which it occurred. They
regard the action as a single event, not as a process.” (There is a
much clearer note on aspect at section 79, a propos the aorist
participle.) Mastronade, in his Introduction to Attic Greek (1993),
says that the Greek verb usually conveys time distinctions but the
fundamental distinction is aspect. He goes on (p. 147) to say that the
aorist stem conveys an action which is instantaneous and includes
conceptually its completion. However, examples of aorist indicatives
for actions which are not instantaneous are well-known. See, for
example, Lysias, Against Eratosthenes 4:

Odpos marp Képados émelaln pév omo IepicAéovs els Tavmyy yiy dducéolar, érm 8¢ Tpudkovra

Wrmoe.

My father Cephalus was persuaded by Pericles to come to this land and lived there thirty
13
years.

Other aorist indicatives refer to events which occurred over a long
period of time, as at Thucydides 1.12:

11T welcome the omen’ (tr. Jebb), ‘I accept the omen’ (tr. Lloyd-Jones). In his footnote, Jebb
refers to similar examples of the aorist at Electra 1322 and 1479 (évvijka Todmos), Antigone 1307
(Iyr.), Oedipus at Colonus 1466 (lyr.), Ajax 693 (lyr.), and Oedipus Rex 337.

12 ] enjoy your threats! I laugh at your smoky boasts! I dance the fling! I scout you and I flout
you!” (tr. Sommerstein).

13 Smyth, Greek Grammar, para. 1928 calls this ‘aorist with a definite number’.
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, Ve . Al s
mdvra 8¢ TadTa Yorepov v Tpwikdv éxtichy.

And all these colonies were planted after the Trojan war.
(tr. Forster-Smith)

The section on the aorist indicative in Kiihner-Gerth begins: “The
aorist marks the action simply as happening and attaining its conclu-
sion.” This is supported by Apollonius Dyscolus where, while proving
that the subjunctive after édv is aorist and not future, he explains that éav
pabo ‘if I learn’ means éav dvicayu pafeiv “if 1 succeed in learning’
because the aorist subjunctive contains the idea of completion whereas a
present subjunctive éav 7péyw means ‘if I continue running’.'* However,
there are occasional instances of the aorist which do not seem to mark
completeness. See, for example, Eurip. lon 1291:

” >y , , >
éxtewa o’ 6vTa moAéutov dduots éuois.

Foe to my house! Therefore I sought thy life!'*

Creusa, who does not know that Ion is her son, has sent him a cup of
poison at a banquet. Fortunately, he has poured some out as an offering
to the gods, and a dove which tried to drink it has had convulsions and
dropped dead on the spot. Creusa has taken refuge on an altar when Ion
confronts her, and she says éxrewd oe, which cannot mean ‘I killed you’
because ‘killed’ cannot have been a completed action.

The notion of the aorist aspect, that all aorists essentially describe an
action from outside, not inside, is supported by Kiihner-Gerth’s defini-
tion that an aorist implies completeness. It seems to be the best
explanation of most if not all dramatic aorists. At Euripides, Iphigenia
wm Taurts 1023 Orestes has just suggested to Iphigenia that they should
kill the king whom she serves as priestess. odx dv Svvaiunv: 70 6é mpéBupov

14 Apoll. On Syntax 3.273b7:

éxpﬁv /J,E/VTOL ’}/LV(AI)(TKELV Uf)s‘ CLLr E”}/‘}/LVO/MGVG,L 7T(1,P(10€/(T€L§ E’g G,VEO'TLZ)T(UV EL’O'LV Kﬂ,i WGPQUX’Y]ME/V(JJV TDLOﬁTéV TL Tﬁs‘
owrrdéews émayyeAlopévns év 7 éav pdbw, el dvioaiut 76 pabdeiv, éav Spduw, €l avicaiur 76 Spaueiv: év ye
wjy 7¢ éav Tpéxw, éav év mapatdoel yévopar Tod Tpéxew. kal évfev dvéduktos 1 Tod uéldovros otvraéis
adTol yap of otvdeopol 70 s éoduevor onpalvovow els mapdracw {7 dvvow).

Indeed, one should notice that the instances (wapaféses) that occur (with iva and édv) use both the
present and the past tenses. In édv udfw the combination has a meaning such as: ‘if I complete the act of
learning’, and in éav Spduw ‘if I complete the act of running’; nevertheless, éav Tpéyw signifies ‘if I get
into a state of going on running’. Hence the combination with the future (tense) is never found, for the
constructions themselves indicate the future as leading to continuance (or completion).

15 Owen (note ad loc.) calls this ‘the tentative aorist used of an effort which has ended in failure’
and, with Kithner-Gerth, cites also Jon 1500: ékrewa 6’ drxovoa ‘I never willed thy death’ (tr. Verrall), as
well as an example (participle) from Sophocles, Ajax 1127: MENEAAOZX &ikawa yap 76v8° ebTvyeiv
krelvavrd pe; TEYKPOZX krelvavra; Sewdvy’elmas, €l kal {fis Qavdv (Me: ‘Is itright that this my murderer
should have honour?’ Te: ‘Murderer? A marvel truly if, though slain, thou livest.” (tr. Jebb) ).
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nveoa (‘I couldn’t do it”) she replies, and because the aorist enables her to
distance herself from his proposal she goes on, ‘but all the same, I
admire your pluck.’'® Essentially, an aorist takes in the whole picture, as
gnomic aorists do. At Euripides, Medea 223-4 Medea sums up her
feelings for all people of a certain kind:

5Q> > oy > > \ \
OU(S a0TOV NVEG OCTLS av@a&yg YeEYwS

\ / > [ 7 o
TLKPOS 7TO/\LT(1L§ €OTLY a,ua@cas vTo . . .

And I never approve of any townsman who is so self willed that through discourtesy he is
objectionable to the citizens.!”

In the difficult example from Euripides’ Jon, Creusa sums up in retrospect
the whole of her action, ignoring its internal make-up, and says to Ion,
‘what I did was killing; by me of you’, meaning ‘in short, I meant to kill
you.’ Because the aorist is the normal verb form for narrative, sometimes it
is used simply to summarize the background to an action in contrast with a
verb with another form, which is more worthy of note. Perhaps this is a
more helpful explanation of Sophocles, Electra 668. Clytaemnestra’s
remark in full is: édefdunv 76 pnbév: eldévar 6é cov mpwTioTa xpnlw, 7is o’
améoTelev Bpotdv. édeéduny gives greater emphasis to ypiplw. ‘I welcome
what was said, but first of all I want to know from you who on earth it was that
sent you.” A similar explanation may be given for Sophocles, Philoctetes
1314. Philoctetes has just made a complimentary remark to Neoptolemus,
who has given him back the bow of Heracles. Neoptolemus responds:

g , o L,

Nobny matépa Tov duov ebloyolvTd ge
> 7 7 > ° ’ - 37

b1y Té u* v 8¢ cov Tuyelv édlepa

,
drovoov . . .

I’'m pleased that you praise both my father and me myself, but now hear what I want to
obtain from you . . .

The aorist indicative +joflyry summarizes the background for dxovoor, a
verb of a different form (aorist imperative) which is more worthy of note
and carries the main emphasis. An aorist indicative is sometimes used to

6 I could not. But I admire your courage.’ (tr. Morwood). ‘I praise your courage, but I could
not think of it.” (tr. Vellacott). Platnauer’s note is: Orestes has said: ‘if the king’s murder will save us,
it must be dared.” Iphigenia answers in effect: ‘yes, but it is not decent — though I recognize and
admire the daring of your suggestion.” aivéw: ‘I decline with thanks’ is foreshadowed by Hesiod,
Works & Days 643 (v. Liddell & Scott).

17 “Nor do I have any words of praise for the citizen who is self-willed and causes his fellow-
citizens pain by his lack of breeding.” (tr. Kovacs). Elliott, Euripides Medea (Oxford, 1959) notes a
propos fveca: We might expect a present. The Greek means roughly “Whenever this kind of thing
has happened, I did not approve.” His note would have been more helpful, even for beginners, if it
had related this to other examples of the ‘dramatic’ aorist.
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express an attitude which is adopted all at once. At Euripides, Iphigenia in
Aulis 874 Clytaemnestra, after hearing from the slave that Agamemnon
intends to kill their daughter, expresses complete disbelief: dmémrvo’, &
yepaié, uibov. ‘I totally reject the story, you dotard!’'®

Interestingly, the ‘dramatic aorist’ is not always restricted to the first
person singular. An example in the second person is to be found at
Sophocles, Ajax 270:

. Ly s g ,
m@s To0T” éNeéas; o kdTold’ Smws Aéyets.

What do you mean? I do not understand what you are saying.
(tr. Lloyd Jones)

and in the third person at Aristophanes, Eccl. 186—8:

6 uev Aafav dpyvpiov vmepemjvecey,
6 8’ 00 AaPaw elvar Bavdrov ¢ija’ aglovs
\ - - > s ,
Tovs uiabodopeiv {nTodvras év THrKInalq.
And he who gets the cash applauds the man,

and he who gets it not protests that they
who come for payment ought to die the death. (tr. Rogers)'®

Plato and Xenophon often use +{ o0 followed by an aorist indicative to
express impatience (Kiihner-Gerth, 161, para. 10). This might be
expressed in English by ‘just’, as at Plato, Gorgias 503b, Socrates says el
Twa éxets TOV pyTépwy TorolTov elmeiv, T 0Dl Kal éuol avTov éppacas Tis éaTwv;
‘if you can mention such an orator, why don’t you just say who it is?’,
expressing his impatience that Callicles, his interlocutor, hasn’t already
done s0.2° Another instance occurs later in the Gorgias (509¢) when, after
Callicles has broken off their discussion and resumed reluctantly, Socrates
says 7{ ok adTd yé pow TovTo dmerplivw; ‘why don’t you just answer this very
point for me?’ a question he has not asked Callicles before.?! But r{ o3 with

18 Headlam’s explanation, that the access of feeling expressed by the verb has already taken place
before the speaker can express in words the change in her mental attitude, cannot apply because this
is the first that Clytaemnestra has heard of it, and so there has been no change in her attitude.
Kiihner-Gerth, 164, explains dmémrvoa here as an aorist marking the entry of the feelings stimulated
by the preceding remark, and renders it by the exclamation ‘abscheulich’, ‘pfui!” (‘how abomin-
able!’).

19 See also Halliwell’s translation:

“Those who draw pay adore Agyrrhios
while those who don’t regard the rest as frauds
for living on their payment from the assembly!’

2% <If you have any orator of this kind that you can mention, without more ado let me know who
he is!” (tr. Lamb).

21 G. Wakker, in B. Jacquinod (ed.), Etudes sur Paspect chez Platon (Université de Saint-Etienne,
2000), 356-7.
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the aorist can be coquettish, as for example at Xenophon, Memorabilia
3.11.15 when the glamorous and amiable Theodoté, an artists’ model who
lives in a good style on presents from her admirers, says to Socrates, ‘why
don’t you just become my partner in hunting for friends?’ 77 odv 0% o0 wo,
ébm, @ Zakpartes, éyévov ouvbnparns TV g{n’)\wv;zz

A different use of the aorist indicative is found at Plato, Phaedrus
247e2-248b1. Socrates has likened a soul to a chariot with a driver and
two horses, and describes a god’s soul journeying round the eternal
verities outside the heavens. He expresses the visions of eternal justice in

the present tense, and sums up the whole trip with an aorist:

\ o 3 , o 5 ’ e N ~ , > oy ~
Kat Ta/\)\a WoAVTWS TA OVTA OVTWS BE(IO’(IH,EVT] Kot EO‘TL(IHELO‘(I, 81}0‘(1 7T(1/\LV €LS TO €L0W TOU

ovpavod, olkade NAfev.

and having gazed and feasted in the same way on the other things which really are, it
descends into the region below the heavens and [just] goes home (tr. Rowe, alt.).

nAfev is the first of eight consecutive non-past-referring aorists without 7¢
ov. T'wo more describe the charioteer part of a god’s soul stabling his
horses, and five then describe the more turbulent progress of the soul
most like the god and best able to follow him. Socrates reverts to the
present tense to describe the chaotic efforts of the rest of humanity.
Kihner-Gerth (161, end of para. 7) notes these aorists as gnomic, used
to specify things not cited from experience but from fantasy, and perhaps
we could render the last five: ‘if ever a soul is best able to follow a god and
most like him, then it ascends to the place outside and . . .’*

Evidently, the notion of completeness specified in Kiihner-Gerth is

22 “Then Socrates,” exclaimed Theodoté, ‘why don’t you become my partner in pursuit of
friends?’ (tr. Marchant).
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And having gazed in the same way at the other things that really are and having feasted, sinking
back again to what is inside the heaven, it just goes home. And when it arrives, the charioteer, having
set the horses at the manger both puts ambrosia beside them and gives them a drink of nectar as well.
And this is the life of gods; as regards the other souls, if ever there is one that follows a god best and
is like him, it razses its charioteer’s head to the place outside, and it is carried round the revolving vault
with him (the god), though distracted by the horses and only able with difficulty to catch sight of the
things that are; and one sometimes rises, and another sometimes sinks, and because of the violence
of the horses, sees some of the realities, but not others. And indeed the other souls all follow, striving
ineffectually after what is above, but they are carried round below the surface (of the heaven),
knocking into and jostling each other, each trying to get in front of the other (tr. F.B.).
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236 THE AORIST INDICATIVE

typical of aorists. This seems to have been recognized in some way in
antiquity by Apollonius Dyscolus, and is found in the more modern
notion of aspect. It is unfortunate if students are introduced to the aorist
indicative only as a past tense. The aorist aspect indicates the viewpoint
of a speaker or writer outside an action not necessarily in the past, of
which the beginning and end are in view. Anyone who does not have any
feeling for the aorist will miss a lot in reading Classical Greek.
Recognition of the aspectual quality of all aorists will interest students
and help clarify the relation between aorist indicatives and participles,
and the aorist imperative, infinitive, optative, and subjunctive.
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