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So What Is It to Be?

SSISISISISISISISISTSTSISISTSISSISIsisioss

MARTIN WESTT

1 Introduction

My thesis is not a new one. But perhaps my selection of evidence and presentation of
the argument will refresh it and succeed in holding for a few minutes the interest of
the warm-hearted recipient of this volume, and a few of its colder-hearted readers.

What we generally refer to as the verb ‘to be’, reconstructed as *,es-, is found
everywhere in the Indo-European language family. But what does it mean, to ‘be’?
Can we reach a clearer idea of the word’s original sense and application?

In the historical IE languages it is convenient to distinguish two basic uses: as a
copula and in an absolute, existential sense. By a copula we mean (in this context) a
verbal form serving to link a subject to a non-verbal predicate.

Why was such a link sought, seeing that many IE languages, including all the an-
cient ones, are happy with purely non-verbal predicates, or actually prefer them to
using the copula? The nominal construction was satisfactory so long as there was no
need to mark the predicate for tense or mood. But when that need arose, it was most
easily met by using a verb form. Even when there was no such need, there was always
potential pressure to conform to the dominant syntactic pattern of subject + verbal
predicate, and a semantically pale verbal copula offered the means to do so.!

It is generally agreed that the copulative use of *ies- is likely to be secondary.
A similar development can be observed with other verbs in various languages (cf.
Delbriick 1900:12). A verb with a rather broad meaning is often combined with a
nominative predicate, as in English expressions like I stand corvected, you are running
scared, she grows lovelier, and we are sitting pretty. It may then happen that the verb
weakens to become a mere copula employable under certain conditions. In Greek,
for example, yiyvopar, TéAw, Imapxw, kupéw, Tuyxavw, and ¢lw all exhibit this trend.
In Spanish estar has displaced ser as the copula used for a temporary as opposed to a
permanent condition.

'Cf. Meillet 1937:357: the verb ‘to be’ (‘étre’) “ne figurait en indo-européen que par suite de 'importance
quy a prise le type verbal d’une maniere générale, importance qui a déterminé 'emploi obligatoire d’une
forme verbale dans certains cas.”
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So What Is It to Be?

For all these verbs we can define a primary sense: yiyvopar ‘be borr’, estar ‘stand’,
and so on. So if */es- belongs in the same category, what was its primary sense?

In the later nineteenth century the standard view, following Curtius (1866:337),
was that it was ‘breathe, be alive’. So Grassmann (1873:145) on as- (“Die urspriingliche
Bedeutung ‘sich regen, leben’ tritt nur in Ableitungen [dsu, dsura, dsij] hervor. Aus
ihr hat sich der Begriff des Seins entwickelt”) and similarly Ebeling (1885:1.359), who
gives ‘vivo et vigeo’ as the first meaning of eiu..

After Curtius’ argument crumbled, ‘exist’ was promoted to the status of primary
or at any rate oldest determinable sense. So Delbriick (1900:13), “Die Urbedeutung
dieses Verbums ist unbekannt, die ilteste belegbare ist ‘existieren’”; Brugmann (1904
627), who repeats Delbriick’s formulation almost verbatim; Meillet (1937:359), “le
verbe *es-, dont la valeur propre est d’affirmer Pexistence”; Benveniste (1960:114), “le
sens en est ‘avoir existence, se trouver en réalité’”; and Watkins (1967:191), ‘really,
actually be, exist’.

But what then is the relationship between the existential sense and the copula-
tive function? According to Brugmann, “die erde ist eine kugel = die erde existiert als
kugel.” But does it exist natural to say “the President of the United States exists Barack
Obama”? And how likely does it exist that the Proto-Indo-Europeans felt any need
for a word meaning ‘exist’, seeing that philosophical questions about being and non-
being arose, so far as we can see, only much later?

Two other views of the primary sense of */,¢s- enjoyed currency in the last century.
They may be designated the veridical and the adessive. According to the first, the ba-
sic meaning was ‘be really so, be a fact’. I have just quoted Benveniste’s formulation
‘avoir existence, se trouver en réalité. He continues, “et cette ‘existence’, cette ‘réalité
se définissent comme ce qui est authentique, consistant, vrai.” In support of this in-
terpretation he refers to the evidently ancient use of the participle and derived forms
to mean ‘true, genuine’.> This is also the position embraced by Charles H. Kahn in a
massive study of the Greek verb (Kahn 1973:297-370).

According to the adessive view, the basic meaning was ‘be there, be available’.
This already appears, awkwardly conflated with the old Curtius etymology, in Kiihner
and Gerth 1898:1.3—eiui, “das eigentlich atme, lebe, bin vorhanden bedeutet”—and
then more unequivocally in Delbriick 1900:11: “da die Kopula urspriinglich ein Ver-
bum mit materiellem Bedeutungsinhalt war, also z. B. est bedeutete: ‘ist vorhanden®.”
On the development of the existential and copulative uses from the postulated pri-
mary sense ‘vorhanden sein, sich befinden’, Klowski (1975:745) is a little more explicit:
“Aus dieser lokativen Bedeutung hat sich einerseits durch Betonung der Verbbedeu-
tung in bestimmten Zusammenhingen die existentielle Bedeutung entwickelt und

2Hitt. asant- ‘real, true’ (Puhvel 1984:289); Gk. tov édvra Adyov, T oy, etc. (LST s.v. eiwi A 11I); PIE
*spt-yd- > Skt. savyd-, Av. haibiin-, OP hasiya-, Goth. sunja (fem.); PIE *sdnt-0- > ON sannr, OHG sand,
OE s0d. On the development to ‘guilty’ cf. Watkins 1967.
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andererseits in Zusammenhingen mit Pradikatsnomina die statische, sonst aber be-
deutungslose copula.” For the derivation of existential from locative sentences (there
is, il y a, c%, etc.), Bennekom (1984:261) refers to observations by linguisticians, and
to the Platonic and Aristotelian axiom that whatever exists must have a location.?

Martinez Marzoa (1974 ) offers a slight modification of the adessive interpretation,
according to which ‘be present’ carries the connotation of ‘be manifest, appear’, func-
tioning either as copula or as an absolute form.*

In what follows I shall collect evidence from the ancient languages to show that in
all of them continuators of */4,es- were widely used in the sense of ‘be there, be present,
be available’, and I shall argue for this as the verb’s oldest recoverable meaning.

2 Hittite

Such a sense of Hitt. es-, beside the simple ‘be’, is registered explicitly in the dic-
tionaries. Friedrich (1952—66:42) gives ‘sein, vorhanden sein; sich befinden’; Tischler
(2008:36), ditto; Unal (2007:115), ‘to be, to exist, stay, live, be present’; and Kloek-
horst (2008:250), ‘to be (copula); to be present’. In Puhvel 1984:285—9 I find the fol-
lowing relevant examples:

KBo 5.8 11 245
NU.GAL kuiski esta “There was no one there.”

KUB 19.37 iii 45-6

kues apan esiv, n=an avba dalapbun, n=at esir-par “those who were (left) be-
hind, I left them alone, and they were (remaining) there.” The phrase apan es-
can also mean ‘be behind, back up, support’, where - must carry the conno-
tation of being there.

KBo 12.126 1 27
=55 SBAN-SU é&$zi “he has his bow,” literally “his bow is there for him.”
(Cf. below on Vedic.)

In the palace building ritual in KUB 29.1 (Garcia Trabazo 2002:477—504) 1 so-ii 4
we find:

3Pl. Ti. s2b, Arist. Ph. 208a29. On the adessive use cf. also Kahn 1966:257-8, 1973:375-85, and
2004:399—400, as well as Ruijgh 1979:55-65, who quotes a number of pertinent Greek examples.

+Martinez Marzoa 1974:166: ‘manifestacion, patencia, presencia, darse’. This sense “es inherente a la
cépula como tal, a la constitucién de una relacién predicativa, no a la presencia o ausencia de efvar.”
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So What Is It to Be?

Man=ma hassus andan parna wezzi, nu Holmisuiz havan halzdi: “Elu=ta, aruna
pieimi. Man piaisi=ma, nu uliliya tiyesna siwaya, kuyés asanzi?” Apass-n apn tezzi:
“Swuwayanun=wa, nu=wa Isdustayas Papayas, kateres kaviielés Siiines kiises, haliantes
asanzi.”

And when the king comes into his house, the Throne goddess calls an eagle:
“Hey! go north for me. When you go, spy out the forest greenery (and see)
who are there.” He (goes, returns, and) replies, “I have spied it out; Isdustaya
and Papaya, the ancient nether divine maidens, are there kneeling.”

3 Vedic

In discussing the primitive meaning of the IE verb Delbriick relied entirely on Vedic
examples, which he took to support the sense ‘exist’. His first passage is RV 8.100.3a—c:

prd sii stomam bhavata vayajanta  Indviya satyam, yidi satyam dsti.
néndyo astiti néma u ton aha.

He translates: “bringt doch wetteifernd dem Indra ein Loblied dar, ein wahrhaftiges,
wenn er in Wahrheit existiert. ‘Indra existiert nicht’, so sagt mancher.” Geldner (1951)
has, “wenn es Wahrheit ist! ‘Es gibt keinen Indra’, so sagt manch einer.” Jamison and
Brereton (2014) have, “Proffer praise as you all seek the prize—real praise to Indra, if
he is the real thing. ‘Indra does not exist,’ so says many a one.” However, the question
about Indra is raised in the context of the ritual event, and it can be interpreted as a
question about his presence or availability rather than about his absolute existence.
Delbriick does not quote the fourth line of the stanza, which goes, k4 7 dadarsa, kdm
abhi stavama? Nor the next stanza, in which Indra himself refutes the doubter: aydm
asmi javitah, pasya mebd! We may render the passage:

Bring Indra a praise-song eagerly, a true one, if he is truly there.

“Indra is not there,” says so-and-so. “Who has seen him? Whom are we to
praise?”

“Here I am, singer, look at me!”

In Delbriick’s next two examples dsti is linked with a dative pronoun in the famil-
iar IE construction expressing possession, which we have already seen in one of the
Hittite examples. RV 1.37.15:

asti i sma madaya vah
For you have (the wherewithal) to carouse. (I.e. it is there for you, at your

disposal.)

So too 8.67, where after 6a—c,
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yad vah Srantaya sunvaté  vavitham dsti, yic chardih,

ténd no ddbi vocata

What cover you have for the toiling soma-presser, what protection,
with that intercede for us,

the pronoun is again to be understood in 7a:

Asti devi ambor writ,  dsti vitnam dndgasah
There is (in your power), gods, freedom from strait,
there is enrichment of the innocent one.

In such cases dsti is equivalent to Lat. praesto est ‘is at hand’, ‘is available’. In translating
his next three examples (1.40.8, 4.18.4, 5.31.2) Delbriick himself uses the expression ‘ist
vorhanden’. He continues, “Oft steht ein Wort dabei, welches den Ort des Vorhan-
denseins angiebt,” quoting 6.19.12, 8.75.15, and 5.74.6 as instances.

Grassmann, as I noted earlier, supposed the original meaning of as- to be ‘sich
regen, leben’, while allowing that this does not appear in the actual usage of the verb.
When he starts to classify its ostensible meanings, they go “1) sein, da sein, vorhanden
sein, existieven . . . 2) bereit, gegenwirtiy sein, zur Hand sein . . . 3) an einem Orte sein, sich
dort befinden . ..”

I submit that we should always be on the lookout for the contingent sense ‘be
there, be available’. I do not want to deny that the verb may sometimes have a pure
existential meaning. I daresay many unimpeachable examples can be produced. One
place where one naturally thinks of looking is in the famous cosmogonic hymn, 10.129.
It begins:

1 ndsad dsinnd sad asit taddnim,  nisid vijo nd vioma paro yit.

kim avarivah, kitha, kdsya sSarmann?  dmbbah kim asid gahanam gabhirdm?
2 nd mytyir dstd, amytam nd tarhi, nd ratriyi dhna asit praketd.

anid avitam svadhdyd tid deam:  tasmad dbanyan nd pardh kim candse.
3 tdma asit tamasi gilbdam dgre,  apraketdm salildm sdrvam @ iddm . . .

.1 Neither non-being nor being was there at that time,
there was not the air-space, nor the heaven that is beyond (it).
What was it moving forward? Where? In whose charge?
Was it water there, that deep covert?
.2 Death was not there, nor deathlessness then;
of night and day there was no signpost.
It breathed windless, autonomous, that One:
other than it, there was nothing there.
.3 Darkness hidden in darkness was there in the beginning;
this All (was) unsignposted ocean.
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Now, this is not just a catalogue of things that did or did not exist at the beginning
of the world. The alternating negative and positive statements together make up a de-
scription of that primal scene. “There was’ shades into ‘was there’ and ‘there was not’
into ‘was not there’; the ‘there’ in the latter formulations tips us over from a purely
abstract idea of existence to something more contingent, presence in a particular con-
text. So even in this most philosophical text we may consider understanding as- as ‘da
sein, vorhanden sein’ rather than simply as ‘sein’.

4 Iranian

The first meaning given for ab- by Bartholomae (1904:266-7) is ‘sein sva. da sein,
vorhanden sein, existieren; es gibt’. In the Old Avestan texts its use as a simple copula
is still quite restricted. It does not occur in the Gathas in the third person singular or
plural of the present tense, and it may be omitted even in first- and second-person
statements (West 2011:3—4). We do find ast7 twice in the short ASom Vohu mantra
(Y 27.14), and here we may suspect that it is something more than a copula. The
articulation and interpretation of the text are uncertain, but in line with my thesis it
might be punctuated and understood thus:

asam vohit, vahistam asti:

st asti, usta ahmdi,

hiiot asii vahistii asom.

Right is good, the best thing there is (available);
it is there (for us) as desired, for itself as desired,
what(ever) best Right sees as Right.

The following Gathic passages are less ambiguous:

29.5ab  at vd ustandis abuua zastais fimamnid Aburiiia,
ma wruui gansc aziia, hiint Mazdam dunnidi frasabiio.
But we two are (here) with outstretched hands propitiating the Lord,
my soul and the milch cow’s, as we put Mazda to our questions.

29.9¢C kadd youni huno ayhat, ya hoi dadat zastaunat auno?
When will he ever be (there), he who will give him physical assistance?

3L.16a  parasd aunat, yabi huuo ya budinus . . .
.. .yadi huuo anhat ya.siinonasca.
T ask this: how that munificent man. ..
... when he will be (there), and how acting.
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43.06cd  astunat asom %iiat, ustana aojoyhuuat;
Xanyg dmrasoi xsabroi %iiat Grmaitis.
In bodily form may Right be (present), vigorously strong;
in sight of the sun with Dominion may Piety be (present).

s0.7d mahmii %iiata annaifhe.
May ye be (there) for my succour.

In several passages the subjunctive aghat or ayhati is used in predicting how some-
thing will turn out, as in 29.4c 264 [na] ayhat, yabi huuo vasat “it will be so [for us] as
he wishes,” 30.11¢ at aipi tais ayhaiti ustia “then thereafter it will be as desired,” 31.5¢
tacit . ..ya noit va ayhat ayhaiti va “those things that will not be or will be,” 48.4d
8Balimi xratian apamam nand ayhat “in thy sapience at the last it will be differently”
(for the adherents of good or bad thought), and 48.0d vidiiat . .. yabi hoi asis ayhbat

»

“may he know how his reward is to be.” ‘Be’ in these passages implies more than just
achieving existence in a particular form. It refers to how future outcomes will present
themselves (vorhanden sein) and be experienced by those affected.

In one passage of the Behistun inscription (DB iv 60) Darius claims that

Auramazdi-maiy wpastam abara utd aniyiba bagiha tyaiy hatiy.
Auramazda brought me assistance, and the other gods that there are.

Presumably the intention is not to contrast a set of gods who exist with another set
who do not. In another inscription (DPd 13, 22, 24) it is

mand Auramazda upastim bavatuv hadd vibaibis bagaibis.
Let A. bring me assistance together with the gods of my house.’

» <

So the gods tyaiy hatiy are probably the ones “that are there (for me),” “my gods.”

Zoroaster uses a similar expression when he says he will worship under their own
(true) names those (powers) ydi ayharaci hantica “who have been and are” (Y s1.22b).

5 Greek

In Ebeling’s Homeric lexicon, as mentioned earlier, the first meaning given for efui
is ‘vivo et vigeo’. There are certainly passages where it distinguishes living from dead
persons. ov yap €tt...%oav, it is said of the sons of Oineus (Il. 2.641 [cf. 642], Od.
1.289), and people of the future are égaopevor avbowmor (Il. 3.287, 460) or just égoope-
vor (2.119, 6.358, etc.). Yet it is not the Homeric view that the dead do not exist. They

SElsewhere (DSe 5o, XPb 27, etc.) it is simply hadi bagaibis.
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exist, but in another place. In Od. 24.263—4 Odysseus, concealing his identity from
his father Laertes, tells him how he asked someone he had met on the way

audi Eetvan éudi, v mov Lwer Te kal EoTiv

7 7on Tébvmke kai elv "Aidao douoraiy.

About my friend, whether he is alive and éoriv
or is now dead and in Hades’ halls.

As érTwv is contrasted with being in Hades, it evidently means ‘is here in this world’
(Klowski 1967:139). In Il. 22.378-84 Achilles proposes a renewed assault on Troy to
see whether, now that Hector has fallen, the Trojans will give in or whether they will
stand fast kai “Extopog oUkér’ éovrog “even though Hector no longer éo71.” He says this
standing over Hector’s body, to men who are gleefully stabbing it, and at the end of
his speech “he began to do unseemly things to lordly Hector” (395). So Hector has
not ceased to exist. kal “ExTopos olkéT’ éovtog means, in effect, “even with Hector no
longer there (to help them).”

When Laertes learns that his son is alive before him and has killed the suitors of
Penelope, he exclaims (Od. 24.351):

Zet maep, 1 pa €1 éaté Beol kaTa wakeoy "Olvumoy.

Father Zeus, in truth you gods still exist/are still there on Olympus.

In several places we find the phrase feoi aiev éovres, usually rendered “the gods who
are forever” or “the everlasting gods.” We cannot quarrel with the translation, but
we should remember that the Homeric gods do not, like those of Epicurus, exist in
a separate realm unconnected with our world: they are there to observe, react to,
and intervene in human affairs. To speak of their eternal existence is to remind the
hearer that they are a force in our present world and not to be forgotten. We might
translate “the gods who are always there.” It is the same when Hesiod warns the local
squirearchs that there are gods present among us taking note of perversions of justice
(Op. 249-56):

éyys yap év avlpwmotaty éovteg
abavaror doalovrar. ..
Tpic yap uvpiot elaiy émi yfovi mouhuBoTeion
abavator Zmyos dpvAaxec Bvmtdy avlowmwy . . .

7 0¢ Te mapbévos éami Ak, Alog éxyeyavia . . .

Note the qualification of éovres by “nearby, among mankind” and of eigiv by “(here)
on earth”; with éori Aikm we understand similarly, “is here present in our world.”
Ebeling’s second heading (1885:1.360) is ‘il y a, es gibt’. From the many passages
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cited I will select a very few. At Od. 10.193 Odysseus, finding himself and his men on
an unknown island, invites them to consider

€l Tic €T EaTan umTIc éyw O oUK oloual €lvau
whether there is to be any further strategy (for us); I do not think there is
any.

€oratfeivar means ‘be available to us’. Similarly at Od. 24.486 Zeus decrees an end
to the dispute between Odysseus’ family and those of the slain suitors. Let them be
friends as before,

mAobTog 0€ Kal eipnun aiis €oTw,

let prosperity and peace be (there for them) in abundance.

It would have made little difference to these examples if a dative pronoun had been
added. At Il. 22.50 Priam says that if his sons Lykaon and Polydoros are alive, he will
be able to ransom them for bronze and gold, éort yap évdov “for it is available within,”
while at 23.549 a similar statement is made with a pronoun included: Antilochos says
to Achilles, éort ot év khuain ypuoog moAls, €0t O€ yaAkdg. The very common construc-
tion of éom with a dative to indicate possession rests on just this sense of the verb, ‘is
present, is available’.

Another usage expresses availability for some immediate purpose or need, as in
11. 2.687 ov yap ény og Tis o émi aTixas Nynoarto “for there was no one (there) who
could lead them to the battle-lines,” 9.688 €iot kai oide Tad" eiméuev “here are these
men to confirm this,” Od. 14.496—7 aAAa Tig eim | einely Atoeidon Ayauéuvont “let there
be someone to tell Agamemnon™ (i.e. let someone here make himself available to
take the message), and 22.25 000¢ myr aomi émy 000 Ghxiwoy €yxos éréafar “there was
no shield or spear anywhere (there) to take.” A subject is not necessary, as éori/olk
ot 1s often used impersonally with an infinitive to mean ‘it is possible/impossible’,
i.e. ‘the opportunity is/is not there to...’ (cf. Delbriick 1900:28-9). With either the
personal or the impersonal use there may be a dative to specify the party to whom the
opportunity is or is not available.

We routinely say ‘it is Thursday’, and when we see Od. 2.89 70n yap ToiTov éotiy

oINS

étog or D. 18.169 éomépa .. .7y, we naturally translate “it is now the third year,” “it
was evening.” But what is the “it” that is Thursday or the third year or the evening?
The Greek examples, at least, may be better understood as “the third year is here,”
“evening was at hand,” as if it were mapeoTt, mapiv; compare Catullus’ Vesper adest. We
render Il. 4.164 = 6.448 €ooetat fuap 6T av moT oAwAn "Thiog ipn as “there will be a
day when Ilios will perish,” but it is not a matter of that day’s having existence but of
its attaining presence. “There will come a day” is an equally appropriate translation. At
11. 8.66 odpa weév nws 7y is not “while the morning existed,” for Eos does not go out of

existence after making her daily appearance. It is “while the morning was there.”
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I will add a couple more post-Homeric passages. One is from the Theggniden (s15),
where the poet welcomes a guest. He says he is a poor man, he “has nothing,” tév ¢’
ovtwy TapoTa mapébopey “but I will give you the best of what there is (in my house),”
as if it were t@v vrapyovtwy. The Homeric equivalent is mapesvrwy, as in the formulaic
line eldara AN émbetoa, xaoilouévy mapesvtwy, of the housekeeper who sets a generous
meal before a visitor. Such a use of Ta 6vta was recognized more widely; cf. Pl. Gry.
STIb éxetvov amokTevel, éav BolAnTal, kal adaionoretar Ta ovra “he will kill that man if he
likes, and take away his property” and other passages cited in LS] s.v. efur A 1.

Another case where @v is clearly equivalent to mapwv is S. Ant. 1108-9. Kreon, find-
ing himself in need of urgent action, shouts for all his servants: i’ i7’ énaoves, / of T’
ovtes of T amovres “gO, go, attendants, those present and those absent.”

6 Latin

Latin esse has a similar range of uses to the Greek verb, except that it is not found for
‘it is possible to . ..". I will content myself with citing a number of passages from early
writers where it clearly means ‘is/was at hand’. First, one that recalls one of the Hittite
texts quoted above, Turp. com. 194—s Ribbeck:

simul circumspectat: ubi praeter se neminem

widet esse, tollit aufert.

At the same time he looks about: when he sees that no one but himself
is (there), he picks it up and carries it off.

Out of many passages in Plautus, diligently registered by Lodge (1901-33:2.701-2), I
will pick out, from a fragment quoted by Gellius 3.3.3,

ubi is [uenter) te monebat, esses, nisi cum nihil evas.
nunc etiam quod est, non estur, nisi Soli lubet.

A parasite is complaining that in his youth people did not set their mealtimes accord-
ing to the sundial but ate when they were hungry:

When your belly prompted you, you would eat, except when there was
nothing there.
Nowadays even what is there is not eaten except at the sun’s pleasure.

Other examples include Amz. 429 cadus evat wini, inde impleni hirneam “there was a jar
of wine (there), I filled the jug from it,” As. 195 quid si non est? “What if I haven’t got
(the money)?” (cf. Aul. 376, Cur. 34), Per. 655 nam etsi ves sunt fractae, amici sunt tamen
“for even if my fortunes are wrecked, I still have friends,” and Rud. 841 quin occidisti
extemplo? :: gladius non evat, “why didn’t you kill him on the spot? :: There was (I had)
no sword.” From prose authors: Cato Agr. 28 caucto, cum uentus siet aut imber, effodias
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aut feras “beware of digging (trees) up or transporting them when there is wind or
rain,” 120 totum annum mustum evit “there will be must for the whole year” (if you
follow these rules), and Var. R. 1.11.2 5i ommnino aqua non est uina, cisternae faciendne
sub tectis et lacus sub dio “if there is no running water at all (on the site), you must make
cisterns indoors and a pond in the open.”

Also relevant is the idiom guid tibi est? or just quid est? (Pl. Am. 810, Ter. An. 860,
etc.), meaning “what is the matter?”, that is, the thing that is besetting you.

= Conclusion

We take similar uses for granted in English. We are as likely to say What is it? as What is
the matter? And someone who asks Is there any sugar? does not mean “Does sugar exist
in the universe?” but “Is sugar available here and now?” (in this house/bar/restaurant).

But it is the pervasiveness of the adessive function in the ancient languages that
guarantees its antiquity, if not its primacy. In favour of its primacy is the relative ease
with which the other main uses of the verb can be derived from it. The development
of the existential and copulative uses, I think, is straightforward and needs no further
explanation. As to the veridical use, it is not difficult to trace a line from ‘is there’
to ‘is manifest” and so to ‘is undeniable’. Seeing is believing. “There you are,” “it is
staring us in the face,” “es liegt auf der Hand” are all equivalent to “it is plainly so.”
As noted earlier, the participle of *ses- and extended forms (*spt-, *snt-yd-, *sdnt-o-)
were especially favoured in this sense, but it was not exclusive to them. A Hittite king
could confess to a sinful act by saying észi=at, iyawen=at “there it is, we did it,” where
“there it is” is equivalent to “it is a plain fact.”®

The tidiest formulation is perhaps the following. From the general meaning ‘be
there’, a series of more specialized uses developed: (1a) ‘be on earth among the living’;
(1b) ‘be on the cosmic scene, exist’ (e.g. of gods); (2) ‘be in store’; (3) ‘be to hand’;
(4) ‘be manifest, undeniable’; (5) with nominative predicate, ‘be there’ in a certain
condition or with a certain identity (the copulative use). There is an interesting non-
IE parallel in the Akkadian verb &asi, whose range of meaning corresponds exactly
to (1)—(4) above, whereas it is not used as a copula.” We may take this as a further

indication that the copulative use of *4,¢s- is contingent, not intrinsic.
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