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      Icelandic is a complicated language. It’s a bloody mess grammatically, a nightmarish mishmash of inflected nouns, verbs, adjectives and pronouns, corresponding to four different cases, three different noun genders, moods, voices and constructions, plus any number of exceptions and rules that seem completely arbitrary, and very often are.

      As a matter of fact, the Icelandic language is a lot like the Icelandic people. In my casual study of the Icelanders over the years I have been able to ascertain only one thing: they are impossible to pin down because they are full of paradoxes. The moment you think you know one thing about them (“they are so cosmopolitan!”) the polar opposite will suddenly pop out at you (“oh but they’re so provincial, forever trying to keep up with the Joneses”). The Icelandic language, meanwhile, has at its core a crazy paradox: this impossibly difficult grammar, and an endearingly prosaic, almost naive way of cobbling together vocabulary.

      So perhaps the Icelanders love Icelandic so much because it mirrors the essence of their collective souls. And love it they do. Whenever someone conducts one of those “what is it that defines us as a nation” surveys, at the top of the list is usually “our mother tongue”. Note: not “the language” or “Icelandic”, but “our mother tongue”. You see, when the Icelanders start talking about Icelandic they get all highbrow and poetic. Indeed, a popular sobriquet for the language is okkar ástkæra ylhýra, which literally means “our beloved and gentle”. Need I say more?

      This book is not about the technicalities of Icelandic. It is not a book that will help you learn the language, or make sense of Icelandic grammar. It is not even a book that will help you order a beer in a pub. (Don’t worry. You can use English for that.) Rather it is an overly ambitious and rather inadequate attempt to present how the very essence of the Icelandic people and their culture is reflected in the language.

      That nature is in large part shaped by the fight to survive in adverse circumstances – a harsh climate, a beautiful yet unforgiving landscape, geographical isolation, and intense poverty. One of the greatest revelations to me after I started working on this book is how those things tend to crystallise in the idioms and proverbs of the language. They reveal the things that cut to the heart of the nation and so I have paid special attention to them. I also discovered that Icelandic has such a great many idioms and proverbs that I only managed to cover a fraction. I am now starkly aware of how much the Icelanders like to express themselves in allusions.

      Before I proceed I should warn speakers of American English that punctuation is placed outside of quotation marks throughout this book. This is on purpose, because I decided to go with British English. Hence some words may look misspelled to you, while they probably look correct to those who live across the pond. Conversely, I have sometimes used American terms for things (“sweater” springs to mind) that may look odd to the British speakers but which look perfectly OK to me. Blame it on my Canadian upbringing, if you will.

      I also had some feedback concerning the Icelandic terms in this book – specifically that non-native speakers were interested in knowing how they are pronounced. This presented a bit of a dilemma. In the end I decided on this: to record the various terms, and to post the audio file on my website under the URL aldasigmunds.com/audiofile. So if you read something in this book and are curious about how it sounds, you will find the answer there.

      Finally, a cursory warning: this book contains profanity in places, so if you’re sensitive about that sort of thing you may want to read it with one eye closed. Consider yourselves warned.
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            A BRIEF, BRIEF HISTORY OF ICELANDIC

          

        

      

    

    
      Before I start dissecting I should probably provide a bit of background. Icelandic, as you may know, is a Nordic language, which makes it a subgroup of the Germanic languages. By virtue of this you might think that we would automatically be able to understand our Danish, Swedish and Norwegian brethren (the Finns, of course, are out in the linguistic stratosphere somewhere) and that they, in turn, would be able to understand us.

      This is not so.

      Iceland was settled by Norwegian Vikings in the 9th century AD (and, as it happens, by the Irish slaves they kidnapped en route, but nobody ever talks about that). The language spoken by these Vikings formed the basis of Icelandic, and the two languages—Old Norwegian and Icelandic—remained very similar until around the 14th century. From that point on Norwegian started to change due to external influences, but given that Iceland was a tad out of the way geographically and Icelanders generally weren’t skipping off to the mainland whenever they felt like it, Icelandic remained trapped in a sort of linguistic time capsule. Due to their isolation the Icelanders have quite unwittingly maintained their primitive, arbitrary grammar, and are therefore the etymological equivalent of a primal tribe somewhere in Africa.

      Back in those days people weren’t too concerned with the intricacies of case and inflection and all the things that make grammar so complex. In fact, they probably didn’t even have a word for “grammar”. They just talked in some random Neanderthal fashion about the things they wanted to talk about. Over time and with expanded use of a language the rough edges got polished off and people’s verbal expressions became smooth and streamlined—much as we see in English, at least grammatically speaking. But not so with Icelandic.

      That said, let me now backpedal and declare that Icelandic does, in fact, have a linguistic sibling, and that linguistic sibling is Faroese, the language of the Faroe Islands. The Faroes are located southeast of Iceland and were, like Iceland, originally settled by Vikings. While Icelanders don’t have a particularly easy time conversing with other Nordic nationals, unless they have learned their languages in school, they can converse reasonably easily with the Faroese. Like Icelandic, the Faroese language remained isolated throughout the centuries and did not absorb many external influences. So the Icelanders and the Faroese essentially occupy adjacent linguistic bubbles with enough overlap that they can actually understand one another—at least if they don’t speak terribly fast.
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            FUN FALSE FRIENDS

          

        

      

    

    
      But here’s the thing: to both the Icelanders and the Faroese, the other language often sounds like a slightly naive version of their own language. Its various terms can also seem borderline rude—enough to send the more juvenile among us into a fit of giggles.

      Take for example the phrase gildur limur. In Faroese, gildur means “valid”, whereas in Icelandic it means “thick”. Limur, meanwhile, means “member” in Faroese (as in, member of an association), whereas in Icelandic it means “penis”. So gildur limur means “a valid member of an organisation” in Faroese, and “thick penis” in Icelandic.

      The same phrase in Icelandic, however, would be fullgildur meðlimur—slightly different, but close enough so that all Icelanders can figure out what gildur limur actually means to our Faroese friends.

      This is but one example of many.

      I don’t know of any similar examples in Faroese (I’m not a linguistic insider, obviously) but I truly hope they have them, and that they sit snickering and grinning at our language in the same way we do at theirs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            ALL MY KINDER!

          

        

      

    

    
      On the subject of “false friends”—words that are similar but mean different things in different languages—I am reminded of a story about an Icelandic farmer who went to Germany.

      The word for “children” in German is kinder, as in Kindergarten. The word for “sheep” in Icelandic is kindur.

      Very similar, as you can plainly see.

      So this Icelandic farmer meets a German, who very genially asks him: “How many children (kinder) do you have?” The Icelander replies, “Oh about 200”.

      The German is understandably taken aback, and exclaims, “Oh my! Is it not difficult to take care of so many?”

      “Nah,” says the Icelander. “If it gets to be too much we just slaughter a few and eat them.”

      But I digress.
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            ÍSL-ENSKA

          

        

      

    

    
      It is pretty easy to geek out on Icelandic and English etymology if you like that sort of thing, finding ways in which the two were alike before they diverged and Icelandic floated off to stagnate in its own lexical bubble. Both Icelandic and English are part of the Indo-European language family and even share a secondary branch on the linguistic tree, as both are Germanic languages. This common origin can be perceived in many Icelandic and English words today, such as house = hús and book = bók, to name just two.

      Other words demonstrate well how Icelandic stalled while English evolved. For example, changes occurred in English whereby a term that once meant something general became narrowed down to mean one thing in particular. Linguists call this “semantic narrowing”.

      An example is the word “hound”, which used to mean any dog, but which today is a specific term meaning hunting dog. In Icelandic, meanwhile, the word hundur, an etymological brother to “hound”, still means any dog. Another example: “meat” used to mean any type of food in English, but today is used to talk about the flesh of an animal. In Icelandic the word matur, from the same root as “meat”, still means any type of food.

      Old English is, of course, unrecognisable to modern English speakers for the most part. To Icelanders, on the other hand, it often seems vaguely familiar. I once taught English for a summer in England, and one of the other teachers told me about an Icelandic student he had in one of his classes. He had shown the class a BBC documentary about the origins of English, and in one scene there was a person who spoke a dialect from the north of England that had changed very little since the Vikings had invaded back in the eight century AD. (The Vikings then continued on to Iceland.) The punch line of the story was that the Icelandic student in the class was able to understand the ancient dialect in the documentary, whereas the English speakers were not. To them it sounded completely alien.

      Perhaps it is no wonder then that the Icelandic word for English is “enska” while Icelandic (in Icelandic) is “ísl-enska”.
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            A CURSORY MENTION OF GRAMMAR

          

        

      

    

    
      I know I said this book wasn’t about grammar, but I have to give a wee sample just to illustrate what those intrepid souls who try to study Icelandic are up against. Full disclosure: I am not an expert in Icelandic grammar by any stretch. I barely have a clue what I am talking about. And you know what? Most Icelanders don’t have a clue, either. Ask them about Icelandic grammar and they’ll stare at you blankly for a minute before shrugging their shoulders, shaking their heads, and declaring that they really don’t know—they just speak it the way they learned it.

      That said ~

      Icelandic has four grammatical cases. Each verb, noun and adjective is inflected (read: changes) according to the case being used. Let’s take a look at the noun hestur (horse) which for some reason became the default word for illustrating this concept in Icelandic grammar teaching.
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