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The Syntax of Imperatives
In Old and Modern Icelandic

1. Introduction

*pu far heim!
you go home

(1) a. Fardu heim!
go-you home

*pu ver rolegur!
you be calm

b. Verturolegur!
be-you calm

*pu seg henni ekki fra pessu!
you tell her not from this

c.  Segdu henni ekki fra pessu!
tell-you her not from this
‘Don't tell her about this!’

(2) a. (i geer) forstu heim. pu forst heim.

(yesterday) went-you home

(1 geer) varstu rolegur.
(yesterday) were-you calm

you went home

pU varst rolegur.
you were calm

c. (I geer) sagdirdu henni fra pessu. PU sagdir henni fra pessu.
(yesterday) told-you her about this  you told her about this

(3) a. *Eg meli svo fyrir ad hafdu/pa haf pig haegan!
| demand that have-you/you have you quiet
'Please be quiet’

b. *Eg bid um ad vertu/pa ver kyrr!
| ask that be-you/you be staying

(4) a. ,,Numunum vid Bardur son minn nattseta likin en pér farid [you (pl.)
go] med pa er lifs eru og vinnid peim beina“ (Droplaugarsona saga, s.
360)
b. ,,Munum vid semja mal med okkur en pid farid [you (pl.) go] na vel*
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(Fljétsdaela saga, s. 394)

c. ,Egaskuldad heimta hér & einum be litlum* — og nefndi baeinn — ,,og
vil eg pangad rida og heimta skuldina en pér ridid [you (pl.) ride] eftir
tomlega.” (Gisla saga Sdrssonar, s. 873)

(5) a. Nuer pad mitt rad vio Gunnar ad pér farid [you (pl.) go] nordur i vor a
tveim skipum, tolf & hvoru. (Kroka-Refs saga, s. 1528)
b.  Enpo ad ydur pyki ni mjog & lidid sumar pa vil eg pd pad rada your ad
pér 14tid [you (pl.) leave] & brott hédan pvi ad hér er folk otratt og illt
vidureignar. (Eyrbyggja saga, s. 622)

(6) /CP\
T e
C IP
" /I\
I VP
| >
NP V’
| T~
P
a. Hann,, skrifadi, s; v, grein
he wrote a paper
b.  Pessagrein; skrifadi, hann;, v, Si Vi S

this paper  wrote he

2. The position of imperative verbs in Modern Icelandic

(7) a.  Skrifadir pu pessa grein?
wrote you this paper
‘Did you write this paper?’

b.  Skrifadi hann pvi grein um malid.
wrote he thus a paper on the subject
‘Therefore, he wrote a paper on the subject.’



(8) CP

TN
Spec /C’
&N
o
T
|
I VP
| >
NP V°
| T~
V NP
A

a. Q  Skrifadir, p0, v, s; v, pessagrein?

wrote you this paper
b. NI Skrifadi; hann,v, s; v,  grein um malid

wrote he a paper on the subject
c. IMP Skrifas bli, V» StV grein um malid

write you a paper on the subject

(9) a. ,Hvort er [whether is] Flosi svo near ad hann megi heyra mal mitt?*
(Brennu-Njals saga, s. 280)
b. ,Hvort er [whether is] Onundur sjoni hér i pingbrekkunni?* (Egils
saga Skalla-Grimssonar, s. 509)

(10) CP

C’
N
C IP

e

NP ’\

| \7P\
NP /’\
\T A

ad pa, sagdir, Sii Vi bessa ségu
that you told this story



3. Imperative sentences in Old Icelandic

(11) a.

(12) a.

Raeddi Olafur ad huskarl skyldi inn ganga ,.en eg mun reka ad pér
nautin en pu bitt eftir.“[... I ... but you bind ...] (Laxdela saga, s.
1570)

Hann kvad svo vera skyldu ,,mun eg vera heima, segir hann, ,,en pu
far til tida ef pu vilt.“ [... I ... but you go ...] (Grettis saga
Asmundarsonar, s. 1055)

,.En fyrir pvi ad pu eggjar svo akaflega pa skal eg til rdda en pu fylg
mér drengilega og gakk nast mér ef pu ert eigi med 6llu blaudur.“ [...
I ... but you follow ...] (Gisla saga Surssonar, s. 895)

,,Eg mun hér vera a0 eigi komist madurinn 0t ef hann er hér inni en pu
gakk til stofu.“[... I ... but you go ...] (Gunnars pattur
Pidrandabana, s. 2140)

,,benna grip vil eg hafa til mins bus en pu haf annad fé i moti.“[... I
... but you have ...] (Porsteins saga Sidu-Hallssonar, s. 2063)

,En pu lat sem pu vitir eigi.“[... I ... but you behave ...] (Islendinga
saga, S. 247)

NU mun eg petta allt handsala pér en pu meel eftir preela mina ... [... I
... but you speak ...] (Eyrbyggja saga, s. 575)

,Hversu sem pad er pa vil eg petta verdkaupid en pu rad hverja semd
pa leggur henni.“ [... I ... but you decide ...] (Svarfdaela saga, s.
1813)

,,Nei,” kvad hann Gellir, ,,heldur vil eg segja upp settina en pu sit fyrir
svorunum.” [... I ... but you sit ...] (Bandamanna saga, s. 42)

,,Bn p6 mun eg ad stydja, sagdi borgeir, ,,en pu ver fyrir malinu.* [...
I ... butyou be ...] (Ljosvetninga saga, S. 1656)

,,Hafi sa fé petta, 16nd og lausaaura, er sigur faer en ver pu hvers mann
nidingur ef pt porir eigi.“ [... he ... who ... but be you ...] (Egils
saga Skalla-Grimssonar, s. 445)

,,En eg mun enn hlita baim minum og fara ekki til Hofs en haf pa mikla
pokk fyrir heimbodid.“ [... I ... but have you ...] (Vopnfirdinga saga,
s. 2006)

,,ENn hafou rad mitt ad pvi p6 ad pér pyki sem er ad eg er ungur.“ [...
but have-you ...] (Fljétsdeela saga, s. 691)

»EN vertu eigi lengur en lokid er kertinu og mun pa hlyda.“[... but
be-you ...] (Bardar saga Snefellsass, s. 70)

(13) Ved imperativ sattes i oldnorsk pronomenet foran kun naar det serlig
fremhaves, og kun ved en: en pu, Egill, hatta sva ferdum pinum (Falk &
Torp 1900:289).



(14) | eldre dansk seettes subjektet oftere farst: thu kynd hannum [...] (Falk &
Torp 1900:289).

(15) Sarskilt utsattes subjektet, da det skall framhévas, och darfor &r
tryckstarkt. Ex.: Tw gor aff thenna, huat tu gither! [...] Att darutdver ett
obetonat du eller I utsattes vid imperativ, ar karakteristiskt for
folkvisestil. Ex.: Tw alska frihet mer an gull! Tw tak tik wel til wara! [...]
(Wessén 1965:121).

(16) a.

(17) a.

,,P& bid pu [then propose you] Gudridar Hognadottur til handa mér,*
segir Grimur, ,,ef pu vilt a0 eg sé hja pér.“ (Hardar saga og Holmverja,
s. 1256)

Og pa far pu [then go you] aftur um Bolungarvéll og kom a Vidivéllu
til fundar vid sonu Hallsteins og bid pa hingad koma ef peir vilja hefna
foour sins. (Droplaugarsona saga, s. 357)

,,Pa taktu [then take-you] pvilika voru sem peir gera til handa pér,
Oddur og Arngrimur.“ (Haensna-poris saga, s. 1421)

,,.Sidan kom pu [after that come you] minu mali sem framast mattu en
ad lyktum pa neitadu konungdéminum einum.” (Haralds saga
Sigurdarsonar, s. 640)

“Sidan rid pu [after that ride you] i braut og rid Laxardalsheidi og svo
til Holtavorouheidar pvi ad pin mun eigi leitad til Hratafjaroar ...
(Brennu-Njals saga, s. 134)

“Sidan taktu [after that take-you]klaedi pin og vopn og lat pad til
reidu.” (Kjalnesinga saga, s. 1453)

,,En p06 gakk pu [however go you] ad finna konung adur pu farir.
(Brennu-Njals saga, s. 129)

,,NU skaltu fara i fridi fyrir mér hvert er pu vilt vetrarlangt en ad sumri
far pa [in the summer go you] Gt til islands pvi ad par mun pér audid
verda pin bein ad bera.“ (Grettis saga Asmundarsonar, s. 1017)

,,NU bu pu [now prepare you] til malid en eg mun vid taka i sumar a
pingi.“ (Vatnsdela saga, s. 1899)

,,NU haf pa [now have you] rad mitt um petta og ver hér eigi lengur en
eg legg rad til.*“ (Porsteins saga hvita, s. 2059)

,,NU lat [now let] hann orna sér og feer hann sidan til sels vors.*
(Ljosvetninga saga, s. 1686)

,,NU tak pu [now take you] aftur gledi pina hafilega.” (Ljosvetninga
saga, S. 1668)

,,NU ver [now be] ef pa vilt og abyrgst pig sjalfur hvad sem i kann
gerast.” (Sneglu-Halla péttur, s. 2218)



(18)

(19)

(20)

(21) a.

,,NU lattu [now let-you] i méti peim jafnmarga pina huskarla og vitum
hvorir par 1ati undan 60rum.* (Finnboga saga ramma, s. 670)

,,NU segdu [now tell-you] hvad 6gledi pinni veldur.” (Eiriks saga
rauda, s. 528)

,,NU far pu [now go you] heim og kom & bae pann er heitir &
Faskradsbakka i midju héradinu.” (Vopnfirdinga saga, s. 2002)

,,NU fardu [now go-you] og seg 6drum pessi tidindi pin pvi ad eigi
deyfist hugur minn vid mart.* (Fljotsdeela saga, s. 696)

Sentences of this sort normally have the same reading as corresponding
sentences with a ‘consequence-adverb’ or a ‘continuity-adverb’ in [Spec,
CP], most typically pvi ‘thus’, pa ‘then’, nU ‘now’ (these adverbs are
often ‘adverbial dummies’ of a sort). Thus, it is tempting to assume that
NI involves a null-operator in [Spec, CP]. If that is correct, the operator
‘binds’ or takes scope over the whole sentence, like overt adverbial
operators in [Spec, CP] (Halldér Armann Sigurdsson 1989:298).

En eiendommelighed er, at imperativ (ligesom i oldsaksisk, og i
oldheitysk ved ,,tuon‘) ogsaa kan forekomme i en med at indledet
bisaetning: pat raed ek pér, at pu bid Helga duga pér (Falk & Torp
(1900:192); cf. also Nygaard (1917:30) and lversen (1973:147)).

Nagon gang kan imperativ forekomma i bisats, i att-satser efter verb, som
betyder "bedja, bjuda, befalla'. Ex.: Tha sagdhe then ene: ,,Skip, jak
byudhir thik widh Gudz ordh ... at thu kom hit oc f66r oss ofwir watnit!*
[...]. Jak bidhir thik, at thu, mildasta iomfru, bidh for mik oc hielp mik at
faa j hymerike roo [...] (Wessén 1965:144).

,,Gerou annadhvort,"” sagdi haskarl, "ad pu far [that you go] & brott
eda gakk inn og ver hér i nott.*“ (Haensna-pPoris saga, s. 1428)

,,Pad rad mun eg péer kenna ad pu far [that you go] eigi lengra en nu
ertu kominn og etla eg petta vera heilradi. (Gudmundar saga dyra, s.
149)

,pad mun eg pér rada ad pu finn [that you find] Helga Asbjarnarson
og skorir & hann ad hann rétti pitt mal.« (Droplaugarsona saga, s.
356)

,.NU vil eg bjéda pér 16g," segir Gunnlaugur, "ad pu gjalt [that you
pay] mér fé mitt eda gakk & holm vid mig ella & priggja néatta fresti.
(Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu, s. 1176)

,.pess bid eg pig frendi,” segir Gyda, "ad pu lat [that you let] hér eigi
reena og eigi gera hervirki en hafid hédan slikt sem pér pykist purfa i
birgdum i heimuld.“ (Porgils saga skarda, s. 604)
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(22)

/7, S

ad
that

,,NU ger pu svo mannlega ad pu rek [that you drive] pa brottu svo ad
vid porfnumst eigi allra gddra hluta.* (Porvalds pattur vidforla, s.
2326)

,,EQ Vil eiga kaup vid pig Audur,"” segir hann, "ad pu seq [that you
tell] mér til Gisla en eg mun gefa pér prji hundrud silfurs pbau sem eg
hefi tekid til hfuds honum.* (Gisla saga Surssonar, s. 890)

,,Ger pu annadhvort ad pu sel [that you sell] pa fram ella munum vér
brenna upp bainn.* (Ljésvetninga saga, s. 1689)

,,NU ger pu svo mannlega ad pu sit [that you sit] heldur ad eignum
binum hér.« (Olafs saga helga, s. 399)

,Verda kann pad," segir Arnkell, "en pad vil eg vid pig mela,
Pdrarinn freendi, ad pu ver [that you stay] med mér par til er lykur
malum pessum & nokkurn hatt.* (Eyrbyggja saga, s. 557)

CP

pec :
C C\IP
NP/\I'
/\
I
]
Y P

bennan mannj bekktij hink tj tk tj tj
this man knew she

'that she knew this man’



(23) a.

(24) a.

(25) a.

(27) a.

In Modern Icelandic, the word order of imperative clauses (V1) is
explained by claiming that an abstract imperative operator is situated in
Spec-CP, and the imperative verb itself in C (cf. (8)).

In Modern Icelandic, imperative verbs do not occur in subordinate
clauses. This is explained by referring to the placement of the
complementizer in C, barring the movement of the finite verb to that
position (cf. (10)).

In Old Icelandic, there are several examples of the subject preceding an
imperative verb in main clauses (cf. (11)); such sentences are
impossible in Modern Icelandic.

In Old Icelandic, the are are several examples of adverbial phrases
preceding an imperative verb in main clauses (cf. (16) and (17)); such
sentences are impossible in Modern Icelandic.

In Old Icelandic, there are several examples of an imperative verb in
the second position in subordinate clauses (cf. (21)); such examples are
impossible in Modern Icelandic.

In Old Icelandic, just as in Modern Icelandic, there are no examples of
an imperative verb in the first position in subordinate clauses.

The explanation in (23a) cannot cover the examples in (24a), because
the imperative operator in Spec-CP should attract the verb and cause it
to move to C (cf. (8)).

The explanation in (23a) cannot cover the examples in (24b), because
the phrase preceding the verb (subject or adverbial) would collapse
with the imperator in Spec-CP (cf. (6) and (8)).

The explanation in (23b) cannot cover the examples in (24c), for the
same reason as mentioned in (24b).

Lat pa daudu grafa sina hinu daudu, en pu gakk [but you go] og boda
Guds riki.

En pu fylg [but you follow] pessum pistli eftir sinni skikkan og
stunda Jesum Krist og hans evangelia ...

En pa vert [but you be] herkinn sem gédur kappi Jesu Kristi.

En pu tala [but you speak] svo sem pad hefir heilsusamlegum
leerdomi.

Pvi sja nu til ad pu haga [that you behave] pér svo i pessum nyja
testaments bokum ad pu kunnir peer ad lesa & pennan hatt.

Sja na til ad pu seg [that you tell] pad 6ngum, heldur far pd og syn
big prestahdfdingjanum og férna fyrir pinni hreinsun sem Moses
baud til vitnisbyrdar yfir pa.



c. P& bid eg pig fadir ad pu send [that you send] hann i mins fodurs has
bvi ad eg hefi fimm braedur ad hann gefi peim vitneskju af svo ad eigi
komi peir i pennan kvalastad.

d. Sjatil ad pu gjor [that you do] pad ei.

4. What has changed?

(28) a.  Vertu rélegur!
be-you calm

b.  PU skalt vera rélegur!
you must be calm

c. buatt ad verarélegur!
you ought to be calm

d. Rolegur!
calm

(29) a.  Gerdu petta ekki!
do-you this not

b.  bu matt ekki gera pettal
you may not do this

c. Ekki gera petta!
not do this

d. Ekki!
not

(30)a. ,,Eg mun gifta pér dottur mina med peim skilmala ad pu skalt fara
[that you shall go] adur Ut til islands og drep adur Porgrim prida og
feer mér hofud hans.” (Viglundar saga, s. 1968)

b. ,Pad skal upphaf sattar okkarrar Asbjorn ad pu skalt ganga [that you
shall enter] undir landsl6g pau ad s& madur er drepur pjonustumann
konungs pa skal hann taka undir pa pjonustu ef konungur vill.* (Olafs
saga helga, s. 398)



(31) a.

(32) a.

Pordur kvad hann hafa skyldu erindi sitt sem hann beiddi ,,0g vil eg
eigi fyrir hafa nema vingan pvi ad pu skalt koma [you must come] i
Holm er pua ferd heim og seg ad pi munt koma sidar ad vitja geldfjar®.
(Bjarnar saga Hitdalakappa, s. 100-101)

Eg segi ad pu matt ekki gera petta!
| say that you may not do this

Eg er ad segja ad pa skulir samt gera petta!
| am saying that you must anyway do this

Eg endurtek ad pu 4tt ad gera petta!
| repeat that you ought to do this

Adstaedur eru pannig ad pa verdur ad gera petta
The situation is such that you have to do this

,,En pad er til bota ad pu munt slikan a baugi eiga bratt enda tak pu nu
Oxi pina er hér hefir verid. (Brennu-Njals saga, s. 169)

,,Enda far nu vel og heil, déttir min.* (Eiriks saga rauda, s. 524)

,,FOr Bergur pa utari, bikkjan, er eg sl6 hann svo ad hann féll vid,
enda kom pu nu til hélmstefnunnar ef pu hefir heldur manns hug en
merar.” (Vatnsdzela saga, s. 1884)

,,Pigg pu lif pitt af mér enda vertu mér tr.* (Gunnars saga
Keldugnupsfifls, s. 1152)

(33) Subject-Verb order in different types of main clauses (Halldér Armann
Sigurdsson 1990:45, 51)

Order Non-conjoined  After og After en
(1st/2nd pers.pron.) (all NPs) (all NPs)

VS 96 699 2

SV 109 84 426

(34) Word order in different types of main clauses

Declarative clauses Imperative clauses
Nonconjoined Optional  (V1/V2)  Fixed (V1)
After og Optional  (V1/V2)  Fixed (V1)
After en Fixed (V2) Optional  (V1/V2)
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(35) a. Far (pa) at!
go (you) out

b. Fardu ut!
go-you out

c. Fard *(pu) at!
go YOU out

d. *Fardu pa ut!
go-you you out

5. Conclusion

(36) At some time, after the middle of the 16th century, imperative verbs
ceased to be able to stand in other position than the initial one, and
accordingly, imperatives disappeared completely from subordinate
clauses. It is not quite clear how to explain this change, but it appears to be
natural to look at it in connection with various other changes which have
tended to strengthen the effects of formal syntactic features on the
syntactic structure of Icelandic, at the expense of semantic and functional
factors.
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TEXTS

Islendinga sogur; eds. Bragi Halld6rsson, Jon Torfason, Sverrir Tomasson &

Ornoélfur Thorsson. Svart a hvitu, Reykjavik, 1985-86:
Bandamanna saga, Bardar saga Snefellsass, Bjarnar saga Hitdelakappa,
Brennu-Njals saga, Droplaugarsona saga, Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar,
Eiriks saga rauda, Eyrbyggja saga, Finnboga saga ramma, Fljotsdzla
saga, Gisla saga Surssonar, Grettis saga Asmundarsonar, Gunnars saga
Keldugnupsfifls, Gunnars pattur Pidrandabana, Gunnlaugs saga
ormstungu, Hallfredar saga vandradaskalds, Hardar saga og Holmverija,
Heensna-pdris saga, Kjalnesinga saga, Krdka-Refs saga, Laxdala saga,
Ljosvetninga saga, Sneglu-Halla pattur, Svarfdela saga, Vatnsdzla saga,
Viglundar saga, Vopnfirdinga saga, borsteins saga hvita, Porsteins saga
Sidu-Hallssonar, borvalds pattur vioforla.

Sturlunga saga; eds. Bergljot Kristjansdéttir, Bragi Halldorsson, Gisli
Sigurdsson, Gudrdn Asa Grimsdéttir, Gudrin Ingdlfsdottir, Jon Torfason, Sverrir
Toémasson & Ornolfur Thorsson. Svart  hvitu, Reykjavik, 1988:

Gudmundar saga dyra, Islendinga saga, Porgils saga skarda.

Heimskringla; eds. Bergljot Kristjansdottir, Bragi Halldorsson, Jon Torfason &
Ornélfur Thorsson. Mal og menning, Reykjavik, 1991:
Haralds saga Sigurdarsonar, Olafs saga helga.

Nyja testamenti Odds Gottskalkssonar; eds. Sigurbjorn Einarsson, Gudrdn
Kvaran & Gunnlaugur Ingdlfsson. Logberg, Reykjavik, 1988.
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SUMMARY

It is a fairly standard assumption that in imperatives, as in yes/no-questions and Narrative
Inversion, the finite verb is in C, and an operator of the relevant type is hosted in Spec-CP.
Therefore, no lexical phrase can be moved to Spec-CP, and hence these sentence types will be
verb-initial on the surface. This analysis also explains why these sentence types do not occur
in subordinate clauses, where C° is occupied by the complementizer so that the verb cannot
move there. Despite this, it is not unusual for imperative verbs in Old Icelandic to stand in the
second position in main clauses, preceded either by the subject or by some adverbial.
Furthermore, Old Icelandic exhibits a number of subordinate clauses with imperative verbs.
Such sentences are still found in 16th century Icelandic, but they have disappeared completely
from all the Modern Scandinavian languages. Since these different imperative constructions
disappear at the same time, it seems reasonable to assume that there is only one change
involved, not two - one in main clauses and another in subordinate clauses.

The change in question is that imperative verbs must stand in C in Modern Icelandic,
whereas they did not necessarily have to do so in Old Icelandic. | suggest that the reason for
this is that the imperative operator was optional in imperative clauses in Old Scandinavian,
whereas it has now become obligatory. When the imperative operator was not present,
nothing prevented subjects and other phrases from moving to Spec-CP in main clauses; and
the imperative verb could stay in 1° in subordinate clauses. It is of course usually assumed that
the relevant operators must be present in yes/no-questions, imperatives, Narrative Inversion,
etc., in order to ensure the correct interpretation of such sentences. However, imperative
clauses differ from questions and sentences with Narrative Inversion in one important feature;
they carry a morphologically distinctive marker, the imperative form, that the other types do
not have. In languages having a morphologically distinctive imperative form, therefore, we do
not need an imperative operator in order to interpret imperative clauses as commands,
because the form of the verb will ensure such an interpretation anyway.

In imperative main clauses in Old Icelandic, the verb must stand in the initial position in
non-conjoined clauses and after og, whereas it can (and usually does) follow the subject in
clauses beginning with en. If the word order in imperative clauses were an independent
syntactic phenomenon, conditioned by the presence of an imperative operator in Spec-CP but
unrelated to other word order factors, we would expect the examples of subject-initial
imperative sentences to be evenly distributed among these three types of main clauses. The
fact that they are not seems to indicate that the word order in imperative main clauses did, to
some extent at least, obey the same principles as the word order in declarative clauses; that is,
it was in part pragmatically conditioned. Thus, the change in the syntactic position of
imperative verbs from Old to Modern Icelandic can be interpreted as a case of
grammaticalization, since the position of imperative verbs is no longer dependent on semantic
or pragmatic factors in any way, but instead governed by purely syntactic factors.
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