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1  An Overview of the Icelandic Sound System

Icelandic speech sounds can be divided into two main groups; consonants and vowels.
Icelandic consonants can be further divided into four classes: plosives (stops), fricatives
(and approximants), nasals, and liquids (laterals and trills/taps). Within the vowel group, a
further distinction can be made between monophthongs and diphthongs.

The following table gives an overview of the phonemes of the Icelandic IPA and X-
SAMPA symbol set, grouped by the phoneme classes to which they belong (according to
the manner of their articulation).

Consonants IPA° SAMPA Orthography IPA SAMPA  Gloss
Plosives p p bera [pe:ra] IpE:ra/ ‘carry’
p"  p_h pera [phera] Ip_hEira/  ‘pear’
t t dalur [ta:lvr] ta:lyr/ ‘valley’
th th tala [tha:la] It_halla/  ‘talk’
c c gera [ce:ra] [cE:ra/ ‘do’
¢t c_h keela [chaizla]  /c_hai:ila/  ‘cool off’
k k galdur [Kaltyr] /KkaltYr/ ‘magic’
kb k h kaldur [khaltyr]  /K_haltYr/ ‘cold’
Fricatives v % vera [vera] IVE:ra/ ‘be’
f f finna [fIna] [fIna/ “find’
0 D viour [vi:Ovr] IVIDYrl  ‘wood’
0 T bunnur [0ynyr] ITYnYr/  ‘thin’
S S sofa [so:va] /sO:val ‘sleep’
i J jata [jau:ta] /jau:ta/ ‘admit’
C C hjola [coula]  /Cou:la/ ‘cycle’
y G saga [sa:ya] /sa:Ga/ ‘story’
X X reekta [raixta] [raixta/ ‘grow’
h h halda [halta] /halta/ ‘hold’
Nasals m m muna [myma]  /mY:na/ ‘remember’
n n nela [nai:la] /nai:la/ ‘pin’
n J angi [aupcr] fauJcl/ ‘twig’
n N langur [laugkyr] /lauNkYr/  ‘long’
m m2O0 glampa [klampa] /glam_Opa/ ‘gleam’
n n_0 hnefi [ne:vi] In_OE:vl/  ‘fist’
n J O banki [paupci]  /baud_Ocl/ ‘bank’
0 N_O honk [heeigk] ~ /h9IN_Ok/  ‘loop’
Liquids I I sela [sai:la] /sai:la/ ‘bliss’
| I 0 velta [velta] IVEl_Ota/  ‘roll’
r r fara [fa:ra] [fa:ra/ ‘go’
r r 0 hradi [ra:on] /r_0a:DIl/  ‘speed’
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Vowels

Diphthongs

IPA° SAMPA Orthography IPA
Monophthongs 1

I
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Consonants

hitta
siour
iskra
nyta
nesti
lesa
aska
aka
undra
muna
oskur
bol
kastur
stpa
ostur
nota
ast
lata
osk
ljos
einn
leika
etla
efa
haust
laus
hugi
bogi

[hihta]
[sr:0vr]
[iskra]
[ni:ta]
[nesti]
[le:sa]
[aska]
[a:ka]
[vntra]
[my:na]
[eeskyr]
[Pee:l]
[kPustyr]
[su:pa]
[astyr]
[na:ta]
[aust]
[lau:ta]
[ousk]
[ljou:s]
[eitn]
[lei:ka]
[aihtla]
[ai:va]
[heeist]
[leei:s]
[hvij1]
[paiji]

SAMPA
/hihta/
/s1:DYr/
liskra/
/ni:ta/
InEstl/
/IE:sa/
/aska/
la:ka/
/Yntra/
/mY:na/
/9skY'r/
/p9:1/
/kustYr/
/su:pa/
/OstYr/
/nO:ta/
laust/
/lau:ta/
/ousk/
Nljou:s/
[eitn_0/
/lei:ka/
/aihtla/
[ai:va/
/h9ist/
/19i:s/
/nYijl/
/pOijl/

Gloss
‘meet’
‘custom’
‘creak’
‘utilize’
‘provisions’
‘read’

‘ash’

‘drive’
‘surprise’
‘remember’
‘scream’
‘misfortune’
‘broom’
‘soup’
‘cheese’
‘use’
‘love’
‘let’
‘wish’
‘light’

3 2

one
‘play’
‘intend’
‘practice’
‘autumn’
‘loose’
‘mind’
‘bow’

The standard Icelandic consonant system is considered to have the following sounds:

1.

Eight plosives — four unaspirated ([p, t, ¢, k]) and four aspirated ([p", t", c", k"]). All

Icelandic plosives are voiceless (even though the unaspirated ones may occasionally
become partly voiced intervocalically).

. Ten fricatives — four voiced ([v, 9, ], y]) and six voiceless ([f, 0, s, ¢, X, h]). The sounds

[v] and [j] could just as well be considered approximants, but it is customary to classify
them as fricatives.

. Eight nasals — four voiced ([m, n, n, n]) and four voiceless ([m, n, 1, §]). Icelandic has

nasals with four different places of articulation. Furthermore, all of these nasals can be
either voiced or voiceless, so that the nasal system consists of eight sounds.



4. Four liquids — two laterals, one voiced ([I]) and one voiceless ([1)], and two trills, one
voiced ([r]) and one voiceless ([r]). The voiced trill is exceptionally short in initial
position and word-internally after a long vowel — only about 1/3 of the length of a
normal short consonant. Phonetically, it is thus often more like a tap than a trill. For the
sake of consistency, we have chosen to transcribe it as [r] instead of [r], since there is
never any contrast between trills and taps in Icelandic.

1.2 Vowels

Icelandic has eight distinct monophthongs, all of which can be either short or long. These
are: [i, ., &, a, v, e, u, 0; 1, 1., €, a, Y, e, u;, o:]. Furthermore, Icelandic has seven
diphthongs, five of which can be either short or long: [au, ou, ei, ai, cei, i, oi; au:, ou., ei:,
ai:, cei:].

Phonetically, this transcription of some of the vowels is not quite accurate. The Icelandic
/al, for instance, is always transcribed as [a], although it is a central vowel and would more
correctly be transcribed as [e]. The vowel /ce/ is also more central than the transcription
would indicate, and sounds in many cases rather similar to schwa ([2]). However, we have
chosen to stick to the tradition here, since that can never cause any misunderstandings.

2 Distributional Characteristics of Individual Sounds

In the following sections, only the IPA transcription will be shown.

2.1 Plosives

In non-initial position, all plosives are unaspirated in standard pronunciation, such that
written p/t/k are pronounced [p, t, c/K], respectively — for variants, see 3.1. Furthermore, all
plosives are always unaspirated after voiceless consonants, in words like spila [spr:la]
‘play’, lyfta [Irfta] ‘lift’, hjarta [¢carta] heart’.

[kh])/[k] and [c"]/[c] are in a near-complementary distribution, the former mainly occurring
before back vowels, the latter mainly before front vowels. However, there are some
minimal pairs which make it necessary to use two pairs of symbols, such as kika [k"u:ka]
‘defecate”’ vs. kjuka [ctu:ka] ‘phalanx’; gola [kou:la] ‘howl’ vs. gjéla [cou:la] ‘breeze’.

Written geminate pp/tt/kk stand for preaspiration (the sound [h] + an unaspirated short
plosive), in words like hoppa [hohpa] ‘jump’, hattur [hahtyr] ‘hat’, pekkja [0ehca] ‘know’,
pakka [0ahka] ‘thank’. The same goes for the combinations p/t/k + I/n/m, in words like epli
[ehpli] ‘apple’, opna [ohpna] ‘open’, &tla [aihtla] ‘intend’, vatn [vahtn] ‘water’, Okkli
[cehklr] ‘ankel’, sakna [sahkna] ‘miss’, rytmi [rthtmi] ‘rhythm’.



In nonstandard pronunciation, a voiceless glottal stop ([?]) sometimes occurs instead of, or
preceding, an unaspirated plosive. Examples: Bjarni [pja?ni] (a man’s name), fotbolti
[fou?polti] “football’.

2.2 Fricatives

In word-internal position, [f, 6, x] and [v, 8, y], respectively, are for the most part in
complementary distribution; the former occurring before voiceless sounds and the latter
before voiced sounds (even though [d] also occurs before [s]). This does not at all
correspond to the writing conventions. For instance, intervocalic [v] is almost always
written f, as in lifa [l:va] ‘live’, sofa [so:va] ‘sleep’ (an exception is sOfi [sou:fi] ‘sofa’);
[y] is always written g, as in saga [sa:ya] ‘story’, vegur [ve:yvr] ‘road’; and [x] can
represent k, g, and x, as in blakta [plaxta] ‘flutter’, sagt [saxt] ‘said’ (past participle) and
lax [laxs] ‘salmon’, respectively (see, however, 3.9).

The sounds [d, y, X] usually do not occur in initial position. However, [X] is used for written
hv- in a minority variant — see 3.5. [0] is also used initially for written p- in reduced forms
of some pronouns and adverbs in continuous speech, such as [8ad], [dar], [6au] instead of
[06ad], [0ar], [Bau] for pad ‘it’, par ‘there’, pa ‘then’.

[¢] only occurs in initial position, in words beginning with written hj- or hé-, such as hja,
[cau:] ‘by’, hjarta [carta] ‘heart’, [ce:r] hér ‘here’.

[h] occurs initially and as the first sound in non-initial parts of compounds. It also occurs
word-internally in preaspiration constructions, written pp/tt/kk and p/t/k + I/n, as mentioned
in2.1.

2.3 Nasals

Of the eight nasals, [m] and [n] can be considered basic; all the others may be considered
to be derived from these two in special environments. However, we can find phonemic
contrasts which warrant the use of special symbols for these eight sounds.

The voiceless nasals occurs in medial position before written p/t/k (in standard
pronunciation, see also 3.2). Furthermore, [n] represents written hn- in initial position, in
words such as hnifur [ni:vyr] ‘knife’, hné [nje:] ‘knee’.

In writing, [n, ] are always represented by the combination ng or nk where g/k stands for
a palatal plosive, [c/c"]; [, ] are always represented by the combinations ng or nk where
g/k stands for a velar plosive, [k/k"].



2.4 Liquids

The voiceless lateral only occurs in word-internal position before written p/t/k (in standard
pronunciation, see also 3.2) and in initial position in words written with hl-, such as hlaupa
[leei:pa], ‘run’, hlusta [lysta] ‘listen’.

The voiceless trill only occurs in word-internal position before written p/t/k/s, in words like
harpa [harpa] ‘harp’, hjarta [carta] ‘heart’, harka [harka] ‘hardness’, hirsi [hirsi] ‘millet’,
and in initial position in words written with hr-, like hrjota [rjou:ta] ‘snore’, hrjafur
[fjuvyr] ‘tough’.

There are phonemic contrasts between the voiced and the voiceless liquids which make it
necessary to use special symbols for the voiceless variants.

2.5 Vowels

All the monophthongs and most of the diphthongs have a very free distribution — they can
occur initially, word-internally and finally, before and after many different consonants. The
diphthongs [vi] and [i], however, only occur in a special environment (before [ji], as in
hugi [hyiji] ‘mind’ and bogi [poiji] ‘bow’) and can only be short, whereas all the other
diphthongs have a relatively free distribution and can be either short or long.

2.6 Length

A number of Icelandic consonants (/p, t, ¢, k, f, s, m, n, |, r/) can be (phonologically) long
word-internally and in final position, but Icelandic does not have syllables of the type V:C:,
that is, a long vowel followed by a long consonant. From a phonological point of view,
consonant length must be considered basic, since the length of the preceding vowel is
determined by the phonemic length of the following consonant (short vowel before a long
consonant or a consonant cluster, with the execption of a few well defined clusters — p/t/k/s
+ V/j/r). Phonetically, however, the difference in duration between “long” and “short”
consonants is often negligible, whereas the difference between long and short vowels is
much more salient. Therefore, we have not found it necessary to mark consonant length in
the transcription and pairs with phonologically short vs. long consonants are thus
transcribed like this:

V:C Transcription  Gloss VC Transcription Gloss
bisa [prsa] ‘struggle’ vs. Dbyssa [p1sa] ‘gun’
koma [kho:ma] ‘come’ vs. komma [k"oma] ‘comma’



3. Regional Variation in Pronunciation

Dialectal differences in Icelandic pronunciation are negligible. However, some regional
variation can be found, even though dialect borders have become blurred in the past few
decades due to migration and influence of mass media.

3.1

As mentioned in 2.1, all plosives are unaspirated in non-initial (pre-vocalic) and final
position in standard pronunciation, such that written p/t/k are pronounced [p, t, c/K],
respectively. In Northern Iceland, however, plosives are often aspirated in these positions
(so-called “hardmeeli”, ‘hard speech’). Thus, we have the following variation:

Orthography  Standard pronunciation  Northern variant Gloss
hropa [rou:pa] [rou:pta] ‘shout’
vitur [vi:tyr] [vi:thyr] ‘wise’
bekja [Oe:ca] [Oe:cha] ‘cover’
veikur [vei:kyr] [vei:ktyr] e

This is by far the most common deviation from the standard pronunciation. Many speakers
also have “mixed” pronunciation — sometimes they use the aspirated plosives and
sometimes the unaspirated ones. The aspirated plosives are often associated with more
formal registers — for instance, some speakers who usually use unaspirated plosives may
use the aspirated plosives when reading aloud or giving a speech.

3.2

In Northern Iceland, especially in the Eyjafjordur and bingeyjarsysla area, nasals and some
laterals can be voiced before written p/t/k (so-called “voiced pronunciation”). Furthermore,
voiced [0] is used before k instead of standard [6]. Thus, we have the following variation:

Orthography  Standard pronunciation  North-Eastern variant Gloss

hempa [hempa] [hempha] ‘robe’
heimta [heimta] [heimtha] ‘demand’
aumka [ceimKka] [ceimkha] ‘pity’
vanta [vanta] [vantha] ‘need’
banki [paupcr] [paupchi] ‘bank’
banka [paunka] [paunkra] ‘knock’
hjalpa [caulpa] [caulp*ra] ‘help’
falki [faulcr] [faulehr] “falcon’
madkur [madkyr] [madkhyr] ‘worm’

Note that most words with It have voiceless [1], even in the North-Eastern variant —
[priltyr], [elta] for piltur ‘boy’, elta ‘follow’, not *[pilttyr], *[eltha]. The trill [1] is always
voiceless in this environment in all dialects.



There is a certain relationship between this variant and the one described in 3.1. The voiced
pronunciation implies aspirated plosives, whereas the converse does not hold. Thus,
variants like *[vanta] for vanta do not exist ([vanta] surely exists, but only as the normal
pronunciation of vanda, ‘do carefully’).

3.3

In standard pronunciation, g [K] is never pronounced in the cluster ngl. However, some
speakers in Northern Iceland, especially in the Eyjafjordur area, retain [K] in this cluster.
Thus, we have the following variation:

Orthography  Standard pronunciation  Northern variant Gloss
kringla [khrigla] [khrigkla] ‘disk’
englar [eiplar] [eigklar] ‘angels’

Speakers who use this variant usually also use the variants described in 3.1 and 3.2.

3.4

A few speakers in Northern Iceland, almost exclusively over 60, use labial and velar
plosives instead of fricatives before [0]. Thus, we have the following variation:

Orthography  Standard pronunciation  Northern variant Gloss
hafdi [havar] [hapdr] ‘had’
sagoi [sayor] [sakor] ‘said’

Speakers who use this variant usually also use the variants described in 3.1 and 3.2. This
variant appears to be disappearing.

3.5

Words beginning in written hv- (most of them question words like hver ‘who’, hvenar
‘when’, etc.) have [k"v] in standard pronunciation. However, [X] is used instead in these
words in a minority variant spoken in Southern Iceland, as mentioned in 2.2 (so-called “hv-
pronunciation”). Actually, this variant has two sub-variants (so-called “unrounded” vs.
“rounded hv-pronunciation”). Thus, we have the following variation:

Orthography  Standard Southern Southern Gloss
pronunciation variant A variant B

hver [Khve:r] [xe:r] [xver] ‘who’

hvener [Khve:nair] [xemair] [x“e:nair] ‘when’

These variants and the variants described in 3.1-3.4 are mutually exclusive — pronunciation
like *[xe:thja] (with an aspirated plosive) for hvetja ‘urge’ or *[xolphyr] (with a voiced
lateral and an aspirated plosive) for hvolpur ‘puppy’ does not exist.



3.6

In standard pronunciation, vowels are diphthongized and shortened before gi [ji]. Thus, we
often get a variation between short diphthongs and long monophthongs in inflectional par-
adigms: [haij1] hagi ‘pasture’ (nom.) vs. [ha:ya] haga ‘pasture’ (acc./dat./gen.); [ve:yyr]
vegur ‘road’ vs. [veijir] vegir ‘roads’. In Southern Iceland, however, long monophthongs
are sometimes retained in this environment. Thus, we have the following variation:

Orthography  Standard pronunciation  Southern variant Gloss
hagi [haiji] [ha:ji] ‘pasture’
vegir [veijir] [ve:jir] ‘roads’

This variant and the variants described in 3.1-3.4 are mutually exclusive. On the other hand,
this variant can co-occur with the variants described in 3.5 and most speakers using those
variants will probably also use this one. A compound word like hvildardaginn ‘day of rest’
(acc.def.art.) can thus have five different pronunciations: [ 'k"viltar taijin] (standard pro-
nunciation), [ 'xiltar taijm], [ 'x“iltar taijmn], [ xiltar ta:jm], [ xviltar ta:jm].

3.7

In standard pronunciation, [t] is inserted in clusters with rl and rn. In some cases, [t] re-
places the [r] entirely. However, a few speakers in South-Eastern Iceland do not insert [t]
in these clusters. Thus, we have the following variation:

Orthography  Standard pronunciation  South-Eastern variant Gloss
karlinn [khartln], [khatlin] [krarlm] ‘the old man’
barnid [partnid], [patnid] [parnid] ‘the child’

Speakers who use this variant may also use the variants described in 3.5 and 3.6. This
variant appears to be disappearing. We recommend using the [rtn]/[rtl] variant.

3.8

In standard pronunciation, monophthongs do not occur before palatal and velar nasals ([n,
1, n, §]) — instead, diphthongs are used. In the Western Fjords, however, the monophthongs
are sometimes retained. Thus, we have the following variation:

Orthography  Standard pronunciation  Western variant Gloss
tangi [thraupcr] [thapcr] ‘spit’
banki [paupcr] [pancr] ‘bank’
brongur [Oreeigkyr] [Oreenkyr] ‘narrow’
honk [heeink] [heenk] ‘loop’

This variant and all the variants described in 3.1-3.5 are mutually exclusive. Thus, pronun-
ciations like *[panchi] (with a voiced nasal) for banki ‘bank’ or *['xa:lfagk art] (with an
initial [x] instead of [k"v]) for hvalfangari ‘whaler’ do not exist.
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3.9

Until recently, words written with ks, gs and x used to be pronounced with a voiceless velar
fricative, [X]. Some speakers, especially people over 60, retain this pronunciation, but the
great majority of speakers now use the unaspirated velar plosive in these words instead.
Thus, we have the following variation:

Orthography  Standard pronunciation  Older variant Gloss

baksa [paksa] [paxsa] ‘struggle’
slugsa [stlyksa] [stlyxsa] ‘procrastinate’
vaxa [vaksa] [vaxsa] ‘grow’

Both the standard pronunciation and the older variant can co-occur with all variants de-
scribed above (except probably those in 3.4 and 3.7 which are only used by older people).

4. Mapping Orthography to Phonetic Transcription

This section describes how normal orthography can be mapped to phonetic (IPA) transcrip-
tion. In most cases, only standard pronunciation is shown, but three regional variants are
also included: Northern variant (“hardmeli”, 3.1), North-Eastern variant (voiced pronun-
ciation, 3.2) and Southern variant (hv-pronunciation, 3.5). Of course, a mapping like this
must be seen as a rough approximation. In many cases, there are other pronunciation pos-
sibilities, especially as regards consonant clusters (see also Section 5 below).

The transcription describes the pronunciation of individual words, and in continuous
speech, adjacent words can affect each other in various ways. For instance, a nasal in final
position can assimilate to an initial plosive in the following word; a voiced consonant in
final position can become partly or completely voiceless in utterance-final position or pre-
ceding a word beginning with a voiceless consonant; and so on.

One important factor not illustrated here is the effect of morpheme boundaries. In com-
pounds, phonetic processes usually apply in each part of the compound independently, but
the picture gets more complicated when it comes to the boundaries between roots and af-
fixes. Some affixes behave like parts of compounds in this respect, whereas in other cases,
phonetic processes apply between roots and affixes as if there were no boundaries.

In some cases, the same affix can behave differently in different words. Thus, -legur, which
is by far the most common affix in Icelandic, usually behaves like a part of a compound,
barring phonetic processes, as in heil-legur ‘seemingly intact’ [heileyyr]. However, in the
(much more frequent) word fal-legur ‘beautiful’, speakers don’t seem to be aware of the
boundary (since the modern meaning of the word is quite far from the origin in falur ‘avail-
able, for sale’) and the word is pronounced [fatleyyr] with [tl].

Cases like fallegur must be listed as an exception, but generally, it is necessary to have
information on morpheme boundaries in order to be able to pronounce and transcribe words
correctly. Thus, it must be emphasized that the following description is only meant to cover
words composed of roots and inflectional endings — affixed words may behave differently.
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The following symbols and abbreviations are used in the transcriptions:

# word boundary (beginning or end of a word)
non-initial position
any position
any vowel
anyofj, e i,i,e€Y,Y,eiey
Northern variant (“hardmeli”, 3.1)

E  North-Eastern variant (voiced pronunciation, 3.2)
Southern variant (hv-pronunciation, 3.5)

nZzzZza<L + |

4.1 Consonants
b

The letter b usually stands for an unaspirated labial plosive. Both single b and geminate bb
are usually transcribed [p] except in certain clusters listed below.

Cluster IPA Example Transcription

- m b d mt rembdist [remtist]

- m b s ms lambs [lams]
NE - m b t mt kembt [chemth]

- m b t mt kembt [chemt]

— bb p gabba [kapa]

+ b p bera [pe:ra] elsewhere
d

The letter d stands for an unaspirated alveolar plosive. Both single d and geminate dd are
transcribed [t].

Cluster IPA Example Transcription
— dd t meaeddur [maityr]
+ d t dagur [taryvyr]

0

The letter d only occurs in word-internal and final position. Except for certain clusters, it
always stands for the voiced alveolar fricative [d], except before k where it is devoiced and
becomes [6]. In the North-Eastern variant, however, @ is voiced in this position.

Cluster IPA Example Transcription
-r 0 rtl  sperdlar [spertlar]
- r rtn  hardna  [hartna]
NE - okt bladka  [pladkha]
Ok bladka [plabka]
0 vedur [ve:0vr] elsewhere

ox Ox Ox Ox
~ x> —
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f

In initial position, the letter f always stands for the voiceless labiodental fricative [f]. Word-
internally and finally, it stands for the voiceless labial plosive [p] before [I] and [n], but
otherwise, it usually stands for voiced [v], except in certain clusters listed below. Geminate
ff always stands for [f].

Cluster
# f

NE —

|
_ =S = =N =N e——
e e e e T T e T N A O e A A A

[
—r
-h

g

IPA Example Transcription

f

It
It
p
m
mth
mt
p
It
It
ro
rtl
rtn
rst

< —h —h —h —ho

fara
efldi
teflt
efla
hefndi
jafnt
jafnt
hafna
hvolfdi
tolfti
horfdi
hvarfla
horfnir
horfst
horft
ofsi
aftur
kaffi
sofi
sofa

[fa:ra]
[eltr]
[the]t]
[epla]
[hemt]
[jamt"]
[iamt]
[hapna]
[khvoltr]
[thou]tr]
[hordi]
[kPvartla]
[hortnir]
[horst]
[hort]
[ofs1]
[aftyr]
[khafi]
[sou:fi]
[so:va]

a few loanwords
elsewhere

The letter g can stand for a number of different (yet related) sounds. In initial position, ¢
stands for an unaspirated palatal plosive [c] before j, & and the front unrounded vowels, i,
i,e éY,Y, ei, ey (henceforth referred to as J), or an unaspirated velar plosive [k] elsewhere
(however, g is also transcribed [K] before & in certain loanwords, such as gaed ‘guide’). In
word-internal and final position, g after a vowel stands for a voiced palatal fricative [j]
before J. After vowels and before [d], [r] and vowels and word-finally, g stands for a voiced
velar fricative [y]. Before [t], g stands for a voiceless fricative [x]. After diphthongs with
[u] as their second part, &, 0, U, and before vowels other than i, g is silent. In many conso-
nant clusters, g is omitted. In other cases, both single g and geminate gg is transcribed [K].

Cluster
# g
# g
- g

J

Id

IPA Example Transcription

c
k
It

gil
gata
sigldi

[cr:1]
[ka:ta]
[s1ltr]
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— g It 1t siglt [silt]
- g nd gt rigndi [rimti]
NE — g nst pst skyggnst [scipst]
- g nst fst skyggnst [sciist]
NE — g nt gto hrygnt  [rmth]
— g nt gt hrygnt [rmt]
-1 g d 1t fylgdi [filt1]
-1 g t 1t fylgt [filt]
— 1 g n In volgna [volna]
- n g d gt  hringdi [rigti]
- n g s ps hangs [hauns]
NE - n g t gt tengt [theinth]
- n g t gt tengt [theint]
- r g & rd mergd [merd]
—r g n rtn morgna [mortna]
- r g t gt margt [mayt]
-V g i ] hagi [haij1]
- V*¥g V V migar [mauar] V*=4,06,Uu
-V g r y sigra [sryra]
- g 0 y sagoi [sayO1]
-V g Y saga [sa:ya] elsewhere
- g t X sagt [saxt]
= gg J ¢ byggja [pica]
— gg k snoggur  [stnoekyr]
— g9 t snoggt  [stnoext]
- qg k hagga  [haka] elsewhere
— g k regla [rekla] elsewhere
h

The letter h only occurs in initial position (and as the first letter in non-initial parts of com-
pounds) except for some personal names where it is silent, such as Thor, Theddora and a
few others. It usually stands for an unvoiced glottal fricative [h] except before j, é, n, I and
r, where it is realized as devoicing of the following consonant. In the combination hv, h is
an aspirated velar plosive [k"] in standard pronunciation, but in the Southern variant, it is a
voiceless velar fricative [x]. Furthermore, h is usually silent in continuous speech in the
pronouns hann ‘he’ and hdn ‘she’, and also in the different forms of hafa ‘have’.

Cluster IPA Example Transcription
# h j ¢ hjola [cou:la]
# h é ¢ hér [cer]
# h n n hnefi [ne:vi]
# h | 1 hlusta [lysta]

14



# h r r hreyfa  [rei:va]
S # h v x hvar [xa:r]
# h v kbt hvar [khva:r]
# h h hafa [ha:va] elsewhere

J

The letter j occurs initially and word-internally. It merges with h in initial position, result-
ing in the voiceless palatal fricative [¢]. After the velar plosives k and g in initial position,
it is realized as palatalization of the plosive, [c'] and [c]. The same goes for j after k word-
internally, but the combination gj is realized as [j]. In other environments, j stands for a
voiced palatal fricative (or approximant) and is transcribed [j].

Cluster IPA Example Transcription
# k j ch  kjani [chau:ni]
#.9 ] c gja [cau:]
#h j o hjarta [carta]
N - Kk j ch  rekja [re:cha]
-k j c rekja [re:ca]
-9 ] j legjia  [laija]
+ J i ja [jau:] elsewhere

k

In initial position, k stands for an aspirated palatal plosive [c!] before j, & and the front
unrounded vowels, i, i, €, &, y, V, ei, ey (henceforth referred to as J), or an aspirated velar
plosive [k"] elsewhere (however, K is also transcribed [k"] before & in certain loanwords,
such as kel ‘quay’). In word-internal position, a similar distribution between palatal and
velar plosives is found; thus, k is either transcribed [c] before J or [K] (elsewhere) in stand-
ard pronunciation, except in certain combinations listed below. In the Northern variant, k
is transcribed [c"] word-internally before J but [k"] before other vowels and v, r. Geminate
kk is transcribed [hc] before J but as [hk] elsewhere, except before t. Note that plosives are
always unaspirated after voiceless consonants.

Cluster IPA Example Transcription

# c J ¢t kyssa [chisa]
# k kb koma [kho:ma]
N k J ¢ vekja [ve:cha]
N - k V kh vaka [va:kha]
N - k v kb skrokva [skree:k"va]
N - k r kb dekra [te:kPra]
NE — | k kb halka [haulkha]
NE — m k kP aumka  [ceimkha]
NE - n k J ¢t hanki [haunch1]
NE — n k kt  banka [paunkha]
- k J ¢ riki [ri:c1] elsewhere
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hk
hk
hk

slokkti
blekkja
drekka
ekla
lekna
rakti
baka

[stleexti]
[plehca]
[trehka]
[ehkla]
[laihkna]
[raxti]
[paka]

elsewhere

elsewhere

The letter | stands for an alveolar lateral sound, either voiced [I] or voiceless [1]. It is voice-
less after an initial h, and in standard pronunciation before p, t, k. In the North-Eastern
variant, it is voiced before p and k, but usually voiceless before t, even though it can be
voiced in some words. In other cases, it is voiced. In the clusters rl and sl, [t] is inserted
between [s] and [l]. Geminate Il usually stands for [tl], except in loan words, pet names and
before [s] (at least in frequent words), where it stands for [l].

Cluster

# h |

- s |

—r |
NE — |
- I
I
NE — |
— I
- |
— I
— I
- |

- Il
+ I

m

LY "X X OO

IPA Example Transcription

]
stl
rtl
Ip®
Ip
It
1kh
1k
It
Is

I

I

tl

I

hlusta
sla
arla
hjalpa
hjalpa
bolti
mjolka
mjolka
allt
alls
pilla
ball
bolli
bola

[lysta]
[stlau:]
[aurtla]
[¢aulp"a]
[caulpa]
[polti]
[mjoulkra]
[mjoulka]
[alt]

[als]
[phila]
[pal]
[potl1]
[pou:la]

loan words, pet names
loan words, pet names
elsewhere
elsewhere

The letter m stands for a bilabial nasal, either voiced [m] or voiceless [m]. In standard
pronunciation, it is voiceless before p, t, k, whereas in the North-Eastern variant, it is voiced
in these combinations. In all other cases, m is voiced. Geminate mm is also transcribed [m].

Cluster
— m

3 3 3 3

X + —+ T O

IPA Example Transcription

m

38 338

hempa
hempa
heimta
heimta
aumka

[hempha]
[hempa]
[heimtha]
[heimta]
[ceimkha]
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— m k m aumka  [ceimka]
- mm m  skamma [skama]
+ m m  tomur [thou:myr] elsewhere

n

The letter n usually stands for an alveolar nasal, either voiced [n] or voiceless [n]. It is
voiceless after an initial h and also before t in standard pronunciation, whereas in the North-
Eastern variant, it is voiced in this position. Before palatal plosives, [c] and [c"], n stands
for palatal nasals, either voiced [n] or voiceless [fi], and before velar plosives, [K] and [k"],
n stands for velar nasals, either voiced [n] or unvoiced [§]. In standard pronunciation, the
palatal and velar nasals are voiceless before k, whereas in the North-Eastern variant, they
are voiced in this position. In the clusters rn and sn, [t] is inserted between [s] and [n].
Geminate nn is transcribed [tn] after diphthongs, i and G, but [n] elsewhere.

Cluster IPA Example Transcription
# h n n hneta [ne:ta]
- s n stn  snerta [stnerta]
- r n rtn  forna [fourtna]
—f n d mt hefndi [hemtr]
NE - f n t nth jafnt [jamtP]
- f n t gt jafnt [amt]
- g n d gt rigndi [rimti]
NE - g n t gt hrygnt [rimth]
- g n t gt  hrygnt  [rmt]
NE - k n t nt" siknt [sinth]
-k n t gt siknt [sint]
NE - n t nat" vanta [vantha]
— n t nt vanta [vanta]
— n skt nst finnskt  [finst]
— n g¢gJ nc angi [auncr]
NE — n kJ nct  banki [paunch]
- n kI pc  banki [paupci]
NE — n Kkt nt" punktur [phunthyr]
- n Kkt nt punktur [phuntyr]
NE - n k k" blankur [plaugkhyr]
- n k gk blankur [plaugkyr]
- n gd gt hringdi [rigti]
- n gl ngl kringla [k"rigla]
- n gn nn tungna [thupna]
— n gs ps hangs [hauns]
NE - n gt nth tengt [theinth]
- n gt nt tengt [theint]
— n g pk hanga [haunka]
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— V* nn tn  seinna  [seitna] V* = a/ilélulylelauleiley

- V* nn n brinna  [pruna] except with def. art.
- nn n finna [fina] elsewhere
+ n n vona [vo:na] elsewhere

p

In initial position, p always stands for an aspirated bilabial plosive [p"]. In word-internal
position, it is usually unaspirated and transcribed [p] in standard pronunciation, except in
certain combinations listed below. In the Northern variant, it is usually transcribed [p"]
word-internally before vowels and j, r. Geminate pp is always transcribed [hp] except be-
fore t. Note that plosives are always unaspirated after voiceless consonants.

Cluster IPA Example Transcription

# p p*  pera [phe:ra]
N - p V p" gapa [ka:pha]
N - p j p" nepja [ne;ptial
N - p r pt tepra [the:phra]
N -1 p p" hjélpa  [caulpha]
NE — m p p" glampa [klampha]
- ppt f keppti [ceftr]
- pp hp stoppa  [stohpa] elsewhere
- p | hp epl [ehpli]
— p n hp opna [ohpna]
- p t f apti [aiftr]
— p p hropa [rou:pa] elsewhere

r

The letter r stands for an alveolar trill (or tap, in initial position and after a long vowel),
either voiced [r] or voiceless [r]. It is voiceless after an initial h and before p, t, k, s. In the
clusters rn and rl, [t] is inserted between [r] and [n]/[l]. In many such words (but not all), r
can be omitted altogether, resulting in [tn] and [tl] for rn and rl, respectively, but we have
chosen to stick to the variant where r is retained.

Cluster IPA Example Transcription
# hr r hradi [ra:o1]
— r n rtn gjarna [cartna]
- r | rtl  snoérla [stneertla]
— r p r harpa [harpa]
— r t r hjarta [carta]
- r k r harka [harka]
— r s r hirsi [hirst]
— rr r heaerra [haira]
+ r r vera [ve:ra] elsewhere
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S

The letter s stands for an alveolar fricative (spirant) and occurs initially, word-internally
and finally. Both single s and geminate ss are always transcribed [s].

t

In initial position, t always stands for an aspirated alveolar plosive [t']. In word-internal
position, it is usually unaspirated and transcribed [t] in standard pronunciation, except in
certain combinations listed below. In the Northern variant, it is usually transcribed [th]
word-internally before vowels and j, v, r. Geminate tt is always transcribed [ht]. Note that
plosives are always unaspirated after voiceless consonants.

Cluster IPA Example Transcription

# t th tala [tha:la]
N - t Vt vita [vitha]
N - t ) t etja [e:thja]
N — t vt gotva [kee:thva]
N - t r t eitra [ei:thra]
NE — t th heimta [heimtha]
NE — n t th vanta [vantha]

— tt ht  fletta [flehta]

- t | ht kitla [chiht]a]

— t n ht botha [pohtna]

- t t nota [no:ta] elsewhere
%

The letter v occurs both initially and word-internally and always stands for the voiced la-
biodental fricative [v].

X

The letter x only occurs in word-internal and final position. It used to stand for a voiceless
velar fricative + [s], [xs]. For most speakers under 60, however, it now stands for an unas-
pirated velar plosive + [s], [ks]. We recommend using the latter transcription.

b

The letter p only occurs in initial position (and as the first letter in non-initial parts of com-
pounds), except for a few loanwords like kapdlskur catholic’. It usually stands for a voice-
less alveolar fricative and is transcribed [8]. In continuous speech, however, p often be-
comes voiced, [d], in short function words (pronouns and adverbs), such as pu ‘you’,
peir/paer/pau ‘they’, pa ‘then’, par ‘there’, pegar ‘when’.

Cluster IPA Example Transcription
# b 0 par [0ar] short function words
+ b 0 burfa [O6yrva] elsewhere
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4.2 Vowels
a

The letter a stands for a low back unrounded vowel. It is transcribed [a] except before ng
and nk, where it is diphthongized as [au], and before gi, where it is diphthongized as [ai].
In stressed syllables, the vowel is short [a] before long consonants (geminates) and conso-
nant clusters, except p/t/k/s + v/j/r, but otherwise long [a:] (before other vowels, single
consonants, and in final position). Furthermore, a can be the first element of the diphthong
au which can also be either short [cei] or long [cei:] under the same conditions as monoph-
thongs.

a
The letter a stands for a diphthong which is transcribed [au]. In stressed syllables, the diph-
thong is short [au] before long consonants (geminates) and consonant clusters, except

p/t/k/s + vij/r, but otherwise long [au:] (before other vowels, single consonants, and in final
position).

e

The letter e stands for a low-mid front unrounded vowel. It is transcribed [] except before
ng, nk and gi, where it is diphthongized as [ei]. In stressed syllables, the vowel is short [¢]
before long consonants (geminates) and consonant clusters, except p/t/k/s + vl/j/r, but oth-
erwise long [e:] (before other vowels, single consonants, and in final position). Further-
more, e can be the first element of the diphthong ei which can also be either short [ei] or
long [ei:] under the same conditions as monophthongs.

é
The letter € usually stands for the combination [je]. The combination hé, however, stands
for the voiceless palatal fricative [¢] + [€]. In stressed syllables, the vowel is short [¢] before

long consonants (geminates) and consonant clusters, except p/t/k/s + vl/j/r, but otherwise
long [e:] (before other vowels, single consonants, and in final position).

i

The letter i stands for a high-mid front unrounded vowel. It is transcribed [1] except before
ng, nk and gi, where it usually appears as [i]. In stressed syllables, the vowel is short [1]
before long consonants (geminates) and consonant clusters, except p/t/k/s + vl/j/r, but oth-
erwise long [1:] (before other vowels, single consonants, and in final position). Further-

more, i can be the second element of the diphthong ei which can also be either short [ei] or
long [ei:] under the same conditions as monophthongs.

i
The letter i stands for a high front unrounded vowel which is transcribed [i]. In stressed
syllables, the vowel is short [i] before long consonants (geminates) and consonant clusters,

except p/t/k/s + vlj/r, but otherwise long [i:] (before other vowels, single consonants, and
in final position).
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(0]

The letter o stands for a low-mid back rounded vowel. It is transcribed [o] except before
ng and nk, where it is diphthongized as [ou], and before gi, where it is diphthongized as
[o1]. In stressed syllables, the vowel is short [o] before long consonants (geminates) and
consonant clusters, except p/t/k/s + v/j/r, but otherwise long [2:] (before other vowels, sin-
gle consonants, and in final position).

0
The letter 6 stands for a diphthong which is transcribed [ou]. In stressed syllables, the diph-
thong is short [ou] before long consonants (geminates) and consonant clusters, except

p/t/k/s + vij/r, but otherwise long [ou:] (before other vowels, single consonants, and in final
position).

u

The letter u stands for a high-mid front rounded vowel. It is transcribed [v] except before
ng and nk, where it usually appears as [u], and before gi, where it is diphthongized as [vi].
In stressed syllables, the vowel is short [y] before long consonants (geminates) and conso-
nant clusters, except p/t/k/s + vl/j/r, but otherwise long [y:] (before other vowels, single
consonants, and in final position). Furthermore, u can be the second element of the diph-
thong au which can also be either short [cei] or long [cei:] under the same conditions as
monophthongs.

a
The letter G stands for a high front vowel which is transcribed [i]. In stressed syllables, the
vowel is short [u] before long consonants (geminates) and consonant clusters, except p/t/k/s

+ v/j/r, but otherwise long [u:] (before other vowels, single consonants, and in final posi-
tion).

y

The letter y stands for the same sound as i — a high-mid front unrounded vowel. It is tran-
scribed [1] except before ng, nk and gi, where it usually appears as [i]. In stressed syllables,
the vowel is short [1] before long consonants (geminates) and consonant clusters, except
p/t/k/s + vij/r, but otherwise long [1:] (before other vowels, single consonants, and in final
position). Furthermore, i can be the second element of the diphthong ei which can also be
either short [ei] or long [ei:] under the same conditions as monophthongs.

y
The letter y stands for the same sound as i — a high front unrounded vowel which is tran-
scribed [i]. In stressed syllables, the vowel is short [i] before long consonants (geminates)

and consonant clusters, except p/t/k/s + v/j/r, but otherwise long [i:] (before other vowels,
single consonants, and in final position).
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e

The letter & stands for a diphthong which is transcribed [ai]. In stressed syllables, the diph-
thong is short [ai] before long consonants (geminates) and consonant clusters, except p/t/k/s
+ vl/j/r, but otherwise long [ai:] (before other vowels, single consonants, and in final posi-
tion).

8

The letter 6 stands for a low-mid front rounded vowel. It is transcribed [ce] except before
ng, nk and gi, where it is diphthongized as [cei]. In stressed syllables, the vowel is short
[ce] before long consonants (geminates) and consonant clusters, except p/t/k/s + v/j/r, but
otherwise long [ce:] (before other vowels, single consonants, and in final position).

5 Simplification of Consonant Clusters

Since Icelandic is an inflectional language with a highly productive morphology, long
consonant clusters often arise in word-internal and final position due to the concatenation
of morphemes. In the spoken language, such consonant clusters are very often simplified
by syncope, assimilation, or both. It is for instance common for the middle consonant in a
cluster of three to be omitted. Care must be taken to distinguish among the processes of
this kind that are completely natural, even in formal speech, and those that are mainly found
in casual allegro speech.

Following is a non-exhaustive list of possible cluster simplifications — the most common
ones are shown in Section 4. When only one transcription is shown, it may be considered
the standard pronunication of the cluster in question. Parentheses are put around sounds
that may or may not be omitted, depending on register and speaker variation. No regional
variants are shown here.

Cluster Transcription Example Orthography
-af [au:(V)] [khau:(v)a] kafa
-ag [au:(Y)] [mau:(y)yr] magur
-of [ou:(V)] [rou:(v)a] réfa
-0g [ou:(y)] [pou:(y)yr] bogur
-uf [w(v)] [ju:(v)vyr] ljufur
-lg [w:(y)] [plju:(y)¥r] bljagur
-fld [(W)It] [e(V)It] efldi
-flt [1t] [the]t] teflt
-fnd [mt] [hemtr] hefndi
-fns [fs)/[pns] [rafs]/[rapns] hrafns
-fnt [mt] [Jamt] jafnt
-fts [f(t)s] [lof(t)s] lofts
-g(g)ld [1t] [stltr] sigldi
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-g(g)lt
-g9(g)nd
-gns
-g(g)nst
-g(g)nt
-gts
-knt
-k(K)ts
-I(I)ds
-Ifd
-Ifr

-Ifs

-Ift
-lgd
-Ign
-lks
-Ikt
-Ips
-Isks
-Iskt
-1(I)ts
-mbd
-mbs
-mbt
-m(m)ds
-mps
-n(n)ds
-ngd
-ngds
-ngn
-ngs
-ngt
-nks
-n(n)sks
-nkt
-n(n)skt
-p(p)ts
-rol
-ron
-rfo
-rfl

[1t]
[nt]
[xs]/[kns]
[nst]
[9t]
[x(t)s]
[9t]
[x(t)s]
[1(t)s]
[It]
[1(v)r]
[1()s]
[it]
[It]
[In]
[Is]/[1ks]
[it]
[Is)/[1ps]
[Is(ks)]
[Ist]
[1(t)s]
[mt]
[ms]
[mt]
[m(®)s]
[ms]/[mps]
[n(t)s]
[nt]
[n(D)s]
[(g)n]
[ns]
[9t]
[5(K)s]
[ns(ks)]
[nt]
[nst]
[f(t)s]
[rtl]
[rtn]
[rd]
[rtl]

23

[s1lt]
[rmti]
[kaxs]/[kakns]
[scigst]
[rt]
[coex(t)s]
[sit]
[svex(t)s]
[Ovail(t)s]
[khvolti]
[il(v)ra]
[ul(f)s]
[thou]tr]
[filtr]
[volna]
[fouls]/[foulks]
[veltyr]
[khvols]/[krvalps]
[fals(ks)]
[pPoulst]
[erl(B)s]
[remtist]
[lams]
[chemt]
[lim(t)s]
[svams]/[svamps]
[san(t)s]
[rinti]
[strein(t)s]
[lu(n)na]
[hauns]
[theint]
[tin(k)s]
[frans(ks)]
[phuntyr]
[finst]
[thef(t)s]
[spertlar]
[hartna]
[hordi]
[kMvartla]

siglt
rigndi
gagns
skyggnst
hrygnt
gjogts
syknt
svekkts
bveelds
hvolfdi
ylfra
ulfs
tolfti
fylgdi
volgna
folks
velktur
hvolps
falsks
polskt
gyllts
rembdist
lambs
kembt
limds
svamps
sands
hringdi
strengds
lungna
hangs
tengt
dynks
fransks
punktur
finnskt
teppts
sperdlar
hardna
horfdi
hvarfla



-rfn
-rfs
-rfst
-rft
-rgd
-rgn
-rgs
-rgt
-r(r)ks
-rkst
-rkt
-rkts
-rls
-rmd
-rms
-rmt
-rnd
-rns
-rnsk
-rnt
-rps
-rpst
-rpt
-rpts
-rsk
-rsk(i/efe/ei)
-rsks
-rskt
-rsl
-rsn
-r(r)st
-rsts
-r(nts
-sks
-skt
-Sps
-stk
-sts
-tns

[rtn]
[r(f)s]
[(r)st]
[xt]

[rd]
[rtn]
[r(k)s]
[xt]
[r(K)s]
[(r)st]
[xt]
[x(t)s]
[((ND)ls]
[(mt]
[(Nms]
[(r)mt]
[(r)nt]
[rs]
[(rnsk]
[nt]
[x(p)s]
[(r)st]
[xt]
[x(t)s]
[(r)sk]
[(r)sc]
[rs]/[sks]
[(r)st]
[(r)stl]
[(r)stn]
[(r)st]
[s:]/[sts]
[x(t)s]
[s:]/[sks]
[st]
[s:1/[sps]
[sk]/[sc]
[s:]/[sts]
[s:]
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[hortnir]
[or(f)s]
[ho(r)st]
[hort]
[merd]
[mortna]
[tver(k)s]
[mayt]
[ster(k)s]
[sti(r)st]
[mut]
[stir(t)s]
[kra((r)t)ls]
[01(r)mt1]
[ha(r)ms]
[he(r)mt]
[fi(r)ntyr]
[pars]
[pe(r)nska]
[hit]
[601(p)s]
[sce(r)st]
[scirtr]
[scer(t)s]
[no(r)skyr]
[fia(r)sci]
[00rS]/[00sks]/[00s:]
[ce(r)st]
[spa(r)stla]
[ve(r)stna]
[pe(r)st]
[fis:]/[fists]
[svar(t)s]
[fis:]/[fisks]
[frist]
[ras:]/[rasps]
[s1scin]
[phres]/[prests]
[vas:]

horfnir
orfs
horfst
horft
mergo
morgna
dvergs
margt
sterks
styrkst
myrkt
styrkts
karls
byrmdi
harms
hermt
fyrndur
barns
bernska
hyrnt
borps
skerpst
skyrpti
skerpts
norskur
fjarski
porsks
gerskt
sparsla
versna
berst
fyrsts
svarts
fisks
friskt
rasps
systkin
prests
vatns



