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“17 & Other Swedish Profanities”

“I'd always considered Swedish as possibly the most
polite language in the world. Amongst the most severe
curses are included the expression ‘Go to the
forest!” (Dra dt skogen), and the word
‘seventeen’ (sjutton). By Australian and American
standards these may seem very mild swear words
indeed. And just how did the number seventeen
become a swear word? I'd heard a rumour that the
expression originated from the Baltic island of Gotland.
Foremost Gotland guide is Gunnar Back. Gunnar
probably knows more about Gotland than anyone, so
during a recent visit I asked him about the mystery of
the number ‘seventeen.” How could a number become
so potent a Swedish curse word?

‘T can show you,” said Gunnar, and following a visit to
the remarkable medieval Dalhem church, stopped just
a kilometre or so from the ancient wall that circles
Gotland'’s capital, Visby. Here stood three pillars on top
of a hill overlooking the ancient town. Each pillar
consisted of seventeen stones. Across the pillars, from
the middle ages to the 18th century, were placed
wooden beams. These beams formed the gallows from
which wrong-doers were hanged. It was the site of
Gotland’s place of execution. No wonder the word
‘seventeen’ has remained imbedded in the Swedish
language as a profanity, even to the present day.”

The author, leaning against the
seventeen stones...
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