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The article deals with the languages of origin and sources of English proverbs. The aim of this study
is to identify and quantify the rankings (based on the proportion of paremiological units) of languages
of origin, personal, functional and stylistic and genre affiliation with textual sources of English
proverbs. The study determines two main factors that affect the formation of the paremiological
fund of the English language: the broad international and intercultural contacts (every third English
proverb has foreign origin) and the writing tradition (almost half of the English proverbs goes back
to written sources, different in terms of productivity and very diverse in functional and stylistic and
genre affiliation). More over It finds out that English paremiological fund hasn’t been subjected to
significant influence of foreign languages in the new period (four out of five borrowed proverbs belong
to classical languages and French, the influence of which was the most prominent on the English
language in the ancient period and fully completed by the end of the middle period). The study also
defines that the paremiological fund of the modern English possess a high proportion of the national-
cultural component (three out of the four authors of the English proverbs written sources turn out to
be British or American).

Keywords: the English language, etymology, English paremiological fund, native English proverbs,
borrowed proverbs in the English language, literary proverbs.

Research area: philology.

Introduction Holy Scripture, literature (especially the works

Origin and sources of English proverbs
are very diverse and are determined by the
peculiarities of the historical dynamics of the
English language, national specificity of British
culture and the results of its contacts with other
cultures in the world.

According to its origin, English proverbs (as
in any other European language) are traditionally
divided into native and borrowed (mainly from
Latin and French). The main sources of origin of

English proverbs are well known: folklore, the
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by William Shakespeare) (Zimovets, Matveeva,
2013: 27-29). However, a number of important
questions remain unclear: the languages the
proverbs were borrowed from, the texts that
served as the sources of the proverbs, the
functional, stylistic and genre variety of literary
sources of proverbs, the authors who introduced
many proverbs into English, etc. The problem of
distinguishing the etymological and functional
approaches to determinine the origin and source

of proverbs wasn’t solved. This fact creates very
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serious difficulties in description of English
paremiological units, as well as their comparison
with the proverbs of other languages, especially
in the aspect of the opposition «national vs.
universal», which is one of the most significant
problems of today’s paremiology.

The aim of this study is to identify and
quantify the rankings (based on the proportion
of paremiological units) of languages of origin,
personal, functional and stylistic and genre
affiliation with textual sources of English proverbs.
The actual data for study were 800 proverbs that
are most commonly used in the modern English
language, according to the explanatory dictionary
«English Proverbs Explained» (1969) R. Rideout
and C. Witting (Rideout, Witting, 1969).

1. Methodological bases
of origin and sources of proverbs

In determining the origin and textual
sources of proverbs we strictly follow the
etymological approach, taking into account that
many modern native English speakers may not
know who it belongs to or to what literary text
the proverb originated from. However, basing
on the knowledge of native speakers (functional
approach) only, it is very difficult characterize
accurately the source of origin of the proverb.

First, this knowledge differs significantly
among different speakers, and second, to identify
this knowledge it is required to hold the mass
experiment, aimed to precise determination of
the presence / absence in linguistic consciousness
of the individual of the local association with the
source of each proverb (author, text and so on),
which is practically impossible.

The exact origin of proverbs can’t be always
determined by special etymological analysis
because of their predominantly verbal existence
in speech, ancient origin of single proverbs
and a number of productive proverb models

and extralinguistic factors of paremiological

borrowings. In this regard, the empirical material
for the etymology of proverbs are mainly
its written fixation, as well as the results of
comparison of paremiological units of different
languages and / or dialects.

It should be noted that the written fixation
of a proverb cannot be the only sufficient basis to
determine its origin and history. So, the proverb
Call a spade a spade functions widely in modern
English from the beginning of the twentieth
century, according to R. Rideout and C. Witting,
who refer to its use in the novel «The Card» (1911)
by Arnold Bennett (Rideout, Witting, 1969: 67).
It is possible to conclude that it has a relatively
recent origin, especially as it occurs in the same
form and the same meaning in the famous novel
«The picture of Dorian Grey» (1890) by Oscar
Wilde. However, this proverb was also used
in the commentary to the Bible «Mellificium
theologicum, or the marrow of many good
authors» (1647) by John Trapp (cf .: Gods people
shall not spare to call a spade a spade, a niggard
a niggard), so that this fact significantly increases
the history of the proverb, but it also may indicate
its literary origin, since it has not been previously
recorded. Nevertheless, we can not say that Trapp
was the first to use this proverb, that he didn’t
borrow it from an unknown text of another author,
or borrowed it directly from the oral speech. For
example, we find a similar saying in the play «The
Poetaster» (1601) by Ben Johnson: Ramp up my
genius, be not retrograde; But boldly nominate a
spade a spade (act 5, sc. 1).

There is also a version according to which
the origin of this proverb originates from
classical Greek (“Apophthegmata Laconica” by
Plutarch, 178B). It was a mistaken translation
of Ancient Greek phrase z[] ollka ollka, t(lv
okdpnv 0L oxdpnv [voudowv (‘calling figs figs,
and a trough a trough’) by the medieval scholar
Desiderius Erasmus. He mistranslated the word

okapn (skaphé — in English trough) as oxagpeiov
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(skapheion — in English digging tool). The phrase
was introduced to English in 1542 in Nicolas
Udall‘s translation of Erasmus “Apophthegmes,
that is to saie, prompte saiynges. First gathered
by Erasmus™: Philippus aunswered, that the
Macedonians wer feloes of no fyne witte in their
termes but altogether grosse, clubbyshe, and
rusticall, as they whiche had not the witte to
calle a spade by any other name then a spade.
It is evident that the word spade refers to the
instrument used to move earth, a very common
tool. The same word was used in England,
Denmark, and in the Netherlands, Erasmus’
country of origin.

If we look for it in the paremiological funds
of other languages, it turns out that the model of
“Call / call whom / what by their right names”
(and converse model with the same semantics
«Do not call / Do not call whom / what by their
right names) is productive in proverbs of various
European languages, including the Russian
language, cf .: Fr. Appeler un chat un chat; Gr. Die
Dinge beim rechten Namen nennen; Sp. Llamar
al pan, pan y al vino, vino; Pyc. Hasvieamo éewu
ceoumu umenamu, 3o6u / Haszvigaii benoe benvim
/ yepnoe wepnwvim and so on. This paremiological
model is not only international, but also has a
very ancient origin (it was widely used in ancient
China, ancient Greece in philosophical debates
about the relationship of names and things).
Thus, cross-language comparison proves folk,
not literary origin of the proverb Call a spade a
spade.

When we were analysing contemporary
English proverbs from the etymological point of
view, we primarily relied on wide comparison of
paremiological funds of European and a number
of non-European languages (Permiakov, 1988:
pp. 143-169; Gluski, 1971; Mieder, 1986; Strauss,
1994; Paczolay, 1997; Ley, 1998; Kotova, 2000;
Ivanow, 2009) and we also used all available data

on written fixation of proverbs (Browning, 1989;

Knowles, 2009; Simpson, 1998). We chose the
most ancient sources of proverbs (their written
fixation) as an empirical basis for the identification
and quantitative classification of their origin. In
many cases, the history and etymology of modern

English proverbs supplemented with new data.

2. The languages of origin
of English proverbs

The etymological analysis of the most
common paremiological units of modern English
established that there are 61.5 % native English
proverbs of among them (including 2.5 % in
American English) and 38.5 % borrowed from
other languages.

Borrowed proverbs can be differentiated
into three groups — from classical European
languages (26 %), from modern European
languages (11.5 %), from non-European languages
(0.5 %). Of the two classical languages, the Latin
language quantitatively dominated (20 % of the
units), as it was the intermediate language of the
majority of borrowings from the Greek language
(6 %). Modern European languages as the origins
of English proverbs can be divided into two non-
equilibrium groups — Languages of the United
Kingdom (2 %) and the languages of continental
Europe (9.5 % units). The first group of languages
includes Scottish (1.5 %) and Irish (0.5 %), the
second — French (7 %), German (0.5 %), Spanish
(0.5 %) and Italian (1, 5 %). Chinese and Persian
(0.25 % and 0.25 % of the units respectively)
belong to the group of non-European languages.
The origin of a number of borrowed proverbs
(0.5 %) could not be properly determined (see
Table 1).

3. The sources of English proverbs

Native English proverbs originate more from
the folklore (43 %) than to the written sources
(18.5 %), and form a national-cultural component

in paremiological fund of modern English. It
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Table 1. The ranked list of the languages of origin of English proverbs

The languages of origin of English proverbs

The percentage of proverbs

British English 59
Latin 20
French
Ancient Greek
American English 2,5
Italian 1,5
Scottish 1,5
Irish 0,5
Spanish 0,5
German 0,5
The Language of origin is not defined 0,5
Chinese 0,25
Persian 0,25

should be noted that the proportion of proverbs
from the British and American English differs
significantly depending on the source of origin.
So, if the British proverbs almost 3 times more
likely originate from the folklore, American
proverbs are almost 20 times more likely originate
from the literary sources.

English proverbs borrowed from other
languages, mostly originate from a variety of
written sources (22.5 %), to a lesser extent — to the
foreign language folklore (16 %). The quantity of
borrowed proverbs depends on the source of origin
in different languages. Thus, the borrowings from
Latin twice as much originate from the literary
sources as from the folklore, and from Greek — 4
times (taking into account certain conventionality
in the delimitation of literary and non-literary
sayings in classical languages). The same
situation occurs with the borrowed proverbs from
Irish and German (2 times), and paremiological
borrowings from Spanish and Persian originate
from the written sources only. Just the opposite
correlation is typical for proverbs, borrowed
from Italian (5 times fewer units originate from

written sources than to folklore), as well as from

the Scottish (3 times less) and French (about 1.5
times fewer) languages, while paremiological
borrowings from Chinese came from folklore
only (see Table 2).

3.1. Functional, stylistic
and genre variety of written sources

of proverbs

Written sources of native English and
borrowed proverbs have deep and unbalanced
differentiation according to their functional,
stylistic and genre affiliation. These are religious
texts — the Holy Scriptures (6.5 %), theological
works (1.5 %), sermons (0.5 %), laws and statutes
of religious communities (0.5 %); legal texts
(0.5 %); scientific texts — treatises on philosophy
(4.25 %), philology (0.5 %), history (0.75 %), social
and political issues (less than 0.15 %), medicine
(less than 0.15 %), geography (less than 0.15 %),
agriculture (less than 0.15 %); texts of mass
communication — mottos and slogans (0.5 %);
publicistic texts — articles in newspapers and
magazines (1 %), pamphlets (0.5 %), almanacs
(less than 0.15 %); public speeches (1.5 %);
genealogical records (0.25 %), memoirs (0.25 %),
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Table 2. The ranked list of languages of origin of English proverbs in relation to their sources

The languages of origin of English proverbs The pe;(:rzl\l/t:r%es of folk ];ilzzrﬂi;cz?(tiifb:f
British English 43 16
Latin 7 13
French 4,25 2,75
Italian 1,25 0,25
Ancient Greek 1,15 4,85
Scottish 1,15 0,35
The Language of origin is not defined 0,5 -
Chinese 0,25 -
American English 0,15 2,35
Irish 0,15 0,35
German 0,15 0,35
Spanish - 0,5
Persian - 0,25

epistolary texts (1 %); literature — poetry (9 %),
prose (6 %), dramatic works (5.25 %) in various

genres (see Table 3).

3.2. Authorship of English proverbs

with literary origin

The vast majority of proverbs of written
sources have the author, but there are no
more than 1 % of the English proverbs from
anonymous written sources. The most important
of these texts is a set of rules (laws) of the
monk’s life «Ancrene Riwle (Ancrene Wisse)»,
which dates from 1250 and was a source of
several modern English proverbs. More over the
anonymous written sources include newspapers
and magazines («The Thames Journaly XIX™
centuries, “The New York Gazette & Weekly
XVIII®

(“The Loseley manuscript”

centuries), genealogical

XVIh

Mercury”
records
centuries) and others.

The total number of the British authors of
literary English proverbs (we excluded Latin
and Greek authors, as the lack of reliable data

makes it impossible to establish the primacy of

the proverb wording) is sufficiently large, but
extremely unbalanced on linguistic grounds.
Thus, it was found out that the English-speaking
authors prevail. Their proverbs are used 3 times
more often than those of others. It should be stated
that the proverbs of British-English authors are 6
times more frequent than those of the American-
English ones (The number of the British authors
of literary English proverbs is 16 %, while the
number of the American-English ones is 2, 35 %)
(see table 4).

We analysed the written sources of native
English proverbs using the chronological, stylistic
and functional approaches. This research resulted
in the following data.

XII-XVI .

percentage of replenishment of paremiological

are associated with low

fund from English literature. The completion
was primarily realised by religious, literary,
scientific texts, as well as the texts of mass
communication.

The period from the XVI to XVIII c. was
the most productive. The proverb stock was

significantly enlarged by British writers, poets,
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Table 3. The ranked list of sources of English proverbs

The sources of English proverbs The percentage of proverbs
Folklore 59
Literature ( poetry / prose / dramatic works) 20,25 (9/6/5,25)
The Holy Scripture (Old Testament / New Testament) 6,5(2,5/4)
Treatises on philosophy 4,25
Theological works 1,5
Public speeches 1,5
Publicistic texts (articles in newspapers and magazines) 1
Epistolary texts 1
Treatises on History 0,75
Mottos and slogans 0,5
Laws and statutes of religious communities 0,5
Pamphlets 0,5
Sermons 0,5
Treatises on Philology 0,5
Legal texts 0,5
Memoirs 0,25
Genealogical records 0,25
Almanacs 0,15
Treatises on Geography 0,15
Treatises on Medicine 0,15
Treatises on Agriculture 0,15
Treatises on Social and political issues 0,15

playwrights’ sayings, itwasslightly lessinfluenced
by the authors of scientific texts (philosophical,
historical, social, political, etc.), religious texts
still remain one of the sources of replenishment
the English language with paremiological units.
New sources that gave a number of set expressions
which, finally were perceived as a proverb —
publicistic texts, genealogical records, memoirs,
epistolary texts.

In the XVIII — XIX c. the important sources
of origin and spreading of proverbs were the
literary texts; the epistolary texts, memoirs,
genealogical records were of smaller influence.
The religious and scientific texts, as well as the
texts of mass communication, public speeches as

a source of proverbs, were not recorded.

During the XIX — XX c. literary texts were
still one of the main sources of new English
proverbs. Scientific, publicistic texts and the texts
of mass communication have also influenced the
contents of English proverbs in a given period.

It should be noted that such a wide
differentiation of written sources of native
English proverbs on the basis of their belonging
to a particular author convincingly demonstrates
an extremely strong impact of books and
written tradition on the formation of the English
paremiological fund in the middle and the
new periods (without a number of significant
dominance of citations of any author).

It is significant that the quotations from the

works by William Shakespeare do not occupy a
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Table 4. The ranked list of languages of origin of English proverbs in relation to the authorship of their written

sources

Languages of origin of English proverbs

The number of authors of literary proverbs

British English

French

American English

Irish

Spanish

Scottish

Italian

German

Persian

Chinese

The Language of origin is not defined

Latin

It was not defined

Ancient Greek

It was not defined

significant place in the fund of English proverbs,
which is usually attributed to them. Their number
is only 18 units (a little more than 2 %) among
the 800 most common modern English proverbs.
However, if we compare this number with the
proverbs by other well-known English writers,
we’ll see that the number of proverbs by W.
Shakespeare is 2.5 times more than the number
of proverbs by his nearest competitor G. Chaucer
(7 units) and 4.5 times such British authors as F.
Bacon (5 units), A. Pope (4 units) and G. Lily (4).

While the analysis of the written sources of
American English proverbs, we used the same
criteria as during the analysis of native English
proverbs, as the result we obtained the following
data.

The United States was founded in the second
half of the XVII century, that’s why its influence
on the English paremiological fund has started
since the XVIII — XIX centuries. This period
is characterized by the influence of the authors
of literary texts (prose), texts of newspaper and
magazine articles, epistolary texts, as well as the

authors of legal texts and texts of oral speeches.

Between the XIX — XX centuries the significant
sources of origin and spreading of proverbs were
the literary texts (prose and poetry), the publicistic

texts, as well as the texts of oral speeches.

Conclusion

Etymological analysis and quantitative
ranking (based on the proportion of proverbs)
of languages of origin of the most common
proverbs in Modern English have shown that the
English paremiological fund was formed under
the influence of two factors. The first factor is the
broad and intercultural contacts, which resulted
in a very large proportion of borrowed proverbs
(every third English proverb is of foreign origin).
The second — the book-writing tradition, due to
which nearly half of English proverbs originates
from written sources, which are different in terms
of productivity and diverse in their functional
and stylistic and genre affiliation. However, the
English paremiology always remained rather
closed to outside influences in comparison with
the paremiological funds of other languages.

Four out of five borrowed proverbs originate from
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classical languages and French. The influence of
these languages on English was the most active
in the ancient period and almost completed by the
end of the Middle English period. While three
out of four authors of written sources of English
proverbs are British or Americans. The mentioned
facts give us grounds to make a conclusion about

the role of the national-cultural component in the

paremiological fund of modern English. The fact
that there are a number of native proverbs in the
modern English paremiological fund proves the
self-sufficiency and relatively fast development
of the English language throughout its historical
development. It also proves the status of English
as one of the major languages of international

contacts in today’s world.
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ITHMOJIOTHSl AHTJIMHACKHUX MOCJI0BHUI

E.E. UBanos, I0.A. IlerpymeBckast

Mozuneeckuii 2ocyoapcmeenubill ynusepcumen

umenu A.A. Kynewosa

Pecnyonuxa benapycw, 212022, Moeunes, y1. Kocmonasmos, 1

Hannass  cmamvsi  noceauena  OnpeoenNeHuio  A3bIKO8  NPOUCXONCOCHUS U UCHOYHUKOS
B603HUKHOBEHUSL AH2IULCKUX nocrosuy. Llenb 0ann020 ucciedo8anus coCmoum 6 GbiAGNeHUU U
KOIUYEeCBEHHOM DAHIICUPOBAHUU (HA OCHOBAHUU YOENbHO20 8eCd NAPEMUOLO2ULeCKUX eOUHUY)
SA3bIKO8  NPOUCXONCOEHUSL, NEePCOHANbHOU, OYHKYUOHAILHO-CIMUTUCIUYECKOU U  JICAHPOBOU
NPUHAONIEHCHOCIU MEKCMOBLIX UCMOYHUKO8 AH2AUNCKUX nocaosuy. Onpedenenvl 084 OCHOBHbBIX
gaxmopa, 6030elicmeo8aGUIUX HA QOPMUPOSAHUE NAPEMUOTOSUYECKO20 (POHOA AHSAUUCKO20
A3LIKA: WUPOKUE MEICHAZBIKOBbIE U MEICKYIbMYPHbIe KOHMAKMbL (KadcOas mpemvs aHeaulcKas
NOCNOBUYA UMeem UHOA3bIYHOEe NPOUCXOACOeHUE) U KHUICHO-NUCbMEHHA mpaouyus (noumu
NOI0BUHA AHSAUUCKUX NOCAOBUY GOCXO0UM K NUCLMEHHLIM UCMOYHUKAM, PA3TUYHLIM NO
NPOOYKMUBHOCMU U BeCbMd PA3ZHOOOPA3HBIM NO C60€l (DYHKYUOHAIbHO-CIMUTUCMUYECKOU U
Jrcanpogoil npunaonexcnocmu). bBoree moeo, 6v110 ycmanogieno, Ymo napemuoiocuyeckull ono
AHETUTICKO20 A3bIKA He N008eP2alCs CYWECMBEHHOMY UHOAZLIYHOMY GIUAHUIO 8 HOBblU Nepuoo
(wembipe u3 nAMu 3aUMCME0BAHHBIX NOCIOBUY NPUXOOSIMCS HA KAACCUYECKUE AZbIKU U PPAHYYICKUT
A3bIK, GAUAHUE KOMOPBIX HA AHSAUNUCKUU A3bIK ObLI0 HAubonee aKmMugHvlM 6 OPesHULl Nepuoo u
NOJIHOCMbIO 3A6EPUIUTOCL K KOHYY CpeOHe20 nepuoda). B cmamve makoice YCMano81eHo, 4mo 8
cocmase napemMuoIocu4eckKo2o0 PoHoa COBPEMEHHO20 AH2IULCKO20 A3bIKA BbICOK YOENbHbIU 8eC
HAYUOHATbHO-KYIbIMYPHO2O KOMNOHEHMA (Mpu U3 Yemvlpex agmopo8 NUCbMEHHbIX UCHOYHUKOS
AHSTUTUCKUX NOCLOBUY AGNAIOMC OPUMAHYAMU UTU AMEPUKAHYAMU).

Knrouesvie cnosa: auenuiickuii  A3vIK, IMUMONO2UA, AHSIULUCKUL NAPEMUONOSUYECKUNl  (DOHO,
UCKOHHO AHeAUUCKUe NOCI08UYDL, 3AUMCMBOBAHHbBIE NOCAOBUYbI 8 AHSTUUCKOM A3bIKe, NOCI08UYbL
JUMEPAMYPHO20 NPOUCXOHCOEHUS.

Hayunas cneyuanonocms: 10.00.00 — ¢hunonocuueckue nayxu.




