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Abstract

In this paperwe look at the way in which proverbswerefoundto behae in a corpusof contemporary
written Italian. We commentespeciallyon the typesof formal variationthey were found to undego,
whetherin termsof alternatve citationformsor contet relatedchangesWe alsocommenton the more
significantrelationshipdetweervariationandtextual function.Our findingswould suggesthatproverbs
arefar from beinginvariableunits,andthatlexicographicaldescriptionof proverbscould be morecom-
pletethanit usuallyis, especiallyasregardsformal variationandsyntacticflexibility. We acknavledge
theneedto compareour findingswith dataregardingproverbusagen the spolenlanguageandalsothe
sizelimitations of the corpususedin the presenstudy

1 Intr oduction

Although much hasbeenwritten aboutproverbs,from historical, cultural, cognitive andlin-

guistic pointsof view, they arenot dealtwith very fully in lexicographicaldescriptionIn lex-

icographicalworks of a generalnature they aresometimesnerelylisted underarelatedhead
word, and at bestare given a simple definition. In more specializedworks, they may alsobe
describedrom ahistoricalandsocialviewpoint.

In this paperwe describesomeresultsof a corpusstudyof Italian proverbg, notingespecially
thosepointswhichwould seemto be of relevanceto lexicographicaldescription.

1.1 The linguistic units discussedn this paper

Thepresenstudyemepgesfrom awider studyof Italian phraseologicalinits. Someof thelatter
have beenassignedhe statusof proverb’ by virtue of their having certaininherentcharacteris-
tics. Theseare:(i) they constitutecompleteunitsof meaningsyntaxandintonation,ratherthan
beinglexical unitsor clauses(ii) within a givenculture,pastor presentthey areeithermeta-
physicalstatementaboutthe humancondition,or statementsboutthe physicalworld around
us, or statement&bouthow peoplelive togethey or recommendationabouthow one should
live, either within oneselfor in relationto others,(iii) they are associatedvith the acquired
wisdomof societyin generakatherthanbeingthethoughtsor opinionsof a particularperson.

Many proverbsdisplaya numberof othercharacteristicspotablymetaphoreuphonicfeatures
suchasalliterationor rhyme,andstructuralandsemantigparallelism.These however, areten-
denciegatherthandefiningfeaturesFor overviews of thediscussiorsurroundinghe natureof

proverbs,see[Arnaud(1991)]and[Mieder (1989) pp.13-27].
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1.2 The corpusand search methodology

Thecorpusuponwhich we have basedur studyis theltalian ReferenceCorpus(IRC) located
at the Institute of ComputationaLinguisticsin Pisa.The IRC is a corpusof written language
which consistedf approximatelyl6,000,000nvords of text at the time of consultation Mag-
azinesandother periodicalsaccountedor over 40% of the total and newspapersabout28%,
thusmakingjournalismthe predominantext type. Fictionalworks madeup almost11%of the
corpus,and booksof non-fictionabout12.5%.Finally, therewerealsoa numberof technical
researcltreports(7.2%).A majorlimitation of our studyis thusimmediatelyevident: whereas
proverbsareintuitively associatedvith the oral tradition, the corpuswe consultedvasof writ-
tenlanguageDespitethis limitation, we feel, neverthelessthat our findingsjustify the partial
natureof the study

Sincetherewas no fully automaticway of looking for proverbs,we first drew up a list of

itemsfrom variouslexicographicalsourcesandthenproceededo interrogatethe corpus.For

eachproverb we looked for one or more key words. We learnt from experiencethat it was
counterproductie to look for the co-occurrencef all key wordssinceproverbsoftenoccurred
in variantforms. For example,in the caseof the proverb Il fine giustificai mezzi[The end
justifiesthe meansjwe carriedout a searchfor the co-occurrencef ary two out of the three
key words. The 'word family’ thuscreatedwasfine + giustificaOR fine + mezziOR mezzi+

giustifica We did not specifythe orderin which the wordswithin eachpair shouldoccur and
we allowed for asmary asteninterveningwords. Searchflexibility of this type allowed usto

retrieve mary variations,including,from this particularsearch]l finegiustificai media?[Does
the endjustify themedia?f.

2 Corpusfindings

In all, a total of 248 proverbswere looked for. Of these, 120 (48.4%)were not found in the
corpusat all, andfor the 128 which were presenin the corpus,frequeng wasgenerallylow.
Only 21 proverbswerefound morethan5 times,andonly 5 morethan10 times.Theresulting
datathereforetellsuslittle aboutthetypicalbehaiour of individual proverbs.It doeshowever,
allow usto begin building up a pictureof the overall way in which Italian proverbsbehae in
thetypesof written languagéeingstudied.Thetotal numberof proverbtokensfoundwas439.

2.1 The formal variation and flexibility of proverbs

Someproverbdefinitionsincludea specificcommentunderliningthe fixednes®f thelinguistic
unit in question.This aspectof proverbs,however, would not seemto apply to the type of
writtentexts whichwe have beenexamining.In this sectiorwe describehemainwaysin which
proverbswerefoundto be subjectto formal variation.We distinguishbetweenvariationwhich
we referto as’proverb-inherent’ andvariationwhich is clearly connectedvith or dependent
onthesurroundingext.

2.1.1 Proverb-inherent variation

Corpusevidenceconfirmedtwo main typesof proverb-inherentvariation. Firstly, we found
casef alternatve canonicalforms of a proverb, typically involving slight variationsin lexis
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or syntax.An exampleis the proverb Non e tutt’oro quel cheluccica/ riluce [All thatglitters/
glistensis notgold]. Secondlyanumberof proverbswerefoundin shortenedorm, for example
Chi di spadaferisce.... [He who livesby thesword ....] andRossadi sera .... [Red sky in the
evening....].Truncationof this sortusuallyinvolvedeliminationof the secondpartof proverbs
divisible into two parts.

2.1.2 Variation and flexibility directly relatableto context

Every instanceof a proverb, exceptingmetalinguisticones,will be relatedin someway, se-
manticallyor pragmaticallyto its context. The proverbitself, however, mayundego no formal
changeandremain,from a formal point of view, asa stand-alonaunit. An examplefrom the
corpusis In passatosi diceva:"Moglie e buoi dei paesituoi” [In the pastpeopleusedto say
"Wivesandoxenfrom your own village’], wherethe proverbremainscompletelyintactwithin
guotationmarks.

In mary caseshowever, it wasfoundthatthe relationshipbetweernthe proverbandits context
entaileda changen the form of the proverbh We will distinguishherebetweerntwo majorcate-
goriesof changewhich dependn the presumedntentionsof thewriter andthe corresponding
impactmadeon thereader Thefirst is thatof slight adaptation®f a syntactic,grammaticabr
semantinature wherethewriter hasprobablyunconscioushadjustedheform of the proverb
andthereademayremainunavareof thisfact. Theseconds thatof significantiexico-semantic
changesn whichit is clearthatthe writer hasconsciouslychangedhe proverbto createa par
ticular effect.

Thefirst of thesetwo categyoriesincludes,but is not limited to, the following featuresy(i) the
proverbbecomegpartof adependentlausefor example,Dunque tutte questesonopure coin-
cidenzep vistoseprove checi induconoa pensae chenonc’ € mainulla di nuovo sottoil sole?
[So, areall thesemerecoincidenceor arethey clearindicationsthatthereis never arnything
new underthe sun?];(ii) the proverbis interruptedby a parenthesi®f somesort, for example
La fortuna, si sa, aiuta gli audaci[Fortune- asis well known - favoursthe brave]; (iii) there
is achangdn tenseor mood,for example,... nella corvinzioneche nonvi fossenulla di nuovo
sottoil sole]... corvincedthattherewasnothingnew underthesun];(iv) amodifieris addedor
changedfor example,piangere un po’ sul latte versato[to cry alittle over spilt milk].

The secondcatajory involvesthe exploitation of the proverb throughradicallexico-semantic
change often to createa humourouseffect. The mostcommonway of achieving this wasto
replaceaword inherentin the proverbwith anothemvord relevantto the context in whichit was
beingused.An examplefrom the corpusis the proverb Finchéc’ é vita ¢’ e speanza[While
thereslife thereshope],whichis foundasFinchéc’ etelevisionec’ € speanzalWheretheres
television theres hope]. The amountandtype of changewhich may take placewithin a given
proverb dependn a numberof factors.Structural,syntactic,lexical, semanticandeuphonic
elementswithin the proverb itself may all have a role in determininghow much changeis
permissiblethe only definitive limitation on exploitationis thatthe original proverb muststill
remaininstantlyrecognizableln thefollowing example,not onebut two key wordshave been
replacedwith wordsrelatingto the contentof the passageThe original proverb, L'erba del
vicino e sempe piu verde [literally 'Y our neighbours grassis alwaysgreener’],is changedo
La modadel vicino & sempe piu chic [Your neighbours fashionis alwayschicer]. Sometimes
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one half of the proverb wasfound to be changed.Thus, Dimmi con chi vai, e ti dird chi sei
[literally "Tell mewho you go roundwith and!’ll tell youwho you are’] is changedo Fammi
vedeeil tuodeécorti diro chi sei[Shov meyourdécorandl’ll tell youwhoyouare].

Thereasonwhy we choseto searchthe corpusso thoroughlyshouldbe clearfrom the above
examples,andhopefully we wereableto track down the vastmajority of occurrenceslt is to
be notedthatexploitation of this type accountedor no lessthan103of the 439tokensfound3

2.2 Texttype and function

Proverbswerefound above all in fiction, newspaperandmagazineswith the highestpropor

tion beingin thelatter. Althoughit is beyondthescopeof the presenpaperto gointo very great
detailregardingthetextual functionof proverbs,we will, however, outlinethe mostsalientfea-
tures.A first obsenationis thata considerablenumberof tokens(73) areinstance®f proverbs
functioningasnamesor titles of somesort. Examplesarethe booktitle Volere e potele [Where
theresawill theresaway] andthefilm title Dovec’e guerra c’e speanza[Wheretheres war
theres hope].As might beexpectedthesewerefoundmainly in journalism,thoughafew were
alsopresenin works of non-fiction.

A secondobsenation is that within journalism,where over 80% of the tokenswere found,
proverbstypically appearetkey pointsin thetext. Therewasa higherproportionthannormal
text distribution would predictin graphicallyevident positions,notably headlinesandinternal
sectionheadingsProverbsalsofeaturedorominentlyin thesummariegollowing headlinesand
in introductoryandconcludingsentenceslhesekey positionsin thearticlesaccountedor 28%
of all proverboccurrenced journalism?

2.2.1 Relationshipsbetweenform, text and function

In orderto seewhethervariationdependenbn contect (see2.1.2)wasin ary way correlatable
with text type,we drew up alist of the mostcommonlyfoundtypesof variationandcompared
their expectedfrequeny per text type with their actualfrequeng. We excludedfrom our cal-
culationsthoseproverbswhich functionedas propernamessince,exceptin oneisolatedcase,
ary variationpresenwasanintrinsic partof the propernameitself andnotin any way context
dependentThe featurestaken into consideratiorwere (i) radical exploitation throughlexical
substitution (ii) the additionor changeof a modifier, (iii) presencevithin adependentlause,
(iv) changeof tenseor mood,and(v) discontinuity Two of thesecateyoriesshavedup notable
differencesn the expectednumberof featuresper text type. Thesewere radical exploitation
andthe additionor changeof a modifier.

In the caseof the former, it was found that magazinesontained77% of all occurrence®f

radical exploitation, asopposedo the 61% which averagedistribution would have predicted.
Works of fiction hadnotablyfewer exampleshanwould have beenexpected(3.6%asopposed
to 13.1%).With regardto the addition or changeof a modifier, newvspapersontainedmore
examplesthanexpected(32.3%asopposedo 22.9%)andfiction hadfewer (3.4%asopposed
t0 13.1%).

Sinceexploitation was the mostfrequentform of changeand was especiallyassociatedvith
magazinesye also examinedthe relationshipbetweenexploitation and its textual function
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within magazinearticles.It wasfoundto be particularlyassociatedvith the typesof textually
prominentpositionsdescribedibove (see2.2),43 outof the 78 occurrences magazine$55%)
occurringin suchpositions.

3 Discussionand implications for lexicography

Froma lexicographicalpoint of view, proverbsareusuallyconsideredo be very simpleitems.
Intuitively, they aretypically fixedin form, and,beingcompleteunits of meaningslotdirectly
into discoursewithoutarny syntacticor othergrammaticathangesOur own studysuggestshat
thisis notthecaseatleastin thewrittenlanguageThenumberof occurrencesf proverbscited
in their basicform, without ary variationwhatsoer, andnot functioningasdependentlauses
but ascompletesentencesyastherelatively low figureof 111 (25%).

We now make somesuggestionasto how proverbscouldbedealtwith morecompletelyin lexi-

cographicatlescriptionTheideaswill bemorereadilyincorporatedn dictionariesof proverbs,
aswell aselectronicdictionarieswherespaceshouldnot be a problem.We have identifiedfive
specificpointswhich we feel areworth considering:

(i) moreattentionshouldbe paidto statingaccuratelythecitationform of proverbs.Whereas
importantlexical variantsare sometimesecordedcorpusanalysisshons up otherless
obviousalternationsAn exampleis Ridebenechi ride ultimo/ I'ultimo [He who laughs
lastlaughslongest],with the optionalpresencef the definitearticle.

(i) it would be usefulto include contextualizedexamplesof proverbusagen orderto illus-
tratethe mary differenttypesof context-dependentariationto which they are subject
andary eventualrelationshipswith text type. Contextualizationwould alsoshowv up ad
hocchangego the citationform, includingtruncation.

(i) wherespecificproverbsfrequentlyundego exploitation, this fact shouldbe specifically
statedaswell asbeingexemplified. Suchwould be the case for example,of the already
citedproverbll finegiustificai mezziThe endjustifiesthe means]4 out of the9 corpus
occurrencesvolvedradicallexical exploitation.

(iv) someproverbswerefoundto varyin averysystematiavay, andthisshouldoecommented
on.\Vedee per credeke [Seeingis believing] is acasein hand.Out of atotal of 24 tokens,
the citation form occursonly 3 times.In the remaining21 occurrence®n all occasions
the structureof the proverb remainsunchangedandin all but one casethe first verbis
substitutedoy another A total of 7 verbsareused,the mostcommonbeingprovare [to
try]. A moreaccuratestatemenof theproverb’sform would be,onthebasisof thiscorpus
evidence vedee per credek or [verb (especiallyprovare)] per credeke.

(v) someproverbswerefoundto vary grammaticallysofrequentlythatit would seembestto
recordthemasboth proverbsandverbalidioms. An exampleis affordedby the proverb
Tutti i nodivengonaal pettine[literally 'All the knotscometo the comb’ = Problemsor
mistaleswill shav upin theend].It occurs26 timesin the corpus,thoughonly onceas
anunmodifiedsentenceThereare 23 casef adjectval and/oradwerbial modification,
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16 of changesn tenseand6 of clausedependeng Very oftenit seemdo befunctioning
asasentencéengthverbalidiom ratherthana proverbassuch.

4 Concluding remarks

By way of conclusiorwewill commenaboveall onthelimitationsof our study Firstly, whereas
the study we carried out gave valuableinformation aboutthe generalwaysin which Italian
proverbsbehae in written languagethe corpusconsultedwas by no meandarge enoughto
determineaccuratelythe citation forms and typical usageof individual proverbsexceptin a
smallnumberof casesSecondlyit is clearthatathoroughanalysisof proverbialbehaiour and
consequeniexicographicaldescriptionof Italian proverbswill alsodependon the availability
of very large corporaof spokenlanguagewhich for themoments very mucha future prospect
ratherthana presenteality.

Notes

lWe arenot familiar with othermoderncorpus-basedtudiesof Italian proverbs,thoughTurrini et
al., a corpus-basedlictionary of idiomatic phrasesand expressionsdoesinclude someproverbs. For
corpus-basediscussiorof FrenchandEnglishproverbs,see[Arnaud/Moon(1993]}.

2ThecorpuswasinterrogatedisingthesearctprogramDBT, whichis describedn Picchi.For further
detailsof how we usedDBT to locateproverbsaswell asothermultiword units, thereadeiis referredto
[Cignoni/Cofey (1995]), availableonrequesfrom theauthors.

3[Mieder (1989) pp. 241-4] discusseshe samephenomenomwith regardto English proverbs,and
[Moon (1998) pp.170-4]discusse#t with regardto Englishmetaphoricabxpressionsn generalCom-
parealsothe exploitation of Italianidiomsdescribedn [Cignoni/Cofey (1998) pp.294-5].

“4For discussiorof Italian nevspapeheadlinesee[Dardano(1973) pp.265-271]and[Lepri (1986)
pp.121-126].For discussiorof proverbsin the Americanpresssee[Norrick (1995) pp.22-4].
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