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UNIT |

1. What is a proverb? What features does a proverb have?
2. Where do proverbs generally come from?
3. Do you use proverbs in daily life? If so, in what way?
4. How do you understand the following proverbs?

(1) Content is happiness.

(2) Actions speak louder than words.

(3) Well begun is half done.

(4) A heavy snow promises a good harvest.

(5) All roads lead to Rome.

(6) It’s never too old to leamn.
5. What other proverbs do you know? Which one is your favorite? Why?

Meet the “Proverbial” Scholar
By Stacy Teicher Khadaroo
Paremiology—the study of proverbs, from the Greek “paroimia.” | stumble across this

curious word in my background research, but | haven’t a clue what it really means until | meet
Wolfgang Mieder in the office he shares with his proverb paraphernalia at the University of
Vermont.

This animated gentleman has built up a worldwide reputation during his 30-plus years of
reveling in the common phrases people use to persuade, humor, or moralize.

But the scope of Professor Mieder’s devotion isn’t fully apparent until he hands over a
volume of his international bibliography of proverbs. (He has annotated entries for more than
7, 000 publications, and by the end of May that number will have climbed to include all 10, coo
publications in his archive.) A chance opening to the “M" section reveals page after page full of
references to books and articles authored by “ Mieder, Wolfgang.”

“It’s kind of sick, yah?” he says, his German accent persisting after four decades in the
United States. He often jokes his passion keeps him out of trouble. “Just imagine what I’d be
doing if | weren’t doing this!” He lets out a quick belly laugh before getting back to business.

P 1
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In the index, he notes, you can look up “anything you want from mathematics to sex to
love to animals to meteorology ... Proverbs are ubiquitous and they deal with every aspect of
life. That’s what has fascinated me.”

What, exactly, is a proverb? “A concise statement of apparent truth, which has had, has, or
will have currency,” he says, adding that it’s generally 10 words or less. “You need ready-made
formulaic expressions that you can pull out of your drawer, so to speak.”

Proverbs are not universal truths. Indeed, they often contradict each another. Absence may
make the heart grow fonder, but out of sight, out of mind.

We all make alterations when we know a proverb but it doesn’t quite fit. Mieder admits
some pride at having coined a term for this that has caught on international scholarship: Anti
proverb—"an intentional parody or play with an existing proverb.” Think of this bumper-sticker
slogan: A woman'’s place is in the House and Senate.

“Shakespeare was the greatest modifier of existing proverbs (in English),” he suggests,
and that’s one reason his works often perplex students.

Politics is one topic he’s come back to again and again. Professor Mieder and a colleague
searched 40, 000 pages of Winston Churchill’ s writing and speeches to find proverbs beyond
the well-known “Strike while the iron’s hot.” He once studied the inaugural speeches of every
US president.

When researching the proverbs of Frederick Douglass for a book, he became enamored of
the abolitionist statesman. “He pushed me over to become an American citizen,” says Mieder,
who switched allegiances just four years ago. “Look at that handsome man,” he says, tapping
the picture on the finished book’s cover.

Poetry, art, law. You name the subject and Mieder can give you a proverb as if he’s pulling
a quarter out of your ear.

Most of us aren’t proverbial magicians. We can think of proverbs only when the context is
right. Average people know about 300 proverbs in their native tongue. Mieder says. It’s called
the “paremiological minimum.”

Mieder is so prolific partly because he challenges himself along with his students (he has
taught various subjects in the Department of German and Russian here since 1971). He often
writes a paper at the same time his students have one due.

Recently he dared his advanced German class to produce a book with him, in German.
“Every paper needs to be publishable,” he told them, “No child left behind!” One chose to
look at proverbs in James Bond Movies, others opted for the Bible, Valentine’s Day cards, and
Johnny Cash lyrics. As Mieder shows me the books, he is so exuberant that his petite frame
seems taller, as if he’s standing on tiptoe.

Proverbs can have a dark side, though. Whether used by Hitler against Jews or by
Americans against racial minorities, proverbs “can be very dangerous,” Mieder says.

Longstanding proverbs in the Western world generally come from three sources: antiquity,
the Bible, and Medieval Latin. But for many, it’s difficult to trace the origin. “The buck stops
here” is commonly associated with President Harry S. Truman, but Truman had heard the
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proverb used by a judge, Mieder says.

Sometimes it’s easier to see when a proverb is dying. To illustrate, Mieder quizzes me on
the meaning of “Cobbler, stick to your last.” | know that a cobbler fixes shoes, but I’ve never
heard of the foot-shaped equipment called a last. Mieder explains that this means: Stick to what
you’'re good at.

To replace fading references to “carrying coals to Newcastle,” Mieder has been trying to
coin a new proverb by saying that redundancies are like “carrying maple syrup to Vermont.”

Mieder traces the beginning of his love affair with proverbs to his time as a PhD student at
Michigan State University in the late 1960s—when he took a German folklore course taught by
Stuart Gallacher. “ Two weeks were dedicated to proverbs and then it clicked—it stuck with
me,” he says.

He glances around his office, reverently pointing out framed portraits of “giants” in his
field, which share wall space with proverb art and photos of students. Over there is Archer
Taylor, author of the seminal 1931 book The Proverb. Over here is an excerpt from Finland, and
another from Russia. “There’s one like me pretty much in every country,” he says.

He tumns quietly nostalgic when he notes that many of his friends have died, including
American folklorist Alan Dundes. He hands me a published version of his long-running
correspondence with Dundes, saying, " This | think shows you a friendship among crazy
people.”

Mieder says he’s often accused of being a workaholic, and 95 percent of the time he can
laugh it off. “Then there’s that 5 percent of the time where it hurts... Some of the old-
fashioned work ethics are not all bad.”

He credits his very understanding wife of nearly 40 years, Barbara. She lets him enjoy his
work, he says, “but I’ve got plenty of time to do other things.”

Mieder shares the fruits of his labor everywhere from elementary school classrooms to
Rotary luncheons (and it’s a given at faculty meetings, he says, “that little Wolfgang will come
up with a little bit of wisdom™). For presentations, he can choose from among more than
10, 000 slides he’s put together over the years.

Most people in the world doing dissertations on proverbs eventually correspond with
Mieder or visit his intemational archive, which is so voluminous that he’s had to split it between
his home and a room down the hall from his office.

Standing in that room, he rifles through newspaper clippings in a box, delighting in the
antiproverbs he’ s found in headlines. Three blue ceramic monkeys sit on a shelf nearby—
seeing, hearing, and speaking no evil.

Suddenly Mieder reminds me that he hasn’t yet told me his favorite proverb. Can he really
have a favorite? Just minutes before he was tipping his chair onto its back legs and talking about
proverbs like a grandpa on the porch praising his precious grandchildren.

But Mieder is a decisive man. “ ‘Different strokes for different folks’ is my favorite
proverb,” he says. He traces it back to 1950s African-American culture, noting that a song by Sly
& the Family Stone popularized the phrase in the 1960s. Images flash in my mind from the TV
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show “Different Strokes”, which spanned my childhood in the 1970s and 8o0s.

“I would argue it had to grow on American ground, because it doesn’t tell you what to do.
It says, ‘ Accept the differences in people,”” Mieder says, “| think it’s a truly liberating
proverb.”

= Notes to the Text

1. Stacy Teicher Khadaroo: staff writer of The Christian Science Monitor. She graduated from
Smith College, earned her master’s degree at the University of Missouri and is now editing
and writing feature articles, essays and poetry.

2. Wolfgang Mieder (1944— ): professor of German and folklore at the University of Vermont.
He is the editor of Proverbium: Yearbook of International Proverb Scholarship, author of
over 460 articles and over 200 books, and recipient of the 2012 Robert V. Daniels Award for
outstanding contributions to international education.

3. I stumble across this curious word ... at the University of Vermont: | came upon this
interesting word when | was doing my background research about Professor Wolfgang
Mieder, but | had no idea what it means until | meet him at the University of Vermont. He
possesses a huge collection of proverbs in his office where he received me.

(1) to stumble across: to discover or meet unexpectedly, e.g.
® Gant Redmon was hunting for a job when he stumbled across CareerBuilder, a job

database on the Internet.

(2) background research: access to any background information (published and unpublished)
about a site, a region, a person, or a particular topic of interest. Here, it refers to
Khadaroo’s attempts at finding the background information about Professor Mieder
before she actually went for the interview.

(3) to have not a clue: to have no idea, e.g.
® Jane doesn’t have a clue as to why John won’t call her.
® | haven’t a clue where you left your watch.

(4) proverb paraphemalia: collection of proverbs.

4. ... of reveling in the common phrases...
torevel in: to greatly enjoy (esp. sth. that most other people do not enjoy), e.g.
® She revels in all the attention she gets from the media.
® He seems to revel in inflicting pain.

5. A woman’s place is in the House and Senate.

A woman should work in the office of the Congress, rather than doing house work at home.

It is a parody of “A woman’s place is in the home”, meaning that a woman’s duty is to take

care of children at home. “House and Senate” are the House of Representatives and the

Senate.

6. Winston Churchill (1874—1965): British politician, Prime Minister (1940—1945, 1951—1955),
orator, historian, and artist. He won Nobel Prize in Literature in 1953.
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. Douglass Frederick (1818—1895): American abolitionist, orator, writer, newspaper and

magazine editor, and political reformer. His autobiography Narrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass, an American Slave is his most important work.

8. “ No child left behind!”: an education policy initiated by President Bush in 2006.
9. Valentine’s Day: also St. Valentine's Day (Feb. 14) on which lovers exchange flowers or

10.

1.

12.
13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.
19.

20.

21.

confectionery. Named after two Christian martyrs named Valentine, it became associated with
romantic love in the Middle Ages when courtly love flourished.

Johnny Cash (1932—2003): an influential figure in American country music during the last
half of the 20th century, famous for his charismatic outlaw persona, deep, authoritative
voice, and dark songs.

The buck stops here: a motto on President Truman’s desk, meaning “you have to make
your decision”.

“The buck stops here” derives from “pass the buck”, a slang expression used in the game
of poker, in which if the player did not wish to deal he could pass the “buck™ (the counter)
to the next player.

Harry S. Truman (1884—1972): 33rd President of the United States (1945—1953).

it clicked—it stuck with me: It suddenly occurred to me that my real interest was in
proverbs.

to click: to suddenly understand or realize, e.g.

® | puzzled over it for hours before it finally clicked.

® The speaker gave us a humorous joke which suddenly clicked with us and we all laughed.
Archer Taylor (1890—1973): professor of German at Washington University (1915—1925), the
University of Chicago (1925—1939), and the University of California, Berkeley (1939—1957).
His books include The Shanghai Gesture and The History of Bibliographies, Book
Catalogues: Their Varieties and Uses.

Alan Dundes (1934—2005): folklorist at the University of California, Berkeley. He is the
author of twelve books, both academic and popular; and editor of two dozen more.
Rotary: the Rotary Club, an organization of business people in a town who work together to
raise money for the poor or the sick.

to laugh sth. off: to pretend that something is less serious than it really is by laughing or
joking about it.

credit: approval or praise that you give to sb. for what he has done.

seeing, hearing, and speakingno evil: another version of “See no evil, hear no evil, and
speak no evil”, a proverb which means to focus on the good aspects of things.

Sly & the Family Stone: an American rock, funk (it 52), and soul (/K 4%, LK R 3 4R)
band from San Francisco. Active from 1967 to 1983, the band was pivotal in the development
of soul, funk, and psychedelic music (%] 5R).

Different Strokes: an American television sitcom that aired on the NBC television network
from November 3, 1978 to May 4, 1985, and on ABC from September 27, 1985 to March
7, 1986.
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