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The use and funct ion of proverbs in 
I i terature have been the subject of numerous 
scholar ly investigations, r ang ing  from col Iec- 
tions and in te rp re t i ve  remarks concerning pro- 
verb ia l  mater ia ls i n  the works of c lassic 

V 
authors l i k e  W i  l I iam Shakespeare, F r a n ~ o i s  
Rabelais, o r  Jd-mn Wolfgang von Goethe to an- 
a l  yses ,of proverbs i n  lesser-known regional  
wr i ters.  Such studies have a lways con- 
centrated on prose and dramatic I i terature, 
whi le l y r i c a l  poetry has been neglected fo r  

w 
what appear to be obvious reasons. Somehow 
l y r i c a l  verses seem not to be su i tab le  for  b i t s  
of prosaic wisdom, and yet there does ex is t  
a considerable amount of p roverb ia l  poetry, 
o r  paremiological verse to use a more tech- 
n ica l  term, i n  Ang lo-American, French, 

v ~ e r m a n , ~  and other languages. 
An ear l y  medieval French example that  

comes to mind i s  the Bal  lade des proverbes b y  
Franqois V i l l on  (c .  1431-after 1463) i n  which 
the poet l i s ts  twenty-eight proverbs of the pat -  
tern "Tant . . . que" i n  four  stanzas. Since 

w the proverbs are not contextual ly l inked,  i t  
i s  ac tua l l y  more a small proverb col lect ion 
than a poem w i th  meaningful content. The f i r s t  
stanza c lear l y  shows the mere enumeration of 
the proverbs: 

v T a n t  g r a t e  c h i e v r e  q u e  m a 1  g i s t ,  
T a n t  v a  l e  p o t  a  l'eaue qu'il b r i s e ,  
T a n t  c h a u f f e  o n  l e  f e r  qu'il r o u g i s t ,  



Tant  l e  m a i l l e  on q u l i l  se d e b r i s e ,  

Tant  v a u l t  llhomme conae on l e  p r i s e ,  
Tant  s l es longne  il q u l i l  n l e n  s o u v i e n t ,  
Tant  mauva is  e s t  qulon l e  d e s p r i s e ,  
Tant  c r i e  l 1 o n  Noel  q u l i l  v i e n t .  

So much a goa t  s c r a t c h e s  t h a t  he s p o i l s  h i s  bed, 
so much goes t h e  p i t c h e r  t o  t h e  w e l l  t h a t  i t  b reaks ,  
so much i s  t h e  i r o n  h e a t e d  t h a t  i t  reddens,  
so much i s  i t  hammered t h a t  i t  c racks ,  
so much a r e  men w o r t h  as o t h e r  men see them, 
so much a man j o u r n e y s  t h a t  he i s  f o r g o t t e n ,  
so much i s  he bad t h a t  he i s  desp ised,  
so much does one c r y  o u t  Noe l  t h a t  i t  comes.4 

Quite a d i f f e ren t  t r a n s l a t i o n  f rom the t r a d i -  
t i ona l  one g i v e n  above i s  t h i s  i n te res t i ng  
modern r e n d i t i o n  b y  the  Canad ian poetess 
P h y l l i s  Got l ieb ('1926) which overcomes the 
clumsiness of l i n i n g  u p  d i s s i m i l a r  p r o v e r b  pa t -  
te rns  a n d  u n i f y i n g  them once a g a i n  th rough  
the invented E n g l i s h  p a t t e r n  "Enough - ing,  

11. you . . . . 
Enough 
enough 
enough 
enough 
enough 
enough 
enough 
enough 

b u t t i n g ,  you b u s t  you r  head 
d i p p i n g ,  t h e  p i t c h e r  b r e a k s  
f i r i n g ,  t h e  i r o n  t u r n s  r e d  
hammering, you g e t  c r a c k s  
r u n n i n g  and you make t r a c k s  
goodness, y o u ' l l  p u l l  o u t  p lums 
naugh t i ness ,  you g e t  smacks 
c a l l i n g  and Chr i s tmas  comes5 

Th is  s tanza i s  therefore no longer a t r a n s l a t i o n  
b u t  r a t h e r  a n  i n n o v a t i v e  adap ta t i on ,  and i t s  
i nc lus ion  i n  a co l lec t ion  of personal  poet ry  b y  
the au tho r  i s  a n  i n d i c a t i o n  tha t  p rove rb  poems 
a r e  s t i  l l  of  importance today.  

Just as  French a n d  German l a t e  medieval 
l i t e r a t u r e  i s  r i c h  i n  p r o v e r b i a l  mater ia ls ,  e a r l y  
Engl  i s h  I  i t e r a r y  works  b y  Geoffrey Chaucer, 
John Gower, a n d  John Lydga te  to name b u t  a 



few also abound i n  them. But the r ichest  pro- 
ve rb ia l  mater ia ls  a re  assembled in John Hey- - wood's (1497-1580) A Dialogue Conta in ing the 
Number of  the Ef fectual  Proverbs in the Eng l i sh  
Tongue Concerning Marr iages (1546) and  i n  h i s  
s i x  hundred Epigrams upon Proverbs ( 1556- 
1562). While the lengthy Dialogue (2754 l ines)  
i s  i n  fac t  a commentated proverb col lect ion of 

w rhyming couplets, one cannot consider i t  a pro- 
verb poem as such. On the other hand, Hey- 
wood's many rhymed p rove rb ia l  epigrams (2-40 
l ines) a re  short p roverb  poenis of sorts, usual-  
l y  exempl i fy ing a p roverb  i n  a d idac t i c  and  
yet a t  tSwles humorous fashion:  

w O f  L a t e  and Never 

B e t t e r  l a t e  t h a n  n e v e r :  
That  i s  n o t  t r u e  e v e r ;  
Some t h i n g s ,  t o  r u l e  i n  r a t e ,  
B e t t e r  neve r  t h a n  l a t e . 6  

Of W i t s  

So many heads, so many w i t s :  nay,  nay !  
We see many heads and no n i t s ,  some day.' 

P r a i s e  o f  a  Man above a  Horse 

A man may w e l l  l e a d  a  h o r s e  t o  t h e  wa te r  
But  he cannot  make h im d r i n k ,  w i t h o u t  he l i s t .  
I p r a i s e  t h e e  above t h e  ho rse ,  i n  t h i s  m a t t e r ;  
Fo r  I ,  l e a d i n g  t h e e  t o  d r i n k ,  t h o u  h a s t  n o t  m issed  
Alway t o  be ready ,  w i t h o u t  r e s i s t a n c e ,  
Both  t o  d r i n k ,  and be drunk,  e r e  t h o u  were l e d  t hence  

The creat ion of epigrams around proverbs 
continued well i n to  the seventeenth century and  
i s  s t i l l  p ract iced today. For example, John 
Davies (c .  1565-1618) i n  h i s  Scourge of  Fo l l y  
(1611) assembled and  dedicated 418 of them to 

c John Heywood, of which many a re  va r i an t s  of 

those of Heywood as i s  the case w i t h  the fo l -  



l ow ing  ep ig ram based upon the a1 ready-quoted 
p r o v e r b  "So many heads, so many wits":  

"So many heads, so many w i t t s : I f  Fy, f y :  
I t  i s  a  shame f o r  p r o u e r b s  so t o  l y e ;  
Fo r  I ( t hough  mine acqua in tance  be b u t  s m a l l )  
Know many heads that  haue  n o  witt a t  a l l . 9  

The obv ious  ques t ion ing  o f  the  p r o v e r b ' s  one- 
s ided wisdom in many of these ep igrams w 
resu l ted  f i v e  years  l a t e r  i n  a smal l  p u b l i c a t i o n  
e n t i t l e d  Crossing o f  Proverbs  (1616), in wh ich  
Nicholas Breton (c .  1545-c. 1626) opposed each 
p r o v e r b  b y  a con t rad ic to ry  statement in  the  
fo l  l ow ing  manner ( P=proverb;  C=crossi n g  ) : 

P. Euery  c h i l d  knowes h i s  owne f a t h e r .  
C .  Not, b u t  as h i s  mother t e l s  him. 

P. Many handes make q u i c k e  worke. 
C.  Not  among t h e  l a z y .  

P. A f o o l e  i s  euer  l a u g h i n g .  
C.  Not when hee i s  beaten,  f o r  t h e n  hee cryes.10 

The fac t  t h a t  f o r  almost every  p r o v e r b  
there  i s  a s i t u a t i o n  o r  even another  p r o v e r b  
tha t  w i l l  e a s i l y  d i sp rove  i t  i s  a long-recog- 
n i zed  phenomenon. The example t h a t  comes to  
m ind  immediately i s  "Out o f  s igh t ,  ou t  of r 
m i ndU--"Absence makes the  h e a r t  grow fonder  .I1 

P l a y i n g  w i t h  such p r o v e r b  opposi t ions i s  a t y p e  
of ve rba l  d u e l i n g  a n d  examples f o r  t h i s  c a n  
be  found in eve ryday  speech occurences as  we1 l 
as i n  w r i t t e n  form. Among the  poems of F r a n k  
H. Woodstr ike ( twen t ie th  cen tu ry )  c a n  b e  found  - 

v 
a poem that i s  r em in i scen t  of t h e  crossed pro- 

verbs  of Nicholas Breton,  a n d  the  t i t l e  Para -  
dox i ca l  Proverbs  t r u  I y captures  the  apparen t  
ph i losoph ica l  amb igu i t y  a n d  a b s u r d i t y  when 
the wisdom of v a r i o u s  p rove rbs  i s  b rough t  i n t o  
cont ras t .  

)1 



I f  wisdom supreme y o u  r e a l l y  d e s i r e ,  
J u s t  h e e d  t h e  p h i l o s o p h e r s 1  w o r d :  

Be s u r e  t h a t  y o u  a c t  a s  t h e i r  p r o v e r b s  r e q u i r e  
And y o u  w i l l  be w i s e ,  o r  a b s u r d .  

I ILook b e f o r e  y o u  l e a p .  
H e s i t a t e  a n d  a l l  i s  l o s t .  

" S t i c k  w i t h  t h e  s h i p .  
Wise r a t s  d e s e r t  a  s i n k i n g  s h i p .  

" R e t u r n  good  f o r  e v i l .  
Pay h i m  b a c k  i n  h i s  own c o i n .  

"As y o u  sow, s o  s h a l l  y o u  r e a p .  
A b a d  s t a r t ,  a  g o o d  f i n i s h .  

" I n  p e a c e  p r e p a r e  f o r  w a r .  
N e v e r  c r o s s  a  b r i d g e  u n t i l  y o u  come t o  i t .  

"When i n  Rome do as  Romans do .  
Do o n l y  t h a t  w h i c h  i s  r i g h t .  

"An h o n e s t  man c a n n o t  b e  b o u g h t .  
E v e r y  man h a s  h i s  p r i c e .  

"Never  h o w l  u n t i l  y o u  a r e  h i t .  
A  s t i t c h  i n  t i m e  s a v e s  n i n e .  

I1A r o l l i n g  s t o n e  g a t h e r s  n o  moss. 
A s e t t i n g  h e n  l a y s  n o  e g g s .  

"Never  j u d g e  b y  a p p e a r a n c e s .  
E v e r y  b i r d  i s  known b y  i t s  f e a t h e r s .  

" S t r i v e  n o t  a g a i n s t  t h e  s t r e a m .  
To r e a c h  t h e  t o p  y o u  m u s t  c l i m b  t h e  h i l l .  

" B e t t e r  h a l f  b a d  t h a n  a l l  bad .  
A l i e  t h a t  i s  h a l f - t r u t h  i s  b l a c k e s t .  

I t Love  n e v e r  d i e s .  
When p o v e r t y  e n t e r s  t h e  d o o r ,  L o v e  l e a p s  o u t  t h e  window. 

! !Everybody  f e e l s  f o r  t h e  u n d e r  dog.  
When a  man i s  down e v e r y b o d y  j u m p s  on h i m .  

" L i v e  w h i l e  y o u  l i v e .  
P u t  b y  f o r  a  r a i n y  day .  



"It i s  n e v e r  t o o  l a t e .  

When a  t h i n g  i s  l o s t ,  i t  i s  t o o  l a t e  t o  l o c k  i t  u p . " l l  
w 

But can  a l l  the  examples discussed thus  
f a r  f rom e a r l y  Eng l  i s h  to modern American 
l i t e r a t u r e  r e a l l y  be  c a l l e d  poems? I n  a l i m i t e d  
sense perhaps yes, b u t  how about the exis tence 
of poems , where many p rove rbs  or p r o v e r b i a l  
expressions a r e  a c t u a l l y  combined to g i v e  the  - 

w 
r e s u l t i n g  poem a n  a c t u a l  meaning? There does 
ex i s t  a most i n te res t i ng  poem b y  an anonymous 
poet e n t i t l e d  A Ballad of O l d  Proverbs (1707) 
which conta ins  twenty-seven p rove rbs  a n d  pro-  
ve rb  i a  l expressions: - 

A  B a l l a d  o f  O l d  P r o v e r b s  *. 

I P r i t h e e  S w e e t - h e a r t  g r a n t  me my d e s i r e ,  
F o r  I am t h r o w n  as  t h e  o l d  P r o v e r b  goes ,  

O u t  o f  t h e  F r y i n g - p a n ,  i n t o  t h e  F i r e ,  
And t h e r e  i s  n o n e  t h a t  p i t i e s  my Woes. 

Then h a n g  o r  d r o w n  t h y  s e l f ,  my Muse, 
F o r  t h e r e  i s  n o t  a  T---d t o  c h u s e .  

M o s t  M a i d s  p r o v e  Coy o f  l a t e ,  t h o '  t h e y  seem H o l i e r ,  
Y e t  I b e l i e v e  t h e y  a r e  a l l  o f  a  M i n d ;  

L i k e  u n t o  l i k e ,  q u o t h  t h e  D e v i l  t o  t h e  C o l l i e r .  
And t h e y ' l l  b e  t r u e  when t h e  D e v i l  i s  B l i n d :  

L e t  n o  one  t r u s t  t o  t h e i r  d e s i r e ,  
F o r  t h e  b u r n t  C h i l d  s t i l l  d r e a d s  t h e  F i r e .  

What t h o '  my L o v e  as  w h i t e  a s  a  Dove i s ,  
Y e t  y o u  w o u l d  s a y ,  if y o u  knew a l l  w i t h i n ;  

S h i t t e n  come S h i t e  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  L o v e  i s ,  
And f o r  h e r  F a v o u r  I c a r e  n o t  a  P i n :  

No L o v e  o f  m i n e  s h e  e ' e r  s h a l l  be ,  
S i r - R e v e r e n c e  o f  h e r  Company. 

What t h o 1  h e r  D i s d a i n f u l n e s s  my H e a r t  h a t h  c l o v e n ,  
Y e t  I am o f  s o  s t a t e l y  a  M i n d ;  

I111 n o t  c r e e p  i n  h e r  A--- t o  b a k e  i n  h e r  Oven, 
T h o 1  ' t i s  an o l d  P r o v e r b ,  t h a t  C a t  w i l l  t o  k i n d :  

B u t  I w i l l  s a y  u n t i l  I d i e ,  
F a r e w e l  a n d  b e  h a n g ' d ,  t h a t ' s  t w i c e  Good-bye.  



Alas,  no En joyments ,  n o r  Comfo r t  I can take ,  
I n  h e r  t h a t  r e g a r d s  n o t  t h e  w o r t h  o f  a  Lover ;  

A T--- i s  as good f o r  a  Sow, as a  Pancake: 

Swal low t h a t  Gudgeon, 1'11 f i s h  f o r  a n o t h e r ,  
She n e ' e r  r e g a r d s  my a k i n g  H e a r t ,  

T e l l  a  Mare a  Ta le ,  s h e ' l l  l e t  a  F a r t .  

Now I ' m  s u r e  as my Shoe i s  made o f  L e a t h e r ,  
W i t h o u t  good a d v e r t i s e m e n t  and f o r t u n a t e  h e l p s ;  

We two s h a l l  n e ' e r  s e t  o u r  Horses t o g e t h e r ,  
F o r  she ' s  l i k e  a  Bear b e i n g  r o b t d  o f  h e r  Whelps: 

But  as f o r  me i t  s h a l l  n e ' e r  be s a i d ,  
You've b r o u g h t  an o l d  House o v e r  you r  Head. 

Lo, t h i s  i s  my Counse l  t o  young Hen t h a t  Wooe, 
Look w e l l  b e f o r e  you l eap ,  hand le  you r  Geer; 

Fo r  i f  you Wink and S h i t e ,  y o u ' l l  n e ' e r  see what you do, 
So you may t a k e  a  wrong Sow by t h e  Ear :  

But  i f  she p r o v e  h e r  s e l f  a  F l u r t ,  
Then she may do as does my S h i r t .  

F a l l  Back, o r  f a l l  Edge, I never  s h a l l  bound be, 
To make a  Match w i t h  Tag-rag, and L o n g - t a i l ;  

He t h a t ' s  b o r n  t o  hang, neve r  s h a l l  d rown 'd  be, 
Bes t  i s  b e s t  cheap, i f  you h i t  n o t  t h e  N a i l :  

S h a l l  I t o i l  G r a t i s  i n  t h e  D i r t ,  
F i r s t  she s h a l l  do as does my S h i r t . 1 2  

This humorous and  somewhat sarcast ic poem of 
a rebuffed lover ga ins  i t s  effectiveness b y  the 
many ear thy and p a r t i a l l y  lewd fo lk  expres- 
sions and i s  a c lear  ind icat ion tha t  people 
have always enjoyed p l a y i n g  w i t h  proverbs. 
An even greater tour de force poem that  
l i t e r a l l y  consists of noth ing bu t  proverbs, pro- 
ve rb ia l  expressions, and  a l lus ions i s  the fol- 
lowing poem by  the American poet Ar thur  
Gu i terman ( 1871 -1 943) : 

A P r o v e r b i a l  Tragedy 

The R o l l i n g  Stone and t h e  T u r n i n g  Worm 
And t h e  Cat  t h a t  l o o k e d  a t  a  K i n g  

Se t  f o r t h  on t h e  Road t h a t  Leads t o  Rome-- 
F o r  Youth w i l l  have i t s  F l i n g ,  



The Goose w i l l  l a y  t h e  Golden Eggs, 

The Dog must have h i s  Day, 
And Nobody l o c k s  t h e  S t a b l e  Door 

T i l l  t h e  h o r s e  i s  s t o l ' n  away. 

B u t  t h e  R o l l i n g  Stone, t h a t  was neve r  known 

To Look b e f o r e  t h e  Leap 
P lunged down t h e  h i l l  t o  t h e  Waters S t i l l  

That  r u n  so da rk ,  so deep; 

And t h e  l e a v e s  were s t i r r e d  by t h e  E a r l y  B i r d  
Who sought  h i s  b r e a k f a s t  where 

He marked t h e  squ i rm  o f  t h e  T u r n i n g  Worm-- 
And t h e  Ca t  was K i l l e d  by c a r e ! l 3  

Gui terman succeeds i n  tw is t ing  and chang ing  
proverbs i n  such a fashion tha t  they take on 
new meanings wi thout  becoming unrecognizable 
by  the reader.  The p roverb ia l  "Rol l ing Stone" 
even becomes a sort of character  whose l i f e  
p a t h  i s  described in laconic expressions to i t s  
t rag ic  end. And h i s  fel low travelers,  the 
equa l l y  p roverb ia l  worm and cat, a lso f i n d  
the i r  destruct ion i n  a p roverb ia l  l y predestined 
fashion. The poem thus mi r ro rs  the pessimist ic 
worldview inherent in  so many proverbs, and  
on a more phi losophical  level the poem becomes 
an  expression of the t r ag i c  beg inn ing of World 
War I . The metaphorical apocalypse expressed 
i n  the poem is, therefore, much more than a 
p l a y f  , l i ngu i s t i c  t r i c k .  

Proverb poems of tha t  depth a re  obviously 
r a r e  and  the Guiterman poem most l i k e l y  w i l l  
remain the proverb poem par excellence. One 
need on ly  to compare t h i s  poem w i t h  the fo l -  
lowing col lage text  b y  the Canadian poet John 
Robert Colombo (*1936), who has done noth ing 
else bu t  take about two dozen equa l l y  st ruc-  
tured proverbs and l i n k i n g  them b y  rep lac ing 
key words b y  the name Ruth: 



P r o v e r b i a l  Ruth  

A good a r c h e r  i s  known by h i s  Ruth ,  n o t  h i s  a r rows .  

A good Ruth  makes a good end ing.  

A good cause makes a s t o u t  h e a r t  and a s t r o n g  Ruth .  
A good Ruth  makes good company. 
A good Ruth  needs neve r  sneak. 

A good Ruth  deserves a good bone. 
A good Ruth  i s  t h e  b e s t  sermon. 
A good Ruth  needs no p a i n t .  
A good f e l l o w  l i g h t s  h i s  Ru th  a t  b o t h  ends. 
A good Ruth  i s  o n e - h a l f  o f  a man's l i f e ,  and bed i s  t h e  

o t h e r  h a l f .  
A good garden may have some Ruth .  
A good Ruth  i s  b e t t e r  t h a n  a bad  possess ion .  
A good Ruth  s h o u l d  be seldom s p u r r e d .  
A good Jack makes a good Ruth.  
A good key i s  necessa ry  t o  e n t e r  Ruth .  
A good Ruth  keeps o f f  w r i n k l e s .  
A good Ruth  i s  no more t o  be f e a r e d  t h a n  a sheep. 
A good Ruth  i s  neve r  o u t  o f  season. 
A good Ru th  i s  b e t t e r  t h a n  g o l d .  
A good Ruth  keeps i t s  l u s t r e  i n  t h e  da rk .  
A good Ruth  neve r  wants workmen. 
A good Ruth  makes a good master .  
A good Ruth  i s  t h e  b e s t  sauce. 
A good Ruth  i s  none t h e  worse f o r  b e i n g  t w i c e  t o l d .  
A good tongue has seldom need t o  beg  Ruth .  
A good Ruth  and h e a l t h  a r e  a man's b e s t  wea l t h .  
A good Ruth  b r i n g s  a good summer. 
A good Ruth  wakes a good husband. 
A good Ruth  f o r  a bad one i s  w o r t h  much, and c o s t s  

l i t t l e . 1 4  

Some sentences l i k e  "A good Ruth makes good 
companyt1 and "A good Ruth i s  bet ter  than 
gold" make sense, bu t  how about such an t i -  
feminist s lu rs  as "A good Ruth deserves a good 
bone," "A good Ruth needs no p a i n t  [cos- 
metics]," and "A good Ruth i s  never out of 
season"? The author has added a postscr ipt  to 
h i s  "poemtt s ta t i ng  that  he sees i t  "as an  
i ronic,  p l ay fu l  love poem." I n  t h i s  l i g h t  some 



of  the va r i ed  proverbs suddenly take on 
meanings, and  a t  least p a r t s  of the poem be- 
come commentaries on modern sexual pol  i t ics  . 

I f  the poem b y  John Colombo i s  an  i ron ic  
re f lec t ion about love i n  our  time, then the fo l -  
lowing text  of forceful l y changed proverbs b y  
Ambrose Bierce (1842-1914) may be looked a t  
as a sa t i r i ca l  in terpreta t ion of man 's  con- 
d i t i on  as he i s  faced w i t h  ever more insur -  
mountable obstacles and  problems: 

"Wise Saws and Modern I n s t a n c e s ,  o r  
Poor R i c h a r d  i n  Reverse" 

Saw, n. A t r i t e  p o p u l a r  s a y i n g  o r  p r o v e r b .  ( ~ i ~ u r a t i v e  and 
c o l l o q u i a l . )  So c a l l e d  because i t  makes i t s  way i n t o  
a  wooden head. F o l l o w i n g  a r e  examples o f  o l d  saws 
f i t t e d  w i t h  new t e e t h .  

A penny saved i s  a  penny t o  squander.  
A man i n  known by  t h e  company he o ~ g a n i z e s .  
A bad  workman q u a r r e l s  w i t h  t h e  man who c a l l s  h im t h a t .  
A b i r d  i n  t h e  hand i s  w o r t h  what i t  w i l l  b r i n g .  
B e t t e r  l a t e  t h a n  b e f o r e  anybody has i n v i t e d  you. 
Example i s  b e t t e r  t h a n  f o l l o w i n g  i t .  
H a l f  a  l o a f  i s  b e t t e r  t h a n  a  whole one i f  t h e r e  i s  much 

e l s e .  
Th ink  t w i c e  b e f o r e  you speak t o  a  f r i e n d  i n  need. 
What i s  w o r t h  d o i n g  i s  w o r t h  t h e  t r o u b l e  o f  a s k i n g  somebody 

t o  do i t .  
Leas t  s a i d  i s  soones t  disavowed. 
He l a u g h s  b e s t  who l a u g h s  l e a s t .  
Speak of  t h e  D e v i l  and he w i l l  hea r  about  i t .  
O f  two e v i l s  choose t o  be t h e  l e a s t .  
S t r i k e  w h i l e  y o u r  employer  has a  b i g  c o n t r a c t .  
Where t h e r e ' s  a  w i l l  t h e r e ' s  a  won t t . 15  

The way Bierce changes the second h a l f  of the 
t r ad i t i ona l  proverb i s  somewhat reminiscent of 
some of the ea r l  i e r  p roverb ia l  epigrams and  
the crossing of proverbs, bu t  i t  d i f f e r s  in tha t  
the change i s  made w i t h i n  the proverb text  i t -  
self  and  the cont rad ic t ion i s  not added as an 



ex t ra  sentence. The shortness and  conciseness 
of Birece's proverb va r i a t i ons  might  in fac t  
lead to new proverbs,  f o r  innovat ions such as 

v 
"A man i s  known b y  the company he organizes" 
and "Where there 's a w i l l  there 's  a won ' t t '  do 
contain a good amount of wisdom to mer i t  pro- 
ve rb ia l  status. 

But there a re  also l y r i c a l  poems in which 

V 
only one proverb p l a y s  a major r o l e  as f a r  
as the phi losophical  content i s  concerned. In 
Robert Frost ' s ( 1874-1 963) famous poem Mending 
Wall (1914), f o r  example, the proverb "Good 
fences make good neighbors" i s  not merely 
quoted twice bu t  the rest  of the text  does i n  

w 
fact  become a c r i t i c a l  re f lec t ion u p o n  the 
t rad i t i ona l  wisdom expressed therein.  I n  the 
poem Robert Frost  wants to show tha t  the un- 
quest ioning acceptance of a n  o l d  p roverb  might  
i n  fac t  be detr imental  to a meaningful  in ter -  
re la t ionsh ip  and  communication between people. 

v 
The b l i n d  repet i t ion of the proverb b y  the 
neighbor shuts off any chance f o r  change i n  
ne ighbor ly  re lat ions,  separat ing them un- 
necessari ly fo r  another year when i t  w i l l  be 
time aga in  to mend the fences. 

I f  F ros t ' s  poem i s  a c r i t i c a l  ana lys is  of 
the proverb, the fo l lowing poem b y  Vincent 

w 
Godfrey Burns ('1893) w i t h  the p rove rb ia l  
t i t l e  Man doth not Live by Bread Alone i s  a 
poetic exempl i f icat ion of the bas ic  t r u t h  of the 
B ib l i ca l  proverb (Mat t .  4, 4 ) :  

Man d o t h  n o t  l i v e  b y  b r e a d  a l o n e  
Y B u t  b y  each  e l e v a t i n g  t h o u g h t  

By w h i c h  h i s  s h i p  o f  l i f e  i s  w r o u g h t ;  
Each h a r b o r  l i g h t  h o w e v e r  d i m  
T h a t  makes l i f e ' s  b r o a d  s e a  p l a i n  t o  h i m  
I s  l i k e  a  s e a r c h l i g h t  f r o m  t h e  t h r o n e - -  
Man d o t h  n o t  l i v e  b y  b r e a d  a l o n e .  

Man d o t h  n o t  l i v e  b y  b r e a d  a l o n e  
B u t  b y  t h o s e  t r u t h s  w h i c h  g r e a t l y  f e e d  
H i s  h u n g e r i n g  s o u l ' s  deep s p i r i t - n e e d ,  



By i n w a r d  m u s i c  s w e e t  a n d  c l e a r  

T h a t  t u n e s  w i t h  j o y  h i s  i n n e r  e a r ;  

G i v e  man t h e  f o o d  o f  s o u l ,  n o t  s t o n e - -  
He d o t h  n o t  l i v e  b y  b r e a d  a l o n e .  

Man d o t h  n o t  l i v e  b y  b r e a d  a l o n e ,  
He h a t h  a  h u n g e r  o f  t h e  h e a r t  

And c a n n o t  w a l k  f r o m  man a p a r t ;  
No l i v i n g  human l o n g  c a n  s t a n d  
W i t h o u t  t h e  g r a s p  o f  f r i e n d l y  hand ,  
The t o u c h ,  t h e  f e l l o w s h i p ,  t h e  v o i c e  
T h a t  make t h e  l o n e l y  h e a r t  r e j o i c e ;  
Love  a l l  o u r  s o r r o w s  c a n  a t o n e - -  
Man d o t h  n o t  l i v e  b y  b r e a d  a l o n e . 1 7  

Each stanza i s  enclosed b y  th is  p a r t i c u l a r  pro- 
verb and th is  six-t ime repet i t ion of the same 
proverb makes the intent ion of the author very 
c lear .  Between the proverb texts he exp la ins 
such sp i r i t ua l  matters as thought, t ru th ,  and 
love by  which man l ives i n  addi t ion to h i s  
mater ia l  i s t i c  need fo r  bread. 

F i n a l l y  there a re  the lengthy poems such 
as Car l  Sandburg's (1878-1967) The People, Yes 
(1936) which contains 334 proverbs on 180 
pages of text.18 I n  t h i s  poem Sandburg wanted 
to g i ve  a p ic tu re  of the American people by  
means of the i r  everyday language, f o r  as he 
argues a t  the beginn ing of the epic poem: 

The p e o p l e  i s  Everyman,  e v e r y b o d y .  
E v e r y b o d y  i s  y o u  and  me a n d  a l l  o t h e r s .  
What e v e r y b o d y  s a y s  i s  w h a t  we a l l  s a y .  
And what  i s  i t  we a l l  s a y ?  1 9  

The answer to t h i s  question i s  in p a r t  the 
many proverbs and expressions that  Sandburg 
integrated in to  the text, for  they express con- 
cisel y apparent t ru ths  that  have currency 
among the people of a nat ion.  

I n  h i s  shorter poem ( b u t  s t i l l  too long 
to be reproduced here) Good Morning, America 
(1928) Car l  Sandburg also incorporates many 



s lang and p roverb ia l  expressions, proverbs, 
and quotat ions and  begins h i s  l i ngu i s t i c  

v character izat ion of Americans d u r i n g  the 1920s 
w i th  the fo l lowing l ines:  

A c o d e  arrives; l a n g u a g e ;  l i n g o ;  s l a n g ;  
behold t h e  p r o v e r b s  o f  a people, a nation.20 

Sandburg enumerates the proverbs i n  most cases 
w i n  the i r  t rad i t i ona l  wording, whi le  some of the 

other modern poets l i k e  A r t hu r  Gui terman, John 
Robert Colombo, and  Ambrose Bierce tend to 
tamper w i th  the t r ad i t i ona l  texts as was shown 
above. This d i f ference shows the changed at-  
t i  tude towards p roverb ia l  wisdom of modern 

w mankind. I n  a n  ever more sophist icated and  
learned society proverbs a re  c r i t i c a l  l y ques- 
tioned i n  regard  to the i r  v a l i d i t y .  This ques- 
t ion ing of the t r u t h  of proverbs was a l ready 
going on i n  the s ixteenth and  seventeeth 
century,  as was ind icated by  some of the - examples of John Heywood, John Davies, and  
Nicholas Breton, who added exp lanatory  state- 
ments fo r  which the p a r t i c u l a r  proverb does 
not hold t rue.  But i n  more modern times i t  i s  
the actual  a l t e r i n g  of the p roverb ia l  tex t  which 
ref lects man 's  d issat is fac t ion w i t h  some of the 

w o ld  proverbs. Be i t  i n  s a t i r i c a l  o r  i r on i c  pro- 
verb poems, i n  advertisement slogans, 21 i n  
po l i t i ca l  speech o r  cartoons, the p roverb ia l  
texts a re  more often than not changed to f i t  
modern needs .22 What remains i s  nevertheless 
the proverb ia l  s t ruc ture  of the o r i g i n a l  proverb 
and a def in i te  ind ica t ion  that  modern man also 
depends on the forrnu l a i c  proverb pat terns f o r  
communicating ef fect ively h i s  thoughts and  con- 
cerns. Even i f  many proverb peoms over the 
centuries have deal t  c r i t i c a l l y  w i th  the pro- 
verbs, they a re  nevertheless a so l id  proof that  
proverbs were and continue to be important  
l i ngu is t i c  and phi losophical  statements. 
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