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ANITA NACISCIONE
CREATIVE USE OF PROVERBS IN DISCOURSE

Abstract: My purpose is to revisit Wolfgang Mieder’s seminal book Proverbs
Are Never Out of Season (1993) with the aim of summarising his contribu-
tion to paremiology and the 30 years of advancement in research of stylis-
tic use of proverbs in discourse.

I rely on the theoretical framework of cognitive linguistics (Gibbs 1994),
which lays foundations for cognitive stylistics. I use the method of critical
metaphor analysis (Charteris-Black 2004), integrating linguistic and cog-
nitive analysis with social context. The method of interpretative empirical
case studies allows me to identify creative use of proverbs, for example:

The road to hell is paved with good intentions.
Hell isn’t merely paved with good intentions; it is walled
and roofed with them. Yes, and furnished too.

Aldous Huxley, Time Must Have a Stop.

My analysis reveals that Mieder’s contribution to stylistic use of proverbs
discloses the unlimited flexibility of proverbs in context.

Keywords: cognitive stylistics, creative use, diachronic approach, meta-
phorical thought, proverb

Proverbs are flexible and adaptable to
ever new contexts and interpretations.
(Mieder 1993: x)

1. Introduction: Mieder’s contribution to the advancement of
paremiology

Wolfgang Mieder’s commitment to the development of paremio-
logical research has been highly appreciated. His work is well-re-
searched and insightful, providing a new perspective and creative
ways of analysing the functioning of proverbs in context.

Proverbium Online Supplement 3 (2024): 241-250
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In this short essay I would like to have a closer look at Mieder’s
seminal book “Proverbs Are Never Out of Season: Popular Wisdom
in the Modern Age”, written in 1993. Mieder argues that changing
times and situations require a new form of expression and that prov-
erbs are characterised by an unlimited adaptability to ever new con-
texts; their variations become “a most effective verbalisation of hu-
man and societal concerns” (Mieder 1993: 59). More often than not,
proverbs are used in an innovative way, that is, they are changed and
twisted until they fit the demands of our modern age (op. cit.: 58).
Mieder reveals the importance of internal stylistic markers in prov-
erbs, such as personification, hyperbole, and paradox. Above all, he
underscores the role of metaphor and its vivid imagery in text. “It is
exactly the metaphor of the proverb that enables us to employ prov-
erbs in so many different contexts” (op. cit.: 11).

Mieder investigates not only stylistic use of proverbs in the mod-
ern age, but he also addresses traditional and innovative use of prov-
erbs in the past, providing illustrations from the Middle Ages to
modern cartoons and caricatures. Proverb illustrations traditionally
depict basic human problems, usually in a moralistic manner (op.
cit.: 59).

Mieder analyses Pieter Brueghel’s celebrated oil painting “Neth-
erlandish Proverbs” from the late Middle Ages (1559), which depicts
people’s follies and vices. Each individual scene is based on a prov-
erb, which portrays an intrinsic part of a larger satirical mosaic of
everyday life in the sixteenth century (op. cit.: 59-61). Mieder holds
that proverbs play an important role in the visualisation of figurative
thoughts.

Another essential aspect of Mieder’s study of proverbs is their use
and function in literature, namely, in lyrical poetry (op. cit.: 72-88),
which has been neglected because, traditionally, proverbs have been
studied in prose and drama.

What makes Mieder’s analysis of proverbs in various contexts in-
teresting and valuable is his close study of the origin, history, mean-
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ing and modern use of these proverbs, including advertising, which
brings out the use of metaphor in providing memorability of adver-
tising slogans.

To sum up, Mieder’s book “Proverbs Are Never Out of Season:
Popular Wisdom in the Modern Age” (1993) is only one part of his
scholarly achievement in the service of paremiology. This book gives
insights into various facets of the stylistic use of proverbs in dis-
course. It is certainly worth rereading. Mieder has been dedicated
to the development of paremiological research, calling for further
exploration of proverbs both in theoretical and applied aspects.

2. Stability versus change

One of the debatable issues in proverb research has been the un-
derstanding of two important notions: stability and change. Indeed,
when dealing with our empirical material, we face an endless variety
of forms of proverb, functioning in discourse.

Let me address some theoretical issues in paremiology. As lan-
guage units, proverbs belong to phraseology (Kunin 1970). They form
one of the structural types of phraseological units: that of a sentence,
and they possess figurative meaning. Linguistically, a proverb is a
stable, cohesive combination of words with a fully or partially figura-
tive meaning (Naciscione 2010). Thus, proverbs are stable figurative
language units in their base form, that is, in their dictionary form
and meaning, recorded as the headphrase.

In the cognitive view, proverbs arise from figurative thought:
they are linguistic manifestations of figurative thought and the hu-
man ability to think figuratively, including the cognitive skills of ab-
straction and generalisation. Psychological and neuropsychological
studies have established that proverbs conceptualise personal and
social experiences, human behaviour, and abstract thought; their in-
terpretation reveals how people think and reason abstractly (Gibbs
and Beitel 2003: 109-115).
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In discourse, the stylistic use of proverbs reveals the change and
development of human thought. Thus stability and change are only
seemingly contradictory notions. Our thoughts are not static: they
are dynamic. They form a flow of thoughts, disclosing a new percep-
tion and comprehension as a reaction to changes and to political,
social, and cultural factors, creating a new form and meaning, and
forming figurative networks in discourse.

3. Creative use of proverbs

Case studies of the creative use of proverbs in discourse do not al-
ways at first sight lend themselves to stylistic analysis. A cognitive
approach helps to perceive, recognise and appreciate the new in-
stantiation.

Cognitive linguistics also deals with the issue of proverb under-
standing. Proverbs reflect people’s metaphorical conceptualisation
of experience. Importantly, Gibbs argues that “these metaphors pro-
vide a general mechanism for understanding the general in terms
of the specific”, which is one of the key features of proverbs (Gibbs
1994: 313).

Another difficulty, which calls for a cognitive approach, is the
mystery of novelty. What is creative use and how does it come about?
Lakoff and Johnson explore the issue as to how new ways of organ-
ising and understanding experience arise. They underscore that
innovation and novelty are not miraculous, “they do not come out
of nowhere. They are built using the tools of everyday metaphori-
cal thought” (Lakoff and Johnson (2003 [1980]): 251). “Metaphorical
innovations do not consist in totally new creation of metaphorical
thought but in the marshalling of already existing forms of meta-
phorical thought to form new extensions and combinations of old
metaphorical mappings” (op. cit.: 267). The novel form of the met-
aphor uses “the mechanisms of everyday thought, but it extends
them, elaborates them, and combines them in ways that go beyond
the ordinary” (Lakoff and Turner 1989: 67).
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Let me take up several other aspects of studying the use of prov-
erbs in endlessly varying manifestations in discourse. The identifica-
tion process needs, first and foremost, a profound understanding of
the base form as an element of the system of language and its reali-
sation in discourse either in its core use or in a creative instantiation.
In a diachronic approach, verification of the base form is encum-
bered by a shortage of older texts and historical proverb dictionar-
ies. An outstanding exception is Bartlett Jere Whiting’s historical dic-
tionary “Proverbs, Sentences and Proverbial Phrases from English
Writings Mainly Before 1500” (1968). It is a dictionary of the highest
standard, providing contexts of use from the Old English (OE) and
the Middle English (MiE) periods (over 700 pages). Even with this
exceptional dictionary at hand, diachronic proverb identification
remains a problem. Sadly, I have to fully agree with Whiting: “Too
much writing has disappeared, too little speech was ever put into
writing” (Whiting 1968: xii).

Finally, there is the issue of pattern recognition, which is an es-
sential cognitive skill. It is crucial to understanding novel instanti-
ations. By a pattern I understand a mental technique or a device,
characterised by several formal and semantic features, which are
compulsory to meet the needs of the given type of stylistic use in dis-
course, such as extended metaphor, metonymy, pun, allusion, reit-
eration or their innumerable combinations. “Patterns of stylistic use
are stable elements of the language system, while instantial stylistic
change, based on a language pattern, produces a new, unique reali-
sation of the proverb with a novel stylistic effect” (Naciscione 2010:
69). Patterns are part of the mental lexicon, stored in the long-term
memory of the language user.

A diachronic insight into the stylistic use of proverbs, going back
to the OE, MiE, and EMoE (Early Modern English) periods up to MoE
(Modern English), discloses cross-century stability of patterns of
figurative use. The same basic stylistic patterns recur in discourse
across centuries with varying degrees of frequency and density. A
cognitive diachronic view has it that instantial use has persisted
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since the OE period (Naciscione 2020b: 46). Thus, the concept of pat-
tern as a reproducible set of common features and rules of instantial
use provides a key to understanding the great diversity of separate
instantiations of proverbs in discourse.

Let me turn to a case of the creative use of the pattern of extended
metaphor which has been the commonest technique of the stylistic
use of proverbs in discourse over the centuries. Extended metaphor
involves a sub-image or a string of sub-images sustained and tied to-
gether by the base metaphor of the proverb.

In the Abstract for this essay (please see above), I give a quote
from Aldous Huxley’s novel “Time Must Have a Stop” (1944). The au-
thor uses the proverb The road to hell is paved with good intentions in
order to explore the dilemmas of twentieth-century man. The instan-
tiation is based on the pattern of extended metaphor. A sequence
of three sub-images emerges, tied by associations of contiguity, sus-
taining the metaphorical image of the base form of the proverb. The
road to hell is not only paved with good intentions; it is also walled
and roofed, and furnished with good intentions:

paved > walled ... roofed ... furnished

The sub-images form cohesive associative metaphorical bonds in
discourse. Extension of a metaphorical image is a cognitive process.
Thus, “the stylistic pattern of extended metaphor is a mental pattern
that is viewed as a structure of thought that is reproduced in new
creative instantiations” (Naciscione 2016: 252).

Another pattern that is common in stylistic use is allusion. It fre-
quently occurs in longer, well-known proverbs. Traditionally, allusion
has had a broad application. It may function as an indirect reference
to the Bible, Greek mythology, literary characters, historical, politi-
cal, social and cultural phenomena or events. In cognitive stylistics,
allusion is a subtle, implied reference to the image of the proverb,
represented in discourse by one or several image-bearing constitu-
ents, which have a metonymic function: they act like a recall cue, al-
luding to the base form and providing a web of associative links.
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By way of illustration, let me examine a creative instantiation of
the metaphorical proverb The road to hell is paved with good intentions
in “Don Juan”, a satirical, epic poem, written by Lord Byron from
1819 to 1824. The creative instantiation is based on the pattern of
allusion. It covers two stanzas:

The road to hell is paved with good intentions.!
But always without malice: if he warr'd

Or loved, it was with what we call ‘the best
Intentions,’ which form all mankind’s trump card,
To be produced when brought up to the test.

The statesman, hero, harlot, lawyer—ward

Off each attack, when people are in quest.

Of their designs, by saying they meant well.

‘T is pity ‘that such meaning should pave hell.’

I almost lately have begun to doubt

Whether hell'spavement — if it be so paved

Must not have latterly been quite worn out,

Not by the numbers good intent hath saved,

But by the mass who go below without

Those ancient good intentions, which once shaved
And smooth'd the brimstone of that street of hell
Which bears the greatest likeness to Pall Mall.

George Gordon Byron, Don Juan, Canto VIII, XXV-XXVI

Proverbs easily lend themselves to creative use due to their stability
of form and figurative meaning. These two stanzas reveal the devel-
opment of the metaphor, contained in the base form of the proverb,
forming a flow of thoughts, disclosing a new perception and compre-
hension, forming a figurative network, and creating a novel, inimita-
ble form and meaning.

! In this article, stylistic instantiation has been highlighted for emphasis:
base forms are marked bold; instantial elements are underlined. Highlighting
helps in the identification process.
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The full form of the proverb The road to hell is paved with good in-
tentions does not surface in the text of the poem. The first constituent
road is missing altogether. The proverb is represented in discourse
by the explicit image-bearing constituents, which emerge in a dis-
jointed order. Reiteration of the notional constituents is a stylistic
pattern that sustains the base metaphor in context, strengthening
associations of contiguity. In this way, reiteration enhances the co-
hesive role of the creative use of proverbs in discourse. A sustained
metaphorical network promotes semantic and stylistic cohesion
(Naciscione 2020a: 255). It works by associative thinking.

In sum, allusion is a creative technique, evolving from the base
metaphor, developing a novel figurative meaning, and forming fig-
urative networks in discourse. Allusion reflects a figurative mode of
thinking.

4. Conclusion

Cognitive studies yield insight into the creative use of proverbs in
discourse. Patterns of stylistic use, extended metaphor and allusion
included, are inherently dynamic. Extension of figurative meaning
discloses the workings of the human mind and secures the devel-
opment and sustainability of metaphorical thought and language.
In discourse, extended metaphor sustains a narrative and creates a
metaphorical continuum. Sustainability is secured by recourse to the
base metaphor, which is part of the long-term memory of the people.

The uniqueness of stylistic use of proverbs in discourse lies in the
creativity of the cognitive mind. Creative use of the same proverb
and the same stylistic pattern will yield a different unique form of
expression in each case, required by the thought and the context.
Flexibility and adaptability of proverbs in ever new contexts testify
to the timelessness of creative use of proverbs. A cognitive approach
to stylistic instantiations provides benefits for the study of proverbs
in new research areas in paremiology.
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To conclude, creative use of proverbs in discourse forms a novel
figurative thought instantiation. A stylistic approach reveals the ca-
pacity of the human mind to express metaphorical thought and to
create a novel instantiation in form and meaning.

References

Charteris-Black, Jonathan. Critical Discourse Analysis. Basingstoke and New
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004.

Gibbs, Raymond W. Jr. The Poetics of Mind: Figurative Thought, Language
and Understanding. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994.

Gibbs, Raymond W., and Dinara Beitel. “What Proverb Understanding Re-
veals About How People Think”, Cognition, Comprehension, and Commu-
nication: A Decade of North American Proverb Studies (1990-2000), edited
by Wolfgang Mieder, Baltmannsweiler: Schneider Verlag Hohengehren
GmbH, 2003, pp. 109-162.

Kunin, Aleksandr V. Angliyskaya frazeologiya: teoreticheskiy kurs (English
Phraseology: A Theoretical Course). Moskva: Vysshaya shkola, 1970.

Lakoff, George, and Mark Johnson. Metaphors We Live By. Chicago/London:
University of Chicago Press, (2003 [1980]).

Lakoff, George, and Mark Turner. More than Cool Reason: A Field Guide to
Poetic Metaphor. Chicago/London: University of Chicago Press, 1989.
Mieder, Wolfgang. Proverbs Are Never Out of Season: Popular Wisdom in the

Modern Age. New York/ Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993.

Naciscione, Anita. Stylistic Use of Phraseological Units in Discourse. Amster-
dam/ Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2010.

Naciscione, Anita. “Extended Metaphor in the Web of Discourse”. Mixing
Metaphor, edited by Raymond W. Gibbs, Jr. Amsterdam/ Philadelphia:
John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2016, pp. 241-266.

Naciscione, Anita. “Multimodal Creativity in Figurative Use”. Performing
Metaphoric Creativity across Modes and Contexts, edited by Laura Hidal-
go-Downing, and Blanca Kraljevic Mujic, Amsterdam/ Philadelphia:
John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2020a, pp. 249-279.

Naciscione, Anita. “Reproducibility of Patterns of Stylistic Use of Phraseo-
logical Units: A Cognitive Diachronic View”. Reproducibility and varia-
tion of figurative expressions: Theoretical aspects and applications, edited
by Maria Omazic, and Jelena Parizoska, Biaslystok: University of Biasly-
stok Publishing House, 2020b, pp. 33-50.



250 Anita Naciscione

Whiting, Bartlett J. Introduction: Proverbs, Sentences and Proverbial Phrases
from English Writings Mainly Before 1500. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1968, pp. ix—xx.

Copyright (c) 2024 Proverbium and author
This work 1s licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.




