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Abstract: The revision of the proverb lore in the French-Hungarian and Hungarian-French Dic-
tionary to be published in Hungary in the near future forced me to give quite quick and short an-
swers to questions that should deserve due consideration, i.e.:

—How to determine the quantity and quality of proverbs that should be included in a (non-
phraseological) bilingual dictionary?

— How to deal with proverbs no equivalent of which is known in the other language?

— To what extent are details needed/permitted about the different uses of individual proverbs?

— Under what and how many key words should a proverb appear?

— Should we suppress the distinction between the labels proverb and proverbial expression be-
cause of the relationship between them?

— When the entry is divided into several parts for semantic or grammatical reasons, should we
place the proverbs separately at the end of each part or together at the end of the entry?

I have no universal answer to these questions, but I may contribute to the reflection by giving
some ideas.

Keywords: dictionary, lexicography, paremiology, paremiography, phraseology, proverb, Hun-
garian proverbs, French proverbs

I. INTRODUCTION

A new French—-Hungarian and Hungarian—French Dictionary is going to be pub-
lished in Hungary in the near future. “New” means here a completely revised version
of the one that has been in use for 40 years now.

I have been studying proverbs for many years but this was the first time that I was
involved in the revision of the proverb lore in a general bilingual dictionary. As a con-
sequence, I had to face problems that I was unfamiliar with and that led me to another
field of linguistics: lexicography. Moreover, the problems I will now tackle are not the
ones related to the compilation of the proverb material for a new dictionary but those
concerning the revision of the proverb lore in an already existing one.

As a matter of fact, revision offers quite limited choices for the editor. Time,
space, the previous edition, the division of labour, etc., these very practical consid-
erations restrict one’s scope. During the work, the problems must be solved on a
pragmatic basis. Lengthy considerations may only come afterwards, e.g. at a confer-
ence between specialists or in an article.

It is well-known that proverbs have a somewhat special role in dictionaries. A
proverb is a transposition, it is at some distance from reality, so it is a kind of trans-

1216-9803/2000/$ 5.00 © 2000 Akadémiai Kiad6, Budapest



394 Peter BARTA

lation itself. That is why it is difficult to find its equivalent. To put it in another way: we
have to look for the equivalents of lexical items on the 1* level and of proverbs on the 2",
During the revision of the proverb lore, I encountered four major problems for
which I had to find solutions.
The first one was the quantity of proverbs to be included in a non-phraseological
dictionary. The second one was which proverbs to include, the third one the question
of labelling and the fourth one was the place of the proverbs in the entry.

II. THE QUANTITY OF PROVERBS

After long consideration, I stuck to the obvious interest of the publisher of not
making changes where it is not necessary, which resulted in the inclusion of about
500 proverbs of each of the two languages. But I am still uncertain about what would
be the right quantity — or rather: the right proportion — of proverbs in a general bi-
lingual dictionary.

III. WHICH PROVERBS SHOULD BE INCLUDED?

There exist frequency lists for the proverbs most often used of both languages:
in Hungarian in Anna TOTH-LITOVKINA’s Ph. D. thesis! and in French in Pierre
ARNAUD’s article.? Sometimes even the proverb dictionaries may indicate the fre-
quency of occurrence, like Gyula PACZOLAY’s one?.

I also included some obsolete proverbs although it is a dictionary of contempo-
rary language. I tried to select the proverbs that are currently in use when I had sev-
eral variants to choose from but when I had no choice, I thought it was better to
have an obsolete proverb than to have no equivalent at all.

Talking about variants: I sometimes found that a proverb did not appear in the
same form in the French—-Hungarian part and in the Hungarian—-French part. After
some reflection, I came to the conclusion that it is not necessary to unify them just
for the sake of uniformity. Even if it came to a user’s wicked mind to compare the
French-Hungarian part with the Hungarian—French part, he could have no objection
against finding two different forms if both are correct.

The fact that this is a bilingual and not a monolingual dictionary forced me to
compromises. I also included proverbs the equivalent of which is not a contempora-
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ry proverb but an obsolete one, a proverbial phrase or just a translation. Had this not
been done, many proverbs that are characteristic of language A or frequently used in
language A would have been omitted for the very reason of having no equivalent in
the form of a contemporary proverb in language B.

IV. LABELLING

It is undoubtedly necessary to indicate whether a certain utterance in the dic-
tionary is a proverb or not. It may be important information for the user, e.g. when
there is a proverb in language A and in the absence of a proverbial equivalent, the
dictionary gives a non-proverbial equivalent in language B. One can use capital let-
ters to indicate that a certain utterance is a proverb. But when the proverb begins
with the entry-word (which is quite a frequent case), the opposition minuscule vs.
capital is neutralised by the use of the tilde, e.g. in

Example 1:

Idleness is the root of all evil <> ~ is the root of all evil.

The proverb Idleness is the root of all evil will probably be found under the entry
idleness, so it will appear in the following form: ~ is the root of all evil. The capitals
are not the right solution for another reason too: they are also used to identify
proper names.

Another means is the abbreviation (prov) used before or after the proverb. But
it occupies space. Moreover, this label often has to be used twice, to indicate that
both the utterance in language A and its equivalent in language B are proverbs.
Sometimes, the equivalent of a proverb in language A is non-proverbial in language
B, because, as we have seen, there does not exist such a proverb in language B. Then
the label (prov) has to be placed before or after the proverb in language A. But if the
equivalent is a proverb too, the label (prov) has to be used a second time. The pub-
lisher would rather not lose so much place.

The question is not simply where to use the label but which label to use: proverb
and proverbial phrase separately for the two kinds of utterances or proverbium for
both, without making a difference? Let’s see the arguments.

I found in many cases that the equivalent of a proverb in language A is a pro-
verbial phrase in language B. Two examples will illustrate this phenomenon in the
correspondence between French and Hungarian:

Example 2:

Au bout du fossé la culbute (proverb) [‘at the end of the ditch,
the somersault’, i.e. the worst is yet to come]

hdtravan még a feketeleves (proverbial phrase) [‘the black soup is
yet to come’, i.e. the worst is yet to come]
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Example 3:

Qui ne veut bdt, Dieu lui donne selle (proverb) [‘to the one that
doesn’t want a pack, God will give a saddle’, i.e. out of the frying
pan into the fire]

cseberbdl vederbe (proverbial phrase) [‘out of the bucket into the
pail’, i.e. out of the frying pan into the fire]

but one would probably be confronted with the same difficulty in the correspon-
dence between English and other languages, as one can see it within one language
too:

Example 4:

Don’t put the cart before the horse (proverb)
to put the cart before the horse (proverbial phrase)

The proverbium label would make it possible to motivate the matching of the
two equivalents one of which is a proverb and the other is a proverbial phrase. But at
the same time, it would mislead the user; it would make him believe that the two
utterances can be used in a similar grammatical context although in reality they can-
not.

The conception according to which proverbs and proverbial phrases should have
different labels makes it possible to have two editors for the two categories. But
then, which editor’s task is it to revise such equivalences as the ones in examples 2, 3
and 47 If we accept that proverbs and proverbial phrases should have the same prov-
erbium label, then the answer is: the same editor should do the revision. This very
question is also asked and the same answer is given in the case of utterances which
can be, without a morphological change, proverbs and proverbial phrases in a lan-

guage, e.g.
Example 5:
Kibuijik a szog a zsdkbdl (proverb) [‘man’s true nature will always
out’]
kibiijik a szog a zsakbdl (proverbial phrase) [‘sy’s true but hidden
intention appears’]

Example 6:

Elobb jon a dinomddnom, azutin a szinombdnom (proverb)
[‘excessive joy will usually be followed by sorrow’]

elébb jon a dinomddnom, azutin a szanombdnom (proverbial
phrase) [‘this pleasure will be followed by a long repentance’]

Example 7:

Egyszer hopp, mdsszor kopp (proverb) [‘it is natural that some-
times one is well off, at other times one is poorly off’]
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egyszer hopp, mdsszor kopp (proverbial phrase) [‘sometimes he is
well off, at other times he is poorly off’]

Example 8:

Kénnyii Katot tdncba vinni (proverb) [‘it is easy to persuade
somebody who is willing’]

konnyii Katot tancba vinni (proverbial phrase) [‘he/she is willing
but won’t admit it’]

Example 9:

Meghalt Matyds kirdly, oda az igazsdg (proverb) [‘justice is not
done’]

meghalt Mdtyads kirdly, oda az igazsdg (proverbial phrase) [‘not to
know where to ask for justice’]

All these technical considerations and the obvious theoretical ones suggest the
use of the proverbium label. And yet, let us not forget a counter-argument of crucial
importance: it is a general dictionary and not a phraseological one. The user might
not be familiar with the recent findings of this very branch of science.

To conclude, I would not recommend the use of the proverbium label until it has
become a familiar term to the ordinary user. But this time is not far ahead.

V. THE PLACE OF THE PROVERBS

The next problem is where to place the proverbs in the dictionary. Many possi-
ble solutions have been identified and used.

— There is a method favoured in some proverb dictionaries to have a straight al-
phabetical sequence on the basis of the first letter of the first word.

— Another option is the thematic presentation.

It is impossible for us to apply either the first or the second method because the
general dictionaries are made up of entries and the proverbs, too, must appear at
these entries. In fact, we are confronted here with the problem that what we are
doing is at the intersection of paremiography and lexicography.

So the question has got narrower: at which entry should a proverb be placed?
The answer is: under the first significant word. But which one is that? The problems
encountered with the selection of the first significant word have been lengthily dis-
cussed in the special literature, so I do not wish to begin anew the discussion. It may
be the first or the second noun, verb, adjective or adverb. To counterbalance this
uncertainty, many proverb dictionaries use a thematic index. This being impossible
in a general dictionary, I advise, where necessary, i.e. when the first significant word
cannot be identified for sure, to list the proverb in two entries. The proverb and its
equivalent may be written in full, or — to use less space — a cross-reference should be
made indicating under which other entry the proverb can be looked up.
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Where within the entry should the proverb be? In fact, an entry may be divided
into several parts on a semantical or morphosyntactical basis. Let’s see a concrete
case:

Example 10:
All that glitters is not gold

This proverb should appear at the entry gold, but under which unit of meaning:
1) metallic element in chemistry; 2) a gold coin; 3) a gold piece; 4) money?* So there
are two solutions for the multisense words:

a) the proverbs appear at the end of each unit of meaning (for gold, for example,
after 1), 2), 3), or 4);

b) the proverbs appear at the end of the entry.

There are two arguments in favour of solution b). The first one is that proverbs
often have a metaphorical quality, no wonder that it is often difficult to say which of
the meanings is relevant. The second one is that if we adopt solution a), two prov-
erbs at the same entry may appear under two different units of meaning. E.g. All that
glitters is not gold may be listed under meaning 1) and

Example 11:
Gold may be bought too dear

under meaning 4).

In the case of the new French—Hungarian and Hungarian—French Dictionary, the
strongest argument regarding the previous matter proved to be the force of inertia.
Solution a) was adopted because this is how the previous dictionary had been edited.

As we can have a division of senses for lexical items in the dictionary, we can di-
vide the senses of a proverb. The letters of the alphabet e.g. can be used to mark the
subsenses. The following case shows what a complex situation is created by the par-
tial overlapping of the semantical fields of the equivalent proverbs:

Example 12:

French proverbs Hungarian proverbs
Group A: with a positive connotation

Le tout, c’est de commencer [s’y mettre]

[‘the main thing is to begin’]

1l n’y a si difficile que le commencement Minden kezdet nehéz

[‘nothing is as difficult as the beginning’] [‘every beginning is difficult’]
Group B: with both connotations T equivalent for the 1st sense
1l n’y a que le premier pas [acte] qui coOte equivalent for both senses: &
[‘only the first step [act] needs an effort’ { equivalent for the 2nd sense

Group C: with a negative connotation
A lejton nincs megdllds
[‘there is no stopping on the slope’]

4 These units of meaning come from 1983 Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary. Springfield.
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The simplest way, as far as I know, is to say in the case of the French proverb of
Group B, Il n’y a que le premier pas [acte] qui coltte that there is a 1" sense, with the
Hungarian equivalent in Group A, and a 2™ sense, with the Hungarian equivalent in
Group C. But it is unnecessary to make any comment in the Hungarian—French part
of the dictionary about the different values of the French proverbs. From the point
of view of the Hungarian proverb’s equivalence with the French ones, it is irrelevant
that the French proverb has another sense too.

VI. CONCLUSION

To sum up: problems arise for two reasons. The first is that the lexemes and
proverbs appear in the same material. This is due to objective reasons and it is un-
avoidable. The second one is that we are revising (and not compiling) a dictionary.
And that is what needs to be changed. After having done the work, I realised the
revision took me more time than the time I would have needed for compiling the
material myself and that the result was not what I had expected.

Revising is working on paper, in other words the editor spends long-long hours
with looking for the entry at which the editor of the previous edition liked to place a
proverb, on deleting it there and placing it at some other entry and simultaneously,
he revises the equivalences. The editor tries not to make too many changes, he tries
to retain as much as possible, quantitatively and qualitatively, of the proverbs of the
previous edition, and he leaves them where they are in the entries, scattered after
each subsense of a lexeme, instead of listing all the proverbs of a lexeme together at
the end of the entry. In cases where there is no one equivalent, as in example 12, the
task of matching the proverbs and separating the senses is particularly difficult.

As the proverb says: It is easy to be wise after the event, so I can certainly recom-
mend, in a similar case, not to revise the proverb lore of a general bilingual diction-
ary but to compile the material yourself. It will result in less work and — what is more
important — it will lead to a much better result. You can work on a PC. First you
select the material to be included and establish all the equivalences, and then you
just have to underline the first significant word of the proverb to indicate to the pub-
lisher under which entry you want the proverb to be inserted. Whereas the revision
of an old dictionary implies many constraints in the new dictionary. To use a Hungar-
ian phraseological unit — it is as if the tail wagged the dog.



