FURTHER REMARKS ON A NUMBER
OF PHRASEOLOGICAL AND APOPHTHEGMATIC
UNITS IN ENGLISH AND ROMANIAN — CONVERGENT
AND DIVERGENT POINTS

Constantin MANEA
University of Pitati

Abstract

The present paper deals with a number of Englistaggwlogical and
proverbial units, trying to compare them with thelosest Romanian (dictionary)
counterparts, in an effort to corroborate some h& most relevant points of
convergence and divergence between the two languagbat specific field. The
author was were essentially interested in reveainth aspects as: the degree of
convergence (both in point of imagery or idea, &ord/structure), the degree of
international circulation, expressive/graphical erehtiality vs. expressive
abstractness, the etymological and historical/aptatdelevance vs. opaqueness,
the concentration of image, the aphoristic progfiviform completeness vs.
incompleteness, and the stylistic nuances.

Key words: phraseological units proverbs apophthegmatic
expressiveness

Résumé

L’article traite des phraséologismes des provednegais et roumains inclus
dans les dictionnaires, mettant en valeur les nelsismces et les différences entre
les deux langues. On a étudié: les degré de coemeeg(du point de vue de
'imagistique et de la structure), la fréquence gdiemploi international,
I'éxpressivité abstraite, le relevement étymologiqles formes complétes et
incompléetes, les nuances stylistiqgues. Une sérimits phraséologiques de
circulation appartenant a des langues différemetennent des éléments de ces
proverbes.

Mots-clés unites phraséologiqueproverl apophtegmatiqueexpressivitg
lexique
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1. The astounding multiplicity, and the prodigioudomatic and
figurative richness of the phraseological lexicabck (including the
apophthegamtic units of a language) is not onlyarably attractive for
linguists, but also worth every effort by the resbar. On the other hand,
the exploration of the diachronic dimension of sugdms of collective
imagination is an undertaking both enriching anatifying, but not devoid
of arduousness and variegated challenges. Discmyélost images” and
“word stories” may be a safe and fruitful way tcoyide a broader, and
more “human” picture of a nation’s cultural quirgesce. Moreoever, most
images evinced by such lexical units tend to becadmternational,
addressing the innermost psyche of man.

The present paper’'s main aims are to compare shcsgological
units, basically trying to assess their degree aihvergence (as
concepts/images/ideas, so in point of sense, aadimlpoint of expression),
the prevalence of either sense or expression, hadexpressive quality
mainly resulting from their figurative/graphical amces, or from their
stylistic overtones (e.g. absurdity, irony, etthg expressive concreteness in
either of the two languages considered, the usebsolete (possibly,
archaic) terms, or of sheer idiomatic terms (whiah sometimes beonce
words).

The author did not mean to form an undue demonstrassociation
between the concepts that are the very key-wordsthef present
contribution, viz.idiomatic phraseologicalandproverbial/apophthegmatjc
but started from the unassuming remark that sommnum, widely
circulated phraseologisms are at the same timeiala to, remnants or
reminders of, (prior) well-known proverbial unit§hat is to say that, in
such cases, the dividing line between the phragem@band idiomatic units,
on one hand, and the proverbial/apophthegmatis uait the other hand, is
rather vague (cf. the manner in which the issuetrégmted by most
dictionaries). In fact, much of the configuratiohtbe phraseological and
idiomatic of a language is actually shaped by tleenent which Eugeniu
Coseriu calledrepeated discourséRom. discurs repetatGer.wiederholte
Rede Sp. discurso repetidp— fundamentally a type of partial (linguistic)
quotation.
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2. The ample domain represented by proverbs, maxadages,
sayings and (wise) saws, aphorisms, and even emsjranaterializes
through verbal expressions that set forth univess@dom, usually a
(general/basic/self-evident) truth (or practical eqapt), or some
commonplace fact of experience. They are essentmémorable, short,
concise, condensed, and can be found in frequehtvadespread use; more
often than not, they use bold imagery, and may sarz@ an abundance of
ethical, cultural, and even practical aspects; $ones, briefly stated rules
of conduct, or guiding principles characteristic af group, etc., are
expressed.

On the other hand, aidiom is “a group of words whose meaning
cannot be predicted from the meanings of the cmesti words, as for
example It was raining cats and dodgs(COLL); “a speech form or an
expression of a given language that is peculiaitself grammatically or
cannot be understood from the individual meaninggsoelements, as in
keep tabs dh(AmH); idiomatic means “1. peculiar to or characteristic of a
given language” (AmH). The idiomatic character lud fixed expressions in
a language is often ensured by those words whtblerehave no definite (or
etymologically certain) sense, or have — so tolspeao sense at all (e.g. Fr.
au furet a mesure

3. In a previous contribution, we tried to analyzed aompare the
expressivenes®f such phrases, starting from the assumptionttieamore
concrete the phrases in question, the more grdphiegp are. In the process
(which involved perusing such common use bilingdiztionaries as the
ones compiled by the late professor Andrei Bgnta the collaborative
edition now being prepared for print by the authafr the present
contribution), we came across and recognized — ha figurative-
metaphorical, essentially expressive set of imadesgplayed by the
idiomatic and proverbial phrases in English — cpte@nd ideas familiar to
most speakers of Romanian. They are obviously $fgarent” on a semantic

! The dictionary definition of the worgroverb involves the fact that it is old,
popular, illustrating universal, and basic trutlts.quasi-synonyms arewise saw saying
adage maxim dictum gnome byword epigram aphorism apophthegmmotta
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(and, more often than not, ideological, achetyg&lel. Consequently, a lot
of such phraseological units can be recognizenhtasnational terms and
phrases. What is more, many common phraseologi@lidgiomatic units
typical of English have ended up in the currentafseumerous speakers of
Romanian (most of whom are people working for tfessimedia).

Since comparison that is not made for the sak@wiparison can lead
to interesting — even illuminating — results, symwbcedures can make us
more aware of the (older) actuality of the “gloki#llage”. Thus, we tried to
conduct a contrastive analysis along the said linéth a view to attesting
the sources of the idiomatic expressiveness charsiit of the units in
question — starting from structural, as well agwral data. The ampleness is
quite evident of the constitutive elements (oftesming as allusions)
appertaining to various historical, cultural and thmjogical (especially
biblical) layers. We consider those phraseologirais that encapsulate old
habits and ways (i.e. which indirectly referringdiolerrealia) as being the
most interesting cases in point. The etymologieald(cultural) “surprises”
that some of those phraseologisms analyzed cowdda may be highly
revealing of various aspects of the evolution & Human society, in the
two national stances compared in the present cuoriton.

It seems only natural that many phraseologicakwstibuld be, at least
to a certain extent, international (through eithezaning or phrasing — or
both). Some English items can be considered (lexicaideological)
“variants” of what Romanians commonly use. Consglah instances as:
cincea roat (la caruta) — cf. fifth wheel“a hanger-on; a person who serves
no function”; a sterge de pe fa pemantului“to wipe out” — Eng.fml. to
raze to the grounda face o sceh— cf.to make a scend“de indignare
etc.”) to put up a great shoyof indignation etc); ca sardelele- cf. packed
like sardinescu orice pre — cf. at all costs at any price cantecul lebedet
cf. swansonga studia(cevg la microscop(fig.) — cf. to put(smth) under
the microscopein toi “in full swing” (e.g.1n toiul luptei“in the thick of the
battle”), etc. The fact that some phraseologicatisuiseen from the angle of
both expressiomnd image) tend to become (increasingly) internatiasal
no doubt an important feature of current phrasgolog
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By conducting a modest — though essentially didemtiented —
comparative analysis of the corpus sampled for iEngind Romanian, we
could detect a number of points of (literal) comgezrce and divergence.

» There are units that seem to prove Romanian tdghbemore
expressive languagei cu asta_basta- cf. and that is thatil paste un
pericol — cf.a danger threatens hina bate_tobafig.) — cf.to make a great
fuss a baga (pe cineva la api — cf. to get(smb) into trouble a higa n
mormant(fig.) — cf. to be the death of;.a fi cu cantec- cf. to have its
(hidder) meaninga manca cat patry cf.to be a heavy eatea nu se bga
— cf. to stand alogfto keep offa o scrantj a face una boaia — cf. to put
one’s foot in if a se laga pe_sub pieleauiva— cf.to ingratiate oneself with
smb; a se vari(pe) sub pieleacuiva— cf.to curry favour with smba sta in
capul oaselor cf. to sit up a vorbi intre_patru ochi cf.to talk (to smb) in
private a-si baga nasul(unde nu-i fierbe oala— cf.to poke/stick one’s nose
(where it's not wantegd a-si lua campii — cf. to run away
amorezat/indigostit lulea(de cineva — cf. nuts/carried away/crazy abgut
cantec de inima albastw: — cf. sad songde atata_amar dereme— cf. for
such a long timede ciciula — cf. per head each apiece de-a_berbeleacut
cf. head over heejglin acelai aluat — cf. of a kind din burtz (fig.) — cf. off
hand n capul oaselor cf. sitting up nu te kigal — cf. mind your own
affairs/business! pe la candtori — cf. at cock-crow pe toate
drumurile/cararile — cf. at every cornerun bujorde fati — cf. a flower of a
girl; una vorbimgi basca ne irelegem- cf. we talk at cross purposes

» Then, there are differences in point of expressgs, with English
as the more expressive of the two languages; lebopareat loggerheads
with... — cf. certat cu..; between you and m@nd the bedpokt- cf. intre
patru ochj good riddancgto a bad bargaih — cf. atata pagub; she is a
fine bit of_crumpéfluff/ skirt/stuff— cf. e o budrica buni”; smitten(Inf.) —
cf. amorezat/indigostit/par: peste cap luledde cinevy stale joke — cf.
banc vechito be/keep mum cf. a-si tine gurg a ticea din gu#; to cool
one’s_heelsa face anticamér’; to dropa hint“a face o aluzie”to go on a
wild bender— cf. a face / trage o d&uta (zdrawing); to look seedy- cf. a
arata prost Sometimes, expressiveness is aided in Englisla lspecific
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type of (somewhat rhetorical) overstatement afiéd take a candy from a
baby“e un om fira (nici un pic de) inira”.

» It could be noted that, when the English structoas a higher
degree of referentiality as compared to the Ronmaoree, the latter is either
more figurative-metaphorical, or more conventioradj.to be_drawninto —
cf. a se angrena Tifceva; I'd give my shirtto (do smth) — cf.ce n-a da
si...; to get it_hotin the neck- cf.a manca btaie; a se mania tarefiu — cf.
to blowone’s_ top Some expressive /graphical images in English inaghy
on the above-mentioned type of referentiality, Badpe_skatingn thin ice—
cf. a fi intr-o situaie delicat..

» Conversely, the Romanian structure can have aehighgree of
referentiality as compared to the English one, this either more
figurative-metaphorical, or more conventional, @ dpea aldmagul — cf. to
wetthe bargain a-si uda gatlejul— cf.to wet one’s whistle¢o moisten one’s
clay, (galber) ca ceara- cf. as pale as deathm-ag pune mana in fopentru
el/ca el nu..) — cf. | wouldn't put it_past(him); a rade manzge — cf. to put
on a forced/wry smile to give a _hollow laugh So, the more
conventionalized the structures are, the less ezme (i.e. stylistically
neutral) they are overall: Rortot o api/tot un drac— cf. Eng.much of a
muchnessa face pe cineva albie de porecf. to call smbnamesYet, such
phrases as the ones below are altogether compasatleebegitde frig “to
be stiff with cold, to be chilled to the bone/frozi® the marrow”.

4. On the other hand, we happened to come acrossntédgical
surprises” involving a facade/veneer of absurditgnaealing (quite
valuable) historical and cultural information, as & pig in a poke
“something bought or received without prior sight &nowledge”,
“something that is offered in a manner that corseéaltrue nature or value”
[“A pig in a pokeis concealed in a sack from the buyer. The rooke —
meaning a bag or sack — dates from th8 adntury in English. In many
parts of Scotlanghokemeans a little paper bag for carrying purchases or
cone-shaped piece of paper for an ice-cream cohe.Okford English
Dictionary gives similar forms in other languages: Icelanpiki, Gaelic

BDD-A3798 © 2009 Editura Sitech
Provided by Diacronia.ro for IP 216.73.216.38 (2026-06-26 07:16:02 UTC)



poc or pocg and Frenchpoche Pouch and pocket are undoubtedly
cognates”] (AmH). A similar case is Rogolac peste pujxa.

Similarly, hiddensemantichints, some of which also belonging to the
cultural (and often ideological) pool, prove greatly infatiwe when it
comes to “dead metaphors” and “lost images”. Intnaases, such allusions,
hints and references are cultural, mythologicahlital, etc. Within that
specific set, théiblical (cultural) allusions and references seem to reptes
the most significant subset — irrespective of th&liructural type: (a)
phraseological units resembling the common phrageslgms of the
language, e.can eye for an eye cf. Exodus: “Thou shalt give life for life,
eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, famt foot”, forbidden fruit,
Job’s comfortergi.e. someone who apparently offers consolaticaniather
person but actually makes the other person fees&ydsill the fatted calf
(cf. the return of the Prodigal Sorthirty pieces of silver(cf. the money
Judas Iscariot received for betraying Jesus toatlteorities),through a
glass darkly(i.e. to have an obscure or imperfect vision oflitga- cf.
Apostle Paul)yvalley of the shadow of deatfcf. the Twenty-third Psalm
(“The Lord is my shepherd...”) — meaning the perifslife, from which
God protects believersolves in sheep’s clothingthe image of false
Prophets, adapted from words of Jesus in the Seramorthe Mount;
figuratively, it stands for anyone who disguisesithless nature through an
outward show of innocence); (b) phraseological sunithose structure
includes the conjunctioand, e.g.alpha and omega- i.e. the beginning and
the end — in the New Testament BookRavelationloaves and fishes- cf.
Jesus’ miracle, when he was preaching to a cronakeéral thousand who
grew hungry and needed to be fed); sometimes, tmguisction can be
missing, e.geasy comeeasy go(c) phraseological units that have/can have
a sentential structure, e.@onsider the lilies of the field- cf. the words of
Jesus, encouraging his followers not to worry aktbeir worldly needs:
“Why take ye thought for raiment? Consider the$liof the field, how they
grow; they toil not, neither do they spin. And yetay unto you that even
Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like orighese”;By their fruits
ye shall know them— cf. Jesus’ words suggesting that we are able to
distinguish between false and genuine Prophetdéythings they do and
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say; Cast not pearls before swifieo not cast your pearls before swine
i.e. to refrain from sharing something of value hwthose who will not
appreciate itCast thy bread upon the waterscf. the Book oEcclesiastes
the saying calls on people to act with the faitht tine benefit of their good
deeds will not be lost on therihe last shall be first (d) phraseological
units having the structure of complex (or compousehtence’s That some
(biblical) proverbs (and quotations) have beconree(se, have come to be
used as) idioms proper can be proved by such icssaasSpare the rod
and spoil the child- which implies, in fact, the biblical quotatidte that
spareth his rod hateth his sorhe that loveth him chastiseth him
betimegRom. Cine crua toiagul siu isi uraste copilul iar cel care il
iubeste 1l cearti la vreme(Pilde, 13:24).

Sometimes, the biblical-cultural allusion has aijactinge, e.g. Rom.
in costumul lui Adanin one’s birthday suit. (cf. Engddam’s aleivine
“water”).

Similarly, the cultural allusion encapsulated byi@diom has, in some
cases, become completely opaque, mgther Carey is plucking her geese
(Rom. “Baba Dochiasi scutuéi cojoacele”): sedMother Carey“[Possibly
translation and alteration of Medieval Latimater cara Virgin Mary: Latin
mater, mother + Latincara, dear]” (AmH).o Even an isolated (expressive)
term can display cultural allusion, etg.kowtow'a face temenele” — “[C19:
from Chinese'o t'oy fromk'o to strike, knock +'ou head]” COLL).

But the most interesting cases are, we think, tleabgbiting different
cultural loads in the two languages analysed (. gpecific cultural and
historical bias), e.ga o sterge _englezge cf. to take_Frenchleave Quite
similarly, there is the case of Eng. stand a Dutchreat and Roma plati
nenteste [a Dutch treatmeans “an outing, a date, an entertainment, meal,
etc., where each person pays for themselves”, tando Dutch means
“(informal) to go on such a date, where expensesgually shared”].

2 See also Gheorghe Qah, Monica SpirescuAspecte ale frazeologismelor de
origine biblicz, in Language and LiteratureEuropean Landmarks of Identit¥ditura
Universititii din Pitesti, 2009, p. 30-34.
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5. Here are some examples of embedded *“historical asdiral
anecdotes” (cf. the Romanian counterpart of the. Expressionas the
saying goesi.e. “povestea vorbei”) to let the cat out of the bdtp make
known smth. that was a secret, accidentally andhatwrong time; to
disclose a secret” (Rom. “a-l lua gura pe dinainte; hsa &-i
scape/dezitui/divulga un secretjnfml. a ksa $-i scape porumbelul din
gurd”): Formerly, countryfolk going to market would setimes put a cat in
a bag that they pretended held a sucking pig, lgofnimpose this on a
greenhorn who would buy it without examination; ,biitthe intending
buyer opened the bag, the trick was disclosedto sif) above the salt
(antonym(to sif) below the sajt not fml, old-fasl{. (To be) in a position of
honour/not (to be) in a position of honoesp among guests at a dining
table. From the fact that in the houses of rich iamgortant people salt was
formerly kept in a large container placed in theldie of the long dining-
table”; Rom. “a fi gezat In capulls coada mesei; a ocupa un/a fi intr-un
post mare;collog. a fi in capul treburilor’;o to pay through one’s nose
(collog) “to pay an exorbitant price/an extortionate amtputo be
overcharged”: In the"®century, the Danes imposed a poll tax in Ireland,
and the penalty for non-payment was the slittinghef nosep to take time
by the forelock(not fml, rather old-fash): “to act quickly and without
delay,esp to take advantage of present chances; from tidHat time was
represented by an old man with no hair on his headept for a forelock
over his forehead; the Greek god of occasion, Gkawas represented with
a full forelock. (Shakespeare, who uses the imageewveral plays, calls
time, “that bald sexton” (King John, lll, i, 324)Rom. “a prinde momentul
prielnic/favorabil; a bate fierul cat e cald; apierde vremea (de pom@ii;

o to go through fire and watéto suffer risks or dangers willingly, because
one is so determined to do smth. or to serve si@OLL); Rom. “a trece
prin incer@ri grele; a trece prin multe; a trece prin fgicpara (pentru
cineva);approx a trece prin ciugi prin darmon”: The risk of being burned
or drowned is used as a symbol of what a persoaady to undergo; the
expression may allude to the mediaeval ordeal fieyaind water in trials, in
Anglo-Saxon times. We think it would suffice to adguch (now
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semantically opaque) Romanian expressions @a sfo)ara n rara, cal de
gloahi, a plati gloakha (pentru ceva, etc.

The even more interesting (comparatively) recertucal allusions
can also be used expressively, egtch-22(Rom. “cerc vicios”) — “1. a
situation in which a desired solution or outcomeingossible to attain
because of a set of paradoxical/inherently illogicales, or set of
circumstances/conditions; the rules or conditidva treate such a situation;
2. a situation characterized by absurdity, in whacly move that someone
can make will lead to trouble; 3. a contradictoryself-defeating course of
action; 4. a tricky or disadvantageous conditionatch” [from the title of a
novel, Catch-22 written by the American author Joseph Heller §61].
There are cases of cultural allusion typical oftiBh/English-speaking
culture, e.g.gentlemen’s agreement/gentleman’s agreenfBaim. “acord
tacit”): “a personal understanding or arrangemexgteld on honour and not
legally binding” COLL); or of Romanian (folk/religious) culture, e.g.
gerul Bobotezelit's freezing hard, it's bitter cold”. A phraséké Rom.
coad: de topor(fig.) “Trojan horse” can be read as a cultural allusion
associated with the cultural corpus specific to Rmnanian language and
literature (cf. Grigore Alexandrescu’s fal®a@dureasi toporul). o There is
a similar class of learned idiomatic expressionRamanian, such astrdi
intr-un turn de filde “to live in watertight compartments” — though the
same image is used in English (where it is caldtewlated from French),
e.g. ivory tower “seclusion or remoteness of attitude regardingl rea
problems, everyday life, etc.CQOLL); “a place or an attitude of retreat,
especially preoccupation with lofty, remote, orelfgctual considerations
rather than practical everyday life. [TranslatiohFeenchtour d’ivoire]”
(AmH).

Interestingly enough, we could detect a categorypbfaseological/
apophthegmatic False Friends” within the above-iaetl class, e.go
lead by the noséto make (someone) do unquestioningly all one essh
dominate (someone)” (cf. Rona duce de nasto pull the wool over
(someone’s) eyes”)to beat the drum/drum&o give enthusiastic public
support or promotion”, e.@ politician who beats the drum for liberalism
vs. Rom.a bate toba(fig.) “to make a great fuss”. Similarly, there are
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deceptive items deriving from false etymologies, rather etymologies
based on misreading, e gLapegoatone that is made to bear the blame of
others;(Bible) a live goat over whose head Aaron confessedallins of
the children of Israel on the Day of Atonemefgtape(variant of escape) +
goat (translation of Hebrew, ztzl, goat for Azazel, demon of the desert,
misread agz '6zl, goat that escapes] (AmH)

6. Last but not least, proverbs themselvestmmunsed (and recorded in
dictionaries and (glossaries) as phraseological sunior rather
apophthegmatic phraseological units — and no etgsgnaf expressiveness
seem to be possible in that field — i.e. compariseems to be rather
counterproductive, e.a@nity is strength‘unirea face puterea”. Equivalence
is a matter of sheer translation, and / or coneaality, e.g.0. Walls have
ears < (Si) pergii au urechi [“We may be overheard without our knowing
it. This saying is a warning to persons with sextets The devil is not so
black as he is painted> Nu-i dracul aa de negrupe cat se spuheao A
tree is known by its fruitk-> Pomul se cung#ée dup: roade(si omul dup:
fapte. [cf. By their fruits ye shall know thet teaching of Jesus in the
Sermon on the Mouftit suggests that we are able to distinguish betwe
false and genuine prophets by the things they dbsan”]. o Necessity is
the mother of invention— Nevoia te inva. [‘A need or problem
encourages creative efforts to meet the need aedble problem. This
saying appears in the dialogRepubli¢ by the ancient Greek philosopher
Plato”]. o Time is a great healek» Timpul le vinde& pe toate [or: Time
heals all wound$People eventually get over insults, injuries, dadreds”)].

o Speech is silverbut silence is gold— Tacerea e de aufsi vorba de
argint). o To make a mountain out of a molehih A face dinsarvar
armasar. o Too many cooks spoil the bro#» Copilul cu mai multe mge
ramane cu buricul netat. ["When too many people work together on a
project, the result is inferior’lo A new broom sweeps clean Sita nod
cerne bine[“New leadership injects energy’f It is easy to be wise after

® “Sermon on the Moun@ major discourse delivered by Christ, includithg
Beatitudes and the Lord’s Prayer (Matthew 5-7)'ClaLL
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the event— (approx) Dupz razboi muti viteji se-arati. o It takes all sorts
to make a world— (approx) Mare e gridina Domnului

7. Concluding, we can say that phraseologisms andmisli and
apophthegmatic units too represent, on the one, veeltknown challenges
in the acquisition of English as a foreign langyaayed, on the other hand,
most valuable instruments to use in becoming piefidn that language.
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