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Proverbs in Language Teaching:
Using the Example of Let’s Speak Tigrinya (2018)

FILIP BUSAU, Freie Universitit Berlin

Introduction

The present article discusses the proverbs used in Issayas Tesfamariam’s
recently published Togrofifia textbook,! and investigates the role of proverbs
in language teaching in general and the teaching of Togrofifia as a foreign
language in particular. The article aims at presenting the necessary analysis,
translations, and annotations of the proverbs in question, which are crucial
from a pedagogical perspective, but not covered in the textbook itself. An-
other objective pursued here is to link the proverbs used in the textbook to
ex1st1ng works on Toagrofifia proverbs, to trace them back to proverb collec-
tions, and to provide, where possible, alternative versions attested elsewhere.
The article intends not only to serve as a mere addendum to the textbook by
filling an important gap, but intends also to make a significant contribution
to the study of the Togroffa oral tradition, going towards applying a more
rigorous approach or methodology than that employed thus far.

The Togrofifia textbook examined here is the latest (twenty-second, in
fact) issue in the “Let’s Speak” African Language Series by the National
African Language Resource Center (NALRC) at Indiana University
Bloomington. Based on the communicative approach to language learning,
the series, which started in 1993 with the Yoruba textbook, sets out to offer

* I'would like to express my special thanks to Professor Dr Rainer Voigt for his advice

and support, particularly for putting Togronfia proverb collections at my disposal for
comparative analysis. I am also grateful to Tedros Afenegus, Dr Gidena Mesfin
Kebede, Ruth Worrede, Mussie Tesfagiorgis, and Tesfom Melake for their help with
some of the proverbs discussed in the present article.

1 Issayas Tesfamariam, 1CH 744 Let’s Speak Tigrinya, Elementary Level, A First-
Year Textbook, A Multidimensional Approach to the Teaching and Learning of Ti-
grinya As a Foreign Language, NALRC “Let’s Speak” African Language Series
(Bloomington, IN: National African Language Resource Center Press, 2018); xxv,
299 pp. Price: $35.00. ISBN: 978-1-59703-030-4.
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students authentic conversations embedded in real life situations. The au-
thor of the Togrofifia issue, Issayas Tesfamariam, has been teaching Amharic
and Togrofifia at Stanford University since 1994, where he also heads the
microfilm department at the Hoover Institution Library & Archives. He
has also produced several documentaries on Eritrea and runs the cultural
blog kemey.blogspot.com and the website Kemey.net.

The book came out more than ten years after the publication of text-
books on other major languages of the Horn of Africa, Amharic and Somali.
Unlike numerous other titles in the series, it lacks an accompanying audio
CD. In tune with the series’ concept, the textbook contains numerous exer-
cises, conversation situations, and cultural notes. Interestingly, alongside the
traditional foreign language teaching forms such as monologues, dialogues,
and texts, students are offered several poems and a wide range of proverbs,
amounting to forty-four such expressions. Their importance is explained in
the Preface (p. xvi): “These are common [...] proverbs that serve as mne-
monic devices or teaching virtues valued in the culture. Learning these
[proverbs] exposes students to authentic materials.” Nine lessons of fifteen
have a proverb section at the end, with four to six proverbial units in each.
Most of the selected proverbs are related —content-wise or grammatically —
to the topics dealt with in the immediate or previous lessons, containing, for
instance, numerals, infinitives, or subordinate clauses, namely subjects al-
ready covered in the book up to that point. In some cases, words from the
vocabulary lesson are used in these proverbs in their secondary meaning, or
the vocabulary is expanded by synonyms.

By talking of ‘learning’ proverbs the author describes the approach used
in the textbook quite premsely Namely, they are not provided with transla-
tions, or even pronunciation aid such as gemination marking. Just as else-
where in the book, misspelt words are not uncommon in the proverb sec-
tions. Although the present contribution is not intended as a review,? the
following requires comment. With the exception of the introductory part,
the work refrains from the use of transliteration or any other references on
pronunciation, and the little transliteration that is used is defective. The
book is apparently designed as a course book, with most exercises requiring
the involvement of a teacher, rendering it barely suitable for self-learning.
This applies particularly to the proverbs, since a mere ‘learning’, or, as the
students are advised to do, ‘reciting’, is not nearly enough to learn to appre-
ciate their cultural value. While the criticism on the chosen format is worth

2 See the review by Rainer Voigt in this volume of Aethiopica, pp. 308-314.
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a separate review article, an annotated overview of all forty-four proverbs
used in it will be presented here according to the scheme outlined below.

Proverb quotations in fiddl strictly following the writing in the textbook
are given along with the corresponding transliteration, highlighting the de-
tected misspellings. In the fidil text, the author’s use of the former word
separator ( ¢) as a comma instead of the correspondent mark ( 7), following
the contemporary punctuation practices in Eritrea and Togray, is notewor-
thy. This is also the case in some proverb collections cited here, along with
the use of the semicolon ( #) in the same function. It also should be pointed
out that the consistent employment of 8 in preference of & to represent s in
the sources published in Togray is used here for comparison. In translitera-
tion, the assimilation of 4 to w is marked as 4. The transliteration is fol-
lowed by a translation that may be close to the Togroafifia original, supple-
mented in some cases by literal translations parenthesized and marked by
double quotes. Square brackets indicate complements not given in the orig-
inal, but which the context makes apparent. This is followed by explana-
tions and interpretations of the meaning as well as other commentaries or
grammatical notes. Appropriate references are provided for the expressions
documented in other works, or possible lexical or dialectal variations. All
translations and interpretations are by the author of the article unless stated
otherwise.

Using Proverbs in Language Teaching

Proverbs constitute an important element of any language, penetrating vari-
ous spheres of human life including literature, mass media, politics, social
sciences, and education.? Not only do they serve as a mirror of social norms,
but they may also justify —to an extent—or even reinforce existing stereo-
types.* In terms of foreign language teaching, proverbs are seen as a door-
opener into a new culture as well as the mindset and history of the native
speakers of the relevant language. This may be one of the reasons why
proverbs have been used in language teaching over centuries.> Moreover, the
mastery of proverbs is associated with language fluency and regarded as
having a positive impact on communication between language learners and
natives.® Nowadays, proverbs not only remain a crucial part of instruction
in group language courses, but are often included as ‘useful phrases” in lan-

Mieder 2004, 137-153.

Solomon Berhane Hagos 2015; Fiedler 2014, 298.
For the European context see Magwire 2005, 129.
Fiedler 2014.

[ NS N
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guage textbooks. The following textbooks containing proverbs, adages, and
sayings exemplify the proverb’s significance: Swedish for Russian speakers
(265 units), Lithuanian for English speakers (73 units), Icelandic for English
speakers (34 units), as well as Modern Standard Arabic (103 units) and Syri-
an Arabic (15 units) for German speakers.” The use of proverbs in foreign
language teaching has recently become an independent research field, inves-
tigating, among other things, methods and the paremiological minimum
applied in this process, as well as its impacts.®

Little is known about the use of proverbs in teaching Togrofifia as a for-
eign language, not least due to the sparsity of relevant teaching materials in
the West European or Anglo-Saxon context. One of the few examples is
Documents tigrigna by Wolf Leslau,” in which, following the major trend of
including annotated proverb lists into own linguistic works, he presents a
selection of twenty Togrofifia proverbs with commentaries. At the same
time, the importance of proverbs and other related genres, such as riddles, is
often emphasized in Togrofifia language education materials aimed at young
people both in Togray and Eritrea. In numerous proverb collections, the
authors express the hope that their work will contribute to the younger
generations” appreciation of their own oral heritage, as well as to its preser-
vation.!©

A number of scholars of Semitic and Ethiopian studies have contributed
to the study, translation, and annotation of Tografifia proverbs, among them
Franz Praetorius, Wolf Leslau, Carlo Conti Rossini, and Enno Littmann.
Most of the respective works in European languages were published in the
late nineteenth to mid-twentieth century, of which the major works were
the annotated Italian language collections of 489 and 432 proverbs.!! None-
theless, the many smaller papers are by no means of lesser importance. The
collections published in Ethiopia, Eritrea, or the Togrofifia-speaking diaspo-
ra usually constitute mere alphabetical lists, with barely a single publication
explaining the proverbs, and but few organized by subject. All are monolin-
gual with the exception of the collection by Sogerida Tikld, °*Asmaillag
Wildd Maryam, and “Asmirom Gibri Sollasi, that features an Amharic

7 See for Swedish Zukova 2009, 246-250; for Lithuanian Paulauskiené¢ and Valeika
1994, 494-497; for Icelandic Glendening 1979, 109-110; for Modern Standard Arabic
Zafer Youssef and Arnold 2000, 311-317; Rima Aldoukhi et al. 2014, 8, 14, 122 and
passim.

8 Magwire 2005; see for German Wilson 2004; for Arabic McCarus 1956.

9 Leslau 1941, 368-378.

10 Yotbarik Godiy 1998/1999, iii; “Andi Mika’el Silomon 2008/2009, ix.

1 Conti Rossini 1942; Di Savoia-Genova and Simonini 1943.
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translation.!? The same proverbs or variations thereof frequently appear in a
number of collections, providing fertile ground for dialectological research.
It is worthwhile noting that verb negations in Togrofifia proverbs often lack
the suffixed marker -z and are thus easily mistaken for jussive mood at first
glance.!?

Proverbial Corpus of Let’s Speak Tigrinya

Activities, personal information, numbers, and infinitive (p. 71):

1) h& Gavt NOH : hL Gavt+ NLIPN, padi ‘amit bao-wdz, hadd ‘amait
ba-dimoz, ‘One year with sweat [in the face], another (“one”) year with
wage’. One is rewarded after having first worked hard. Used in a language
teaching class, this proverb might be a suitable motivational motto for stu-
dents. While the main meaning of wdz is ‘shine’, ‘beauty’, ‘clearness of the
facial skin’, it is derived from the concept that a healthy, beautiful face has a
glossy sheen. Conversely, another meaning is ‘perspiration’, ‘sweat’, “tired-
ness’.!* Both wdz and diamoz are to be seen as original Amharisms, extreme-
ly common in Tagray, while the latter contains the former (the Semitic déama,
‘blood’ + wdz). The equivalent Tagrafifia root for wdz would be Vwhz.

2) & L 0 9N AAONE LI °nAN, hadd gize kab mozzorab,
sdldstd gize mahsab, ‘Better than to say once is to think thrice’. This expres-
sion has a regional variation urging to think twice, advising one to carefully
consider decisions in advance to avoid unwanted consequences and is pre-
sent in similar forms in other languages.

3) h& WeOAN : Nt ALNINT, padi k-dy-bilka, kalotti “ay-yabbihal-
an, ‘Before you say “one”, “two” is not said’. Similar to the previous prov-
erb, this one implies that every action should be done in its time and order,
and once an action has begun, it has to be finished before proceeding further.

4) h& WA= : NNt WIL h&, hadi kim-z-dy-dllo, kalotti kondas hada,
‘One is as if it would not exist, two equal one’. This is a version of a proverb
from Conti Rossini’s collection: haw hadi kim z-dy-tiwoldd, ‘One brother is
as if [none] was born [at all]’.!> Yet another version can be found in an Eritrean

12 Sogerida Tikla et al. 1992/1993.

13 Cf. Voigt 1977, 62.

14 Kane 2000, I1, 1764; cf. Tikko’d Tasfay 1999, 682; Nay “Ityopya q“anq“atat “akkadami
1996/1997, 667.

15 Conti Rossini 1942, 94, no. 422.
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reference book: h& N9° HETOAL : DT N1& &, hadi kim z-dy-tiwalda,
kalatti konda hadd, ‘One is as if he was not born, two equal one’.!® Theoret-
ically, instead of a brother, a child in general could be meant.

5) AL Do 10 : RhL N 0.8, wiladi=ka k-illo g¥aya, sibay k-illo
‘aya, ‘Hit the road (“run”) as long as your father lives, work as long as the
sun shines’. The words g“aya and “aya here are rather misspelled imperative
forms g“ayd and aya: although g“aya could be interpreted as a noun (in this
case, g“ayya), it would not explain the form “aya. Besides, other collections
have these forms as imperatives: guyd, ‘ayid.”” Compare in Amharic, A7 44
KLT + WINC A P, °abbat s-alli °agit, Zimbar s-alli rut, ‘As long as
your father lives, adorn yourself [with nice clothes]; as long as the sun
shines, run’.!8 The proverb underlines the necessity of acting as long as the
conditions are favourable, similar to the expression carpe diem and the like.

Personalities, beauty, description, and comparison (p. 119):

6) hAP N> A : A&-E W9° A5, hassawi kim °af=u, siraqi kim “id=u,
‘A liar is like his mouth, a thief is like his hand’. Actions reveal people’s true
nature, and people are to be judged accordingly.

7) &P 1NE 2 THAGNI® NNE, sobbuq gobri, no-zi-l-alim kabri, ‘A
good deed [means] an everlasting respect (honour, glory)’. The person who
does deeds considered to be good by society will be rewarded with esteem
and respect within society, and, including a possible religious connotation,
in the afterlife too.

8) N40 TLCF : Al TTCF, kofu’ tadirraf, *ab="u tatirraf, ‘She/You
sing(s) badly [and] she/you stay(s) there [repeating the same bad song] The
proverb stresses the importance of recognizing and correcting one’s own
mistakes. Notably, the author uses ‘ayn in kafu‘, which appears to be a con-
scious choice, as it also appears in other parts of the book. Other words
where he consistently uses ‘ayn instead of *alef including, notably, gur‘an (p.
251).

9) hvt L &-C AL 90T, hassot dorar hadi masit, ‘Lie is a one-evening
supper’. This means a lie does not last long, or, like the English equivalent,
lies have short legs.

16 Yimani Borhan Gorma Sen 2011, 233.

17" Sogerida Tikli et al. 1992/1993, 268; Yosef *Alimayyihu 2000/2001, 79.

18 Richter and Eshetu Kebbede 1994, 21; cf. in Guidi 1891, 54, with imperfect: Ah® :
A 2 SENA : AOF £ A = VN, sihay s-alli yarot®-all, *abbat s-alli yager®-all.
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10) aeand NYAN = AT BLIVP, miilks* ko-hassas, lobbona yadimmaq,
‘As beauty fades, sagacity remains lively’. Although a person’s physical
appearance changes over the years, and youth fades, the lobbona, ‘wit’,
‘wisdom’, ‘intelligence’, remains despite aging.

11) 7800 &€ WAR-P, no-siba-s diqq=u bilisu=wo, ‘As for the milk, its
children outdo (“outdid”) it’. Although ‘milk children’ means ‘dairy prod-
ucts’, the general meaning here seems to be that children usually become
better than their parents in some activities.

Talking about plans and future; subordinate clauses (p. 137):

12) Hmav® Hhavav : Yhavav Ymav® LavO\i\, zo-timiyi zo-hamdmd,
za-hamédmd za-tdmdyd yamissal, “The one who is hungry resembles the one
who is sick, the one who is sick resembles the one who is hungry’. No mis-
fortune is better or worse than another, and, in their suffering, people trou-
bled with differing hardships, nonetheless, resemble one another.

13) Naw& & WHEAT ¢ NhAd AP, zo-mdssa’ ko-tofillot, zo-halifi falit,
In order to know the future know the past’. We must learn from history in
order to avoid the same mistakes made earlier.

14) a4+ L9°0ch : NO%0 L7ICH, zo-sihatd yomkdr=ka, zo-wd‘ali
yangir=ka, ‘Let the one who erred advise you, let the one who was there
tell you [what happened]’. This proverb appears in Kane’s dictionary.!?
Moreover, a similar Amharic equivalent is listed in Jon Abbink’s legal prov-
erbs collection.?® Tografifia proverb collections offer other variations: mdin
yongdr? za-nibard; man yiloqqas? za-qdbdrd, “Who should tell [about the
death]? The one who attended [the funeral]. Who should strike up the
mourning song? The one who buried’;?! @07 ¢C&h NPNL avF LHLA NINL,
min yiradda’? za-qibard; min yazzarib? zo-ndbérd, “Who should bring the
news of someone’s death? The one who buried. Who should talk? The one
who was there’.2

15) HA= HE&AHAG LovAA : HhAd HLINL LavOA, z-dllo z-dy-yoballof
yamidissal, za-halifa z-dy-nibdri yomissal, “To the one who lives, it does not

19" Kane 2000, I, 646.

20 @y LavANC : CINL 1 V7 2 £CH 2 CPOL, man yomiskor yi-nibbird, man y-arda
yd-qibbaérd, “The one who saw should witness, those attending a burial should speak
(tell the death of a relative)’, Abbink 2017, 13, no. 33.

21" Conti Rossini 1942, 86, no. 375.

22 Yotbarik Godiy 1998/1999, 34.
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seem that he would die [one day]; the one who passed away does not seem
to have existed’. This proverb already appears in Conti Rossini’s collection,
as well as in Togrofifia language collections in a similar form.?

16) HALYF 150, : 07 O07 F LA, zo-"ardgdt néfsi, siba-n sab-an tadills,
‘The old person (also ‘soul’) [too] wants milk and company (“[another]
person”)’. The meaning seems to be that people, desp1te being elderly, stlll
need—and like—food and company. Another version has saga, ‘meat’,
stead of sib, ‘man’?* Here, ndfsi is feminine.

Shopping and negotiating (p. 179):

17) P -tohn : 04 +avCh\, wanna tiwdkkds, balla tidmiérkos, ‘Consult
the owner, lean on the forked cane’. In order to stand firmly on your feet,
lean on a cane; in order to handle things better, consult the master. In terms
of form and content, one might assume that it and the expressions that fol-
low are most probably legal proverbs. In the textbook, they appear in the
chapter discussing shopping and negotiation vocabulary. This proverb is
also to be found in European collections.?®

18) PCA PPCN A2 - C£CN, warsa ydwwaras *angdra yiqq” aras, ‘Inher-
itance causes to inherit, *angara-bread causes to break [more] *angdra-bread’.
This expression presumably means that, if a person inherits something, they
will pass it on later as their heritage, and, if there is food, it will be served,
divided, and eaten up. Another plausible meaning could well be that, how-
ever much people have, they can never get enough.

19) PT HBNA- APh : CL HEANA ACh, wanna z-dy-ball=u *agha, qér-
ni z-Gy-ball=u °arba, ‘Furniture (also ‘goods’) which do(es) not have an
owner [is/are like] a bull which does not have horns’. Noteworthy is the
dialectal form z-eball=u in this proverb listed in “Andi Mika’el Silomon’s
collection.2?

20) P A HPAN N0&-L 990, 181POANL, wanna="u z-dqqalil=0 boray,
‘addagi n-dy-tiqiabbalay, ‘An ox which has little esteem (or ‘no apprecia-
tion’) for his owner gets no buyer’. For the second part, other versions have

23 Conti Rossini 1942, 64, no. 227; cf. Sogerida Tikli et al. 1992/1993, 229; Hag" is
Qiildta 2007, 105.

24 Sogerida Tikld et al. 1992/1993, 320.

25 Di Savoia-Genova and Simonini 1943, 27, no. 309.

26 cAndi-Mika’el Silomon 2008/2009, 68.

Aethiopica 23 (2020) 228



Miscellaneous

A 049D 1800, *ab ‘odaga n-dy-yasayydt, ‘is not sold on the market’.?
Téigibbalay literally means ‘receiver’.

Time and object suffixes (p. 190):

21) "M HAP "N, ALEN : A7 HOAL LPOA ALAN, goze z-dlli=wwo
gaze ‘ay- yasabbd, ’anka za-bil=wo yaqqibbdil *ay-ya’bd, “The one who has
time does not wait for [another] time; the one to whom one says, “Take!”,
should accept and not deny’. In the bilingual collection, the first verb is also
in jussive (ALON, °ay-yassibd, ‘should not wait’), alongside with the version
where the second part of the proverb lacks completely, and an indirect ob-
ject marker is added ([...] 7LH AL0N, [...] no-gize ’ay-yassibi).?® Aside
from that, a version in the second person exists: “MH &7-Fah T “M AL-100,
gozd ‘ont-dlli=kka, gozi *ay-tassibd, ‘If you have time, don’t wait for [an-
other] time’.2?

22) “, NMAI® a0y HEMAY® : ML Néok: a7 W84k, goze ko-tillom mén
z-@y-yatillom, gaze ko-fattu méin z-dy-yafittu, “When the time acts treach-
erously, who does not act treacherously? When the time acts suitably, who
does not act suitably?’ As discontent as one may be with things in life, there
is always a positive and a negative side to them.

23) “ML. H&NA- PANT : D) 0L A NhAG CANT, goze z-dy-ballu yilbon,
kab “addal=u za-hallof ydilbon, “There is no one who does not have time;
there is no one who can escape his destiny’. Everyone will go through it; it
is just a matter of time.

24) 2077 P17 Novk-0- RPT ALSFAPT, gassan mot-on zo-misu=Iu *swan
“ay-yafallit-on, ‘One does not know the time when the guest or the death
(“guest and death”) would come to one’s place’. One cannot foresee future
events; one should always be prepared for one’s death just as one should be
hospitable to unexpected visitors.

25) Pe-L0 ToA LN 2 NAL 1RY & (sic) Wk, toray=ka tiwalidka, bal-
lay ndséla-do kdfi'u=kka?, “You were born naked, [and now] a worn cotton
mantle is not good enough for you?’ The proverb appears in several collec-

27 Silomon Gibri Krastos 1995, 233.
28 Sogerida Tikld et al. 1992/1993, 342.
29 Yosef *Alimayyihu 2000/2001, 99.
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tions.? A rarer variant using a different kind of garment also exists, namely,
a ‘lousy skin cloak’ (.9 €71, dino qumal)>!

Food and prepositions (p. 208):

26) 0 NEJ = KA, NI, sib bo-yatta, *akli ba-gibita, ‘A person
[should be] with a good reputation, the food in large quantity’. Literally,
gdbdta denotes a measure for grain of about twenty kilograms. However,
figuratively, it often means ‘a large quantity’.

27) K1 L HAL N0 2 RTE L HeAN- 00, *ongiira z-dlli=wwo kobud,
*ongara z-ay-ballu ‘abud, “The one who has food is honoured, the one who
does not have food is mad’. This proverb is sometimes featured with kibbid
instead of kobud without a major change in the meaning.’? Here, the
rhymed variant is presented.

28) A70N MN& ¢ LhLT AL, “onkab nibiri=nni, yobayyas *allo=nni,
‘Better than “I had” is “I have™. Similar or extended variants can be found
in existing collections: W.E 9&INT ALV, kabya ndbdri=nna-s,
onniha=nni, ‘As for “I had”, so “I have” is better’;?? bl 4% Ader T 0l
Al WLV, kab néibdiri=nni “allo=nni, kab *allo=nni >annibho=nni, ‘Better
than “I had” is “I have”; better than “I have” is “Here it is!”’.>* Although
*anniho=nni might simply mean ‘I have’, in this context, the idea here is that
showing something, thus proving one does really possess/have it, is better
than merely expressing the fact in words.

29) £2éhé &0 00N & iné NN AN, dobri sogab sokab, dabri sokab
hasab, ‘After satiety [comes] sleep; after sleep [comes] the bill’. The unspi-
rantized realization of sokab given here is also attested in other collections.?®

Professions and subordinate clauses (p. 222):

30) 9@t NP : PLLI NP, ‘awit ba-moya, qadaddom ba-g“ayya,
‘Success in the profession [is like] running in a race’. One cannot achieve
remarkable results without practising, effort, and so on. A similar expres-

30 Among others, in Gibri Kidan Dista 2001/2002, 176; Mogis “dqqubi Giyorgis
1965/1966, 123.

31 Sogerdda Tikli et al. 1992/1993, 354,

32 Yosef *Alimayyihu 2000/2001, 67.

33 Gibri Kidan Dista 2001/2002, 144.

3 Kobri’ab Wildi Giyorgis and *Ermayas Kobri’ab 2006, 138.

3 Ibid., 183; Mogis “dqqubi Giyorgis 1965/1966, 115.
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sion says, 4@t h9° dA-t + av- 2 W9° “-0, ‘awdit kim “alit, muya kim guyya,
‘Success is like a date, career/profession is like a race’.3¢ Success is a tem-
poral, ephemeral thing, so if one wants to achieve visible results in one’s
profession, one has to work hard and not rely on momentary elusive mo-
ments of success.

31) L NNE : O A NbME, moya ba-gobri, “addal bafitari, “The job
[is known] by [its] deeds, the fate (also ‘luck’) by [its] creator’. The second
part resembles another expression found in many languages: every man is
the artisan of his own fortune (Latin: faber est suae quisque fortunae).

32) HEACH ALANAD : HEMIN ALK AR, z-dy-yasirrob ‘ay-yabla‘, z-dy-
yahaggaz ‘ay-yasla’, “The one who does not work should not eat, the one
who does not help should not hate’. Here, some basic aspects of communal
life are discussed. Those not contributing to the common good are not al-
lowed to participate in its sharing, just as he or she who does help others
should not resent those who do not help him or her.

33) WtAhé. Lo-Ok : A PA HA~ LCAD, zo-tisahfi yowassa’, “ab qal z-
dllo yarassa®, “What 1s written is listened to; what [only exists] in words is
forgotten’. Obviously, this also applies to the whole of the traditionally oral
genre of the proverb, which nowadays is actually kept alive in the form of
numerous printed proverb collections.

Ceremonies, traditions, situational phrases, and connecting events (p. 239):

34) N9 Gavt n@avi4. : NG Gavt LT84, Siw'attd ‘amat k-dy-
méharu, sib‘a ‘amdt yadonguru, “Without having learnt in seven years, one
remains ignorant for seventy years’. This proverb already appears in Conti
Rossini’s compilation.?” Further collections feature a similar saying using a
different numbers of years.?

35) NG° éeds + NAL 10és, som tirafi, bol'i halafi, ‘A name remains, food
is transient’. Reputation is of greater importance than the material goods
one possesses. Usually, the more common orthographic variation halafi is
used.’ So here it should be interpreted as an Amharism.

36 Sogerida Takli et al. 1992/1993, 290.

37 Conti Rossini 1942, 75, no. 298.

3 One year against seventy years in Sogerida Tikli et al. 1992/1993, 43; one year
against forty years in Yotbarik Goddy 1998/1999, 29.

39 Sogerida Takli et al. 1992/1993, 97.

231 Aethiopica 23 (2020)



Filip Busau

36) 71L& W@avR : av 1§, 18 R, may k-dy-mdsd, magaddi may sordg,
‘Before the rain comes, clean out the drain!” This is one of the ‘sayings’
listed in Kane’s dictionary.*° It generally means that fixing a smaller prob-
lem in advance prevents the onset of a bigger problem requiring a far greater
effort to remedy, in other words: prevention is better than cure.

37) avw-00 0.2 THTT-00T ¢ av@-O avldt FhL Gavt ) miwsabo saga
na-zantd-“aldt, mawsabo mdaret na-hadi ‘amdt, ‘A marriage [based on] feel-
ings (“flesh”, “senses”) [lasts] forever; a marriage for land [lasts] one year’.
This observation implies that actions and arrangements based on true feel-
ings last longer than bogus arrangements made out of convenience.

38) avAN“L ALNCH : AN ALRTAN (sic), malibbdmi *ay-yaghir=ka,
miildbbami *ay-"akla=kka (sic), ‘May no one take you as a [bad] example,
may you not lack [good] advice’. The last verbal form is an obvious mis-
spelling of ALTARN, *ay-yokla’=ka, ‘may not be denied’, which appears in
all the collections where this expression is listed.*!

39) héN 8 Nl AHaPCh- : TN, 00 A®~C-h, haristay kab *azmir="u,
nahbi kab *awra="u, “The ploughman is better than his harvest, the bee is
better than its chief’, or “The ploughman is like his harvest, the bee is like its
chief’. The literary meaning of °awra is ‘principal’, ‘major’; here, it most
probably refers to the queen bee. In some collections, the suffixed form
ANove-he, azmira="u, from ANOv¢-, *azmdira, is preferred.*> Highlighting
the importance of social usefulness, the expression implies that a skilled
producer of goods is of greater esteem than the product of his work or the
person of authority who stands above him for the real sustenance lies ulti-
mately in his hands.

Life course and the particle ka-/kdiy- (p. 253):

40) BCOT 9°0 P4 + BAS 9°N OCAR : N9° 9°0 @A : At (sic) ALPPAN :
al: ALI°AN : Rt ARLIPON, ¢¥drbit moas niqdsa, q“dl‘a mas wadrsésd, som
mas wadsd, °atd (sic) “ay-yataqallis, *ati *ay-yomallis, *ati “ay-yadomsds, “The

40 Kane 2000, I, 501.

' Kobri’ab Wildi Giyorgis and *Ermayas Kobri’ab 2006, 27; Mogis °dqqubi Giyorgis
1965/1966, 14; °Andi-Mika’el Silomon 2008/2009, 10; Sogerida Takli et al.
1992/1993, 52; Gibri Kidan Dista 2001/2002, 89.

Sogerdda Takld et al. 1992/1993, 33. Note that “azmdra may also mean ‘light rains’,
‘first rains’, or ‘good times.” Another possible interpretation in this context may be
‘the farmer’s success depends on the first rains, the success of a bee depends on the
queen bee [who gives birth to the worker bees]’.

42
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skin when it becomes dry [with age], the child when it grows up, the reputa-
tion when it is lost: the one cannot be reformed, the [other] one cannot be
returned, the [third] one cannot be abrogated’. This version of the proverb
appears in the German story collection published by the Arbeiterwohlfahrt
Bundesverband e.V. (Workers’ Welfare Association).* There is also a simi-
lar, shorter version: BCOT A7& mmé 160 + NI° W78 hé OLA + Al ALT
PAN = Wt ABICAN, ¢Vdrbit *ondabri niqisu, som ondabri wdsi’n, *ati *ay-
yataqlil, °ati *ay-yomoallds, “The skin if it becomes dry, the [good] name
when it is lost: the first one cannot be smoothed up, the second one cannot
be reverted’.#

41) 0L av 7i0Ah 2 aPRA TN odmi no-nassoba, mawa’sl na-fassaba,
‘A whole life for repentance, a whole life for joy’. The longer one lives, the
more things one experiences in life, so that there is enough time for joy and
for sorrow. To use the words of Ecclesiastes (3:1-4), ‘to everything there is
a season [...], a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to mourn and a
time to dance’.

42) ey @17 : W00 A7, k-dy-kond waggon, k-dy-tdsibri siggon,
‘Arrange before it is there, repair before it is broken’. Some collections list
an alternative version, featuring a different first part, for instance h&hY
AND°, k-Gy-kond libbom, ‘consider/beware of it before it is there’.#

43) hew9n LOI%Q- : NGFATI vy LM hehi, k-dy-wdi‘alu yowwd a‘alu,
k-dy-ti’amaménu yommahahalu, “Without spending much time [confer-
ring], they made a deal; without believing one another, they swore a mutu-
ally binding oath to each other’. Aside from being a nice example of the use
of frequentative verb forms, the proverb warns against premature decisions
and hasty agreements.

44) NLAMT ALHA- : WeHAN ALNTNA-, k-dy-sigibu “ay-yazillu, k-dy-
zdldlu °ay-yasankalu, “They do not jump (‘play’, ‘dance’, ‘have fun’) before
having become sated; they do not become crippled before having jumped’.
This probably indicates an unfortunate person who does not wish to have
fun on an empty stomach, and immediately hurts him- or herself once he or
she starts having fun. Everything has a reason and a consequence and life is
a sequence of unfortunate and happy events. Ignorance leads people to
make silly mistakes, and silly mistakes may lead to grave dangers. As sigabdi

43 Paulos Tesfazghi 1989, 74-75.
# Sogerida Tikld et al. 1992/1993, 113.
4 Tbid., 238.
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also means ‘to be proud/boastful’ the proverb may also be a reminder of
modesty, in the manner in which Leslau i interprets the equivalent expression
in Caha.* A very similar proverb, however using affirmative verb forms, is
also attested in Oromo.#”

Conclusion

The expressions presented in Let’s Speak Tigrinya and discussed here em-
brace a wide range of topics, offering students a brief insight into the rich
culture of Togrofifia proverbs. The importance ascribed to them in their use
of language and the appreciation they enjoy among language speakers are
reflected in the sheer number of these sayings selected for the textbook.
Students may have the overall impression that there is no lack of proverbs
suited, not only to any grammatical issue, but also nearly any subject or
situation of life in general in Togroffia. This runs parallel to the realization
of paremiologists that proverbs in language cultures around the globe repre-
sent all aspects of human life. In turn, this realization has enabled the devel-
opment of a complex universal classification of proverbs by the Finnish
researcher Matti Kuusi and his daughter Outi Lauhakangas.*® Of the forty-
four proverbs compiled by Issayas Tesfamariam for his coursebook, there
seem to be expressions representing most, if not all, of the thirteen umbrella
themes suggested by this classification system.

On the other hand, only few of these proverbial expressions can be un-
derstood through their word-by-word translation, whereas the vast majori-
ty requires explanations from individuals familiar with the cultural specifics,
or from a language instructor, or both. The fact that proverb sections in the
textbook are not provided with any commentaries, translation, pronuncia-
tion hints, explanations, or extra vocabulary, excludes all Togrofifia learners
from using the book as a self-learning material.** The misprints noted hard-
ly contribute to a better understanding of these proverbs. Moreover, as al-
ready stated in the Introduction, the question arises whether Togrofifia lan-
guage students at Indiana University Bloomington get much beyond the
simple recitation of the proverb lists with their classmates, as they are in-

46 Leslau 1949, 221, no. 21.

47 Tasgara Hirpo 1996, 99, no. 286 (‘The one who has enough (or ‘is sated’) jumps; the
one who jumps breaks something (their leg, arm, or the like)’).

48 Mieder 2004, 16-20.

4 Hardly any proverb from the proverb sections is discussed in the respective lesson or
elsewhere in the textbook, as is the case with the number (10) in this list (p. 109 in the
textbook).
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structed in the textbook. After all, as Sabine Fiedler states in her essay, ‘as
the time that teachers have at their disposal in language classes is limited, it
seems to be a sheer luxury to teach proverbs in a context in which the pro-
nunciation of words and grammatical structures still causes problems.’3°
However, as a great effort has been made to select proverbs appropriate to
the coursebook context, it would be a waste of resources and possibilities if
nothing more were to be extracted from them than mere recitation. Among
other things, many proverbs contain valuable information about social
norms and beliefs, which may well be interesting from a socio-cultural or
historical point of view.

The pictures and reading text contexts it contains show the textbook to
be somewhat Eritrea-oriented, with Togrofifia speakers from Togray only
mentioned en passant in the Foreword; the proverbs presented in the book
are quite uniform, with barely any striking phonological or lexical peculiari-
ties, or dialectal variations. Amharisms are few, but their use is undoubtedly
noteworthy. A quick comparison with the contents of the proverb collec-
tions on hand published at different times in different places reveals that the
textbook uses predominantly well-known expressions which are familiar in
part from earlier European research works. As is usually the case with
proverbs, the ones listed here can be found in numerous other collections,
frequently featuring variations implementing similar or alternative wording.

Taking the latest research findings on the role of proverbs usage in lan-
guage teachlng into account and the general importance of proverbs as a
genre in the Togrofifia language culture, allied to the fact that they still re-
main insufficiently researched, one feels it is necessary to express the hope
that in the future, regarding Togrofifia learning materials, greater attention
be given to the annotation of proverbs and their use as well as their histori-
cal and socio-cultural background.
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Summary

Proverbs have been used in language teaching for centuries. Nowadays, language learn-
ers associate mastery of this traditionally oral genre to a certain level of fluency and
regard it as an access key to a deeper understanding of the native speakers’ culture. The
recently released Togrofifia coursebook Let’s Speak Tigrinya (2018) contains almost fifty
proverbs, and provides students with an insight into this old and rich tradition. However,
owing to the lack of commentary or translation, the paper here seeks to compensate for
this deficiency. In comparison with several Togrofifia proverb collections, it becomes
apparent that the expressions listed in the textbook are common in Eritrea as well as in
the Togray region, in several alternative variations, some of which have been attested to
in earlier European research works. A few examples even have an Amharic equivalent.
The proverbs focused on here cover a wide range of both grammatical and everyday life
topics and should be implemented in a more effective manner than the textbook pro-
vides. However, due to the lack of translations and occasional misprints, their accessibil-
ity is radically reduced and of little use for the individual language learner unassisted by
a classroom situation.
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