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Abstract: Anthroponymy mirrors faithfully the features and core values of people 
considered as individuals or as ethnic groups sharing common traits. Whether 
we refer to a religious name chosen for one’s child according to one’s personal 
beliefs, a foreign, trendy name, or an unusual name which ensures the bearer is 
easily distinguished, all anthroponyms convey a message. Depending on people’s 
particular way of perceiving integration in a foreign culture, some may choose to 
give their children names that are specific to their native culture to perpetuate their 
tradition; others may wish not to reveal their migrant background by naming their 
offspring in a way that is characteristic to the host culture. The present approach 
is both synchronic and diachronic. It follows naming practices in contemporary 
multicultural communities, at the same time illustrating how names are culturally 
embedded. The grounds for this perspective are provided by the analysis of a 
wide corpus of anthroponyms existing in sayings and proverbs pertaining to three 
different languages and cultures: Romanian, English and Italian.
Keywords: multiculturalism, ethnicity, sayings, proverbs, synchrony, diachrony.

Introduction
The present study aims not only to carry out a contrastive, comparative analysis 

of three different languages and cultures respectively, but it also finds itself at the cross-
roads of varied fields of research such as linguistics, onomastics, socio-onomastics, 
sociolinguistics, referential sociolinguistics (whose object of investigation resides in 
those specific onomastic forms that are related to the social properties of their refer-
ents), pragmatics, social psychology (see Nuttin’s name letter effect, i.e. the tendency 
people have to prefer the letters contained in their own names over the rest of the let-
ters in the alphabet), ethnography, ethnography of communication, anthropology (in 
fact, anthropological research on proper names and naming reveals a striking intercul-
tural diversity in the use of proper names). Therefore, the multidimensional approach 
is almost a prerequisite for the broader and deeper understanding of the issues to be 
investigated in the following pages.

Proper names are linguistic signs needed and employed exclusively in social con-
text. Name-giving is a very important act which establishes the child in the human 
society. 
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The names humans choose for themselves and for others offer windows into how a cul-
ture views these individuals, or how those individuals prefer to be perceived by soci-
ety at large, according to the identities, roles, expectations, hierarchies, or values con-
structed within a social space (Aceto 2002: 578).

Despite the marginal position of onomastics in the linguistic system, anthrop-
onyms provide the proper tool for the measurement of social development. In fact, the 
naming process underwent many alterations over time, keeping up with the changes 
that emerged in society. From the primitive ages when names were given to children 
to protect them from harm, to the substantial impact of Christianization, we can 
trace their shift towards augural or well-wishing names expressing the parents’ desire 
in regard to the destiny of their offspring, to the more recent times when first-name 
transmission used to be governed by the pattern of giving the child the name of a par-
ent or grandparent, to the contemporary society when naming is mostly influenced by 
fashion and endorsed by creativity and inventiveness. Surnames, on the other hand, 
underwent less relevant modifications, as they are theoretically invariable and legally 
bound to their bearers. A surname acts as a first contact with a person, it “gives some 
information as to the person’s culture of origin” (Valentine et al. 1996: 29), it can be 
useful when an educated guess can be entertained regarding certain properties a per-
son might have. Such interpretation may prove itself to be of no help at all if we no 
longer have to do with the person’s original name. If this is the case, in most situations 
we are dealing with the result of an immigration process. 

This phenomenon, probably at its highest scale from an onomastic perspective, 
peaked in the 19th and the 20th century with the European migration to the Americas. 
The social movements and their implications were soon to be mirrored by the onomas-
tic inventory as well. 

The majority of America’s vast population of immigrants from European countries 
sought to assimilate to the American norm generally and linguistically. In the area of 
names, this meant to adopt or to approximate to English names. This might occur by 
deliberate choice on the part of a family or individual, by the act of immigration and 
other officials often ignorant of foreign languages and changing the unfamiliar name 
they heard into something more familiar to them, or by a process of general pressure 
on peculiar names by neighbours, employers and others. […] By contrast, a minority 
of immigrants sought to maintain a certain ethnic identity, to cling to at least part of the 
group and family traditions, and this might well mean retaining their original names in 
some shape or form (Wilson 1998: 303).

Under different circumstances names were also translated with the same wish 
or aim to conceal one’s identity. According to the literature, this happened prevalently 
in the Jewish community relocating to the United States. “Frequently, ‘English’ family 
names were chosen that were not far from the original name. So Abrahams became Allen 
or Adams; Burnstein became Burr; Finklestein, Finn or Flint” (Wilson 1998: 305).

Names of the African Americans underwent a similar process. They “were not 
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in many ways different from other American names, though, like other aspects of 
Black culture, they had some peculiarities deriving in the first place from the experi-
ence of slavery” (Wilson 1998: 307). As time passed, society developed alongside the 
onomastic repertoire. New names become genuine signs of freedom and symbolic of 
emancipation.

The dawn of the 20th century also meant for Europe a system of personal nam-
ing firmly and definitively fixed. Each country preserved its specific and limited stock 
of names. Some new names were introduced as a result of immigration but, as shown 
previously, most of them adapted to the prevailing norms and frequent structures of 
the time, while first and middle and given names benefited from more flexibility and 
creativity expanding their repertoire as the rules or conventions by which names were 
given to individuals changed. Traditional patterns of naming gave way to fashion and 
fell under the influence of books and films, popular press, radio and television as illus-
trated by the literature (see Caffarelli and Gerritzen 2002: 631–709; Gerritzen 2006: 
177–184; Leibring 2016: 199–213). The role models provided especially by the media 
were drawn from different social classes and varied parts of the world creating for local 
people new aspirations and ideals which were no longer local or domestic. Culture 
became globalized, international. Names were no longer culturally bound. One fash-
ionable name in the United States could and would very well be given to an Italian or 
Romanian offspring (e.g. Sabrina which is easily encountered in all three languages, 
and the examples may continue) with the specific aim to be trendy and international. 

In fact, due to internationalisation, the emergence of the Internet, the media, the 
elimination of limits and borders, the fairly cheap and easy means of travelling, there 
is the tendency towards a globalised culture. There is a constant exchange of individu-
als, merchandise and, last but not least, of cultural items (to be taken both literally and 
metaphorically) between countries. This results in a the-world-is-my-country type of 
experience. One can feel at ease and familiar in almost any place on Earth, but the 
downside is losing one’s specificity, cultural identity, one’s sense of belonging. 

How do we deal with this? Can we have hope or is everything already lost? This 
paper proposes a solution, one of the many that must be considered if we want to sal-
vage our national identities. This is why this study aims to depict the current state of 
affairs (as shown in the previous lines), but does not forget, nor disregards the past, the 
historical and cultural background that led us here. One substantial part of the essence 
of a people, of a community resides in and is reflected by its onomastic repertoire.

Even in our fashion-led situation, most first names are still either Graeco-Roman, bibli-
cal or saints’ names, and ‘new’ names are revivals from this old stock. In many countries 
our family names or surnames were almost certainly fixed before the 16th century and 
have been passed down the generations from that time. This all embeds each individual 
and each family, wittingly or not, in a historical milieu and reflects a deep continuity in 
our culture. Names place the individual in his or her family, community, gender and 
class (Wilson 1998: 337).
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Still, naming patterns are but one of a bundle of markers of a distinctive culture. 
In my view, another similar marker closely connected with anthroponyms consists in 
the repertoire of proverbs of a language. And what better way to depict, to delineate 
the core values and features of a people than by considering the materialisation of its 
wisdom, i.e. proverbs, and of one of its own human universals, i.e. names?

Language and culture are the fundamental features of a nation, and they are both 
to be discovered and unveiled layer by layer. Just as a learner of a language has to start 
with small steps (isolated words at the beginning, basic concepts to be transmitted by 
means of short sentences etc.), the same holds true when assimilating the target cul-
ture. Enriching one’s language skills goes hand in hand with obtaining more knowledge 
about the culture it belongs to.

Reading through the numerous proverbs of a language/culture, a vast and won-
derful realm will open to the eyes of the reader. The contemporary individual, accus-
tomed to the stereotypes and features that characterise a specific society and culture 
nowadays (e.g. a young person today might think of the UK in terms of Robbie Williams 
and Ed Sheeran, of Italy embodied by the fashion of Milan etc.), will open his/her eyes 
in wonder when discovering the ancient beliefs and realities of that specific culture, 
and how a nation has grown into what it presently is. The analysis of the proverbs of a 
language offers an insight that cannot be obtained in any other way. One does not get 
this indepth vision of a nation’s spirit by taking classes to learn that specific language. 
Nor does one reach that level of specificity/ethnic familiarity by visiting the country in 
question. One might have a superficial contact with the inner nature of a community 
when coming across a proverb in a conversation with a native speaker or when read-
ing a book in the target language, but sometimes not even this suffices. Proverbs and 
sayings are culturally embedded, rarely are they transparent to the foreigner’s eye. In 
order to understand such utterances, one has to read between the lines and put things 
in context – in the context of the respective culture. When having to do with proverbs, 
one learns about that nation’s history, beliefs, personalities, human traits, views of the 
world etc. 

Premise
The grounds for the present study reside in the assumption that proverbs and 

anthroponyms are culturally embedded. In fact, they embody the spirit of the people 
who created them. One has to be part of the universe that created the proverb to grasp 
its meaning. The very fact of publishing a collection of proverbs implies to uproot 
them from their context, impoverishing them and taking their strength away, as Carlo 
Lapucci states in the introduction to his Dizionario dei proverbi italiani (2007: XXVI). 
To be able to understand such a cultural statement, one needs to be aware of the his-
torical and cultural background which led to its birth. The more ancient a proverb is, 
the less transparent its meaning becomes. 

The same holds true for names. For the connoisseurs, names are representative 
of a community and of an age, of a rural environment or of a more elevated one. When 
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dealing with a personal name, a native would know whether it is or it used to be a fre-
quent name or an unusual one, etc., and they could imagine the story around it.

Aims of the research
My investigation is focused on the use of personal names in proverbs and is 

thus aimed at highlighting the reasons that led to the choice of the respective names, 
the message they convey and the role they play in the construction of the proverb. 
Noteworthy is the fact that the corpus analysed consists only of proverbs. The distinc-
tion to be found in the literature stipulates that a proverb is a fixed form expressing 
a general rule or wisdom. Its construction is to be embedded integrally in discourse 
without being moulded by the context (e.g. En. A bird in the hand is worth two in the 
bush, It. Meglio un uovo oggi che una gallina domani, Ro. Nu da vrabia din mână pe cea 
de pe gard). Idioms, on the other hand (It. modi di dire), are context-framed expressive 
elements of language which can replace a word (e.g. En. the other side ‘the afterlife’, It. 
l’aldilà, Ro. lumea de dincolo).

Corpus
In view of a thorough analysis of the issues at hand, I identified the latest editions 

of the most comprehensive dictionaries of proverbs pertaining to the three languages 
investigated, i.e. English, Italian and Romanian. This resulted in the selection of the 
Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs (Speake 2008), Dizionario dei proverbi italiani (Lapucci 
2007) and Dicţionar de proverbe şi zicători româneşti (Botezatu and Hîncu 2001). 

Methodology
The analysis of the corpus employed quantitative and qualitative methods, 

allowing for both a numerical measurement and an in-depth exploration of the topic 
of research. The first step of my investigation consisted of examining thoroughly the 
materials previously selected and ascertaining the proverbs built around personal 
names. Identifying patterns and making generalizations therefore enabled me to rank 
and classify the proverbs I have come across. This kind of approach helped quantify 
the differences and the similarities among the three languages considered, resulting in 
figures and data that were consequently structured in varied categories. The qualitative 
methods employed in the study were aimed at describing and interpreting the phe-
nomena encountered, thereby pointing out their relevance and meaningfulness.

Findings
The first series of data collected following the analysis of the corpus already sets 

the scene for what we are about to discover. The number of proverbs built around 
anthroponyms in the Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs is 23, in the Romanian dictionary is 
63, while in the Dizionario dei proverbi italiani it amounts to a crushing 504. Not only 
is the last one the richest of the three in terms of the overall number of proverbs, but 
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it also abounds in an overwhelming number of proverbs employing personal names. 
Therefore, the categories that resulted following the analysis of the corpus are ren-
dered according to the broadest material studied, i.e. the Italian dictionary of proverbs. 
Hence, the comparison of the material from the three dictionaries will be structured 
starting from the one with the most numerous examples to the least generous one. 
When a similar situation appears, the tables will illustrate the results comparatively. It is 
the case of categories such as Roman and Greek mythology, biblical tradition, cultural 
figures worldwide, as these are, to an extent, universal, and hence may be found in all 
the three cultures investigated. In other instances, the list of the corresponding find-
ings is presented separately for each language, as the respective categories point out 
regional, domestic features. Nevertheless, as it will be seen further on, the abundance 
of entries found in the Italian dictionary is not reflected in the other dictionaries. The 
vast Italian material will give way to very detailed classifications that will sometimes be 
left without a correspondent in English or Romanian.

According to the resources investigated, proverbs built around personal names 
can be structured into categories pertaining to or indicative of:

1) Roman and Greek mythology 
Thus, 6 different characters are found in Italian proverbs, names of humans as 

well as Roman gods and demigods. The highest number of entries belongs to Venus, 
the goddess of love, beauty and desire. No names pertaining to this category appear in 
the Romanian dictionary, while the Oxford Dictionary provides 2. 

Table 1. Names from the Roman and Greek mythology in Italian, Romanian and English 
proverbs and sayings
Dizionario dei 
proverbi italiani

Entries Dicţionar de 
proverbe şi zicători 

româneşti

Entries Oxford Diction-
ary of Proverbs

Entries

Achille 1 - - - -
Bacco 5 - - - -
Venere 7 - - - -
Marte 1 - - - -
Enea 1 - - - -
Ulisse 1 - - - -
- - - - Agamemnon 1
- - - - Jove 1

2) Biblical tradition
There are 19 different examples in Italian, peaking with Adam (15 entries) and 

Eve (10 entries). Only 4 names are present in Romanian proverbs and even less in the 
English ones. It is noteworthy that there are a few other Romanian idioms built around 
personal names (e.g. Jove, Ana, Caiaphas, Abraham). The only overlap of the three dic-
tionaries is embodied by the figure of Eve.
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Table 2. Names referring to the biblical tradition in Italian, Romanian and English 
proverbs and sayings
Dizionario dei 
proverbi italiani

Entries Dicţionar de 
proverbe şi zicători 

româneşti

Entries Oxford Dictionary 
of Proverbs

Entries

Adamo 15 - - Adam 1
Eva 10 Eva 1 Eve 1
Caino 1 - - - -
Abele 1 - - - -
Erode 3 - - - -
Esaù 1 - - - -
Giuda 7 Iuda 1 - -
Giuseppe 1 - - - -
Luca 1 - - - -
Maddalena 1 - - - -
Matteo 1 - - - -
Marta 1 - - - -
Mosè 1 - - - -
Noè 8 Noe 2 - -
Paolo 1 - - - -
Pietro 1 - - - -
Pilato - - - - -
Salomone 3 Solomon 1 - -
Sansone 1 - - - -

3) Folk/regional/local tradition
a) members of the community (as resulted from the field research conducted by 

Lapucci while collecting the proverbs)
– Dizionario dei proverbi italiani: Ammannato (1), Arlotto (1), Bacchino (charac-

teristic to Tuscany – there is a story of a person named Bacchino who managed to have 
a big herd by selling milk mixed with water from the river) (1), Bazzino (1), Berta (1), 
Berto (1), Biagio (apparently a peasant, a character in a famous tale) (1), Bugnola (1), 
Cacone or Cò (used to pint to a groom) (1), Cagafià (Veneto) (1), Camilla (1), Cavalier 
Mazzei (1), Checca (short for Francesca) (1), Ciambue (1), Cianchetto (1), Ciccio (short 
for Francesco) (1), Cola (short for Nicola) (1), Cole (1), Coppino (1), Felicino (1), 
Gambini (1), Lodoli (1), Martin Picio (Piemonte) (1), Masino (1), Melesecche (charac-
teristic of Tuscany) (1), Montetrappoli (1), Nanni (short for Giovanni) (1), Nappa (1), 
Orlando (peasant) (1), Padella (characteristic of Tuscany) (1), Pipetta (1), Rosso (1), 
Salvino (1), Tinca (1), Violante (1), Wagner (Pisa) (1), Zolla (1);

– Dicţionar de proverbe şi zicători româneşti: Tanda and Manda (typical figures of 
the community usually employed as a couple also resulting in a rhetorical construc-
tion) (3), Moş Neagu (2), Nanea (1), Pepelea (1), Novac (1), Chira (1), Păcală (folk 
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hero whose name is formed from the verb a pacăli ‘to fool someone’) (3), Tândală (folk 
hero whose name is formed from the verb a tândăli ‘to while away’) (3);

– Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs: Robin Hood (1), McGregor (1).
There are 38 Italian names identified in this category, one entry for each. There 

are 2 items in English and 8 in Romanian, of which I would point out two renowned 
characters (Tanda and Manda) who appear in 3 different examples. 

b) high frequency names of the time
– Dizionario dei proverbi italiani: Anselmo (1), Bartolo (1), Bartolomeo (1), 

Benvenuto (1), Bertoldo (1), Federico (1), Geppe (1), Giovanni (1), Pasquale (6), 
Raffaelle (1), Rosa (1);

– Dicţionar de proverbe şi zicători româneşti: Costache (1), Grigore (1), Ilie (1), Ion 
(1), Iordache (1), Stan (3), Stroe (1), Tănase (1), Vlad (1);

– Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs: Jack (5), Jill (3), Tom Fool (1).
The results of this category are relevant in the sense of pointing out the cultural 

and the historical facet of names. According to our analysis, along the centuries, the 
name Pasquale was widespread and very common in Italy therefore peaking with 6 
entries, Stan – 3 entries, and Jack as a very popular name disseminated all over the 
English-speaking territories with 5 entries.

c) nouns indicating a human trait
– Dizionario dei proverbi italiani: Ser Appuntino (1), Bacchettoni (1), Bocca Unta 

(1), Mastro Furia (1), Padre Comoda (1), Giovanni Comodino (1), Prete Cuio (‘fool’) 
(1), Fra Modesto (1), Ser Umido (1), Ser Preciso (1), Suor Prudenza (1), Fra’ Vituperio 
(1);

– Dicţionar de proverbe şi zicători româneşti: Zgribulea (from the verb a se zgribuli 
suggesting a person who is always cold) (1);

– Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs: Dr. Diet, Dr. Quiet, Dr. Merryman (1), Brag (1), 
Holdfast (1).

This is probably the most interesting of all the categories, as we are dealing with 
nouns or adjectives turned into personal names. Their aim is to characterise their 
bearers in an ironic manner (e.g. Prete Cuio ‘Father Fool’, Ser Preciso ‘Sir Precise’, Suor 
Prudenza ‘Sister Prudence’, etc.).

d) other parts of speech turned into personal names
– Dizionario dei proverbi italiani: Avessi, Potessi and Fossi (1); Avere Avuto (1); 

Bene, Buono and Magari (1); Bastianazzo (vulgar) (1), Donato (7), Sor Ducato (1), 
Don Quattrino (1), Fidati e Non-Ti-fidare (1), Gambacorta (1), Garbino (see garbo, 
Italian for ‘good manners’) (1), Gaudenzio (see godere, Italian for ‘enjoy’) (1), Il medico 
Grillo (1), Lasciafare (1), Menga (vulgar) (1), Mastro Indugio (1), Pappalefave (com-
pund word made up of 3 elements, ‘eat the beans’) (1), Sora Speranza (1), Sciupalegno 
(1), Poverelli (name given to a very poor family) (1), Pantalone (1), Pazzi (1), don 
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Uggia (1), Calzetta and Ciondolin (1), Male and Peggio (1), La Pigrizia (1), Però (1), 
Oravengo (2), Troppa, Strappo (1), Corneri, Barbari, Giusti (1);

– Dicţionar de proverbe şi zicători româneşti: Traistă-n băţ (1), Stan Păţitul (high 
frequency first name and a last name formed from the verb a păţi ‘to occur’) (1), Papuc 
(1), Muma-Pădurii (1), Curgolea (vulgar) (1).

– Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs: Mammon (standing for ‘richness’) (1).
There are very few entries in Romanian and there is just one in English, com-

pared to the 29 names that one comes across in Italian proverbs, peaking with Donato 
(7 entries), a personification of the past participle form ‘given’.

e) personifications of some of the tools of different professions 
– Dizionario dei proverbi italiani: Mastro Piallino (1), Mastro Tampicchio (1), 

Mastro Gandino (1), Mastro Nottola (1), Padre Zappata (1), Frate Spazzola (1), Frate 
Accetta (1), Forcone (1), Zappa (2), Don Falcuccio (1), Don Falcetto (1);

– Dicţionar de proverbe şi zicători româneşti: ‑;
– Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs: ‑.
There are no entries for this category in Romanian or English. Still, 11 names 

were formed due to the personification of different names of tools, e.g. Hoe (2 entries), 
Pitchfork, Brother Brush, Brother Hatchet, according to the Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs 
(Speake 2008).

4) Cultural figures
a) worldwide

Table 3. Names in Italian, Romanian and English proverbs and sayings, referring to 
cultural figures worldwide
Dizionario dei proverbi 
italiani

Entries Dicţionar de 
proverbe şi zicători 

româneşti

Entries Oxford Dic-
tionary of 
Proverbs

Entries

Baffone (as Stalin was 
referred to by the people)

1 - - - -

Platone 2 - - - -
Belisario (Byzantine 
general)

1 - - - -

Colombo 1 - - - -
Napoleone 1 - - - -
Maometto 2 Mahomet 1
Cesare 4 - - Caesar 1
- - - - Homer 1
- - Alexandru Macedon 

(Alexander the 
Great)

1 - -
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As this category refers to famous people around the world, one may expect to 
find overlaps between the three dictionaries, but there are none. Only 2 names are 
found both in Italian and English proverbs: Mahomet and Caesar. 

b) of the respective country
– Dizionario dei proverbi italiani: Don Zurla (1), Arlecchino (2), Mezzani (1), 

Dante (1), Enea and Dido (1), Burleo (1), Marchese Caffarelli (1), Campriano (1), Abate 
Cancellieri (1), Agata (1), Carlo V (1), Pirro (1), Cesare (also found in the category 
dedicated to personalities from all over the world) (4), Bartolomeo da Bergamo (army 
captain) (1), Buridano (philosopher) (1), Orlando (literary character and conse-
quently high frequency name at the time) (1), Il Fagioli (poet) (1), Franceschello (king 
of the two territories of Sicily) (1), Brancaleone (famous film named after an Italian 
governor of Rome in the Middle Ages) (1), Galeotto (one of Dante’s characters) (1), 
Gonella (the most famous Italian jester; see also variants Cicala, Ciolla) (1), Cardinal 
Giammaria (1), Malatesta (1), Olimpia (1); Orsini, Colonna and Frangipani (noble-
men) (1); Medici, Lorena, Emmanuelle (1), Cecco d’Ascoli (1), Nerone (1), Pasquino (1), 
Leone (papa) (1), Pulcinella (8), Enea (papa Pio II) (1), Ernesto (1), Romolo (1), Sassi 
(1), Papa Scimio (1), Teresa and Gianfaldoni (1), Tiberio (1), Papa Giulio III (1);

– Dicţionar de proverbe şi zicători româneşti: Cuibăr-Vodă (1), Caragea (2), Papuc-
Hogea-Hogegarul (1), Mihai Viteazul (1), Bimbaşa-Sava (1); Belu beleşte, Golescu 
goleşte, Manu jupuieşte (1), Lăcustă-Vodă (1), Hâncu (4), Pazvante (1), Papură-Vodă 
(nickname) (1), Marcoci (1), Han-tătar (1), Stanca (1);

– Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs: ‑.
No particular figures are indicated by name in English proverbs, whereas there are 

15 famous historical characters in Romanian proverbs. Examples are numerous (43!) 
in Italian proverbs, ranging from historical figures (e.g. the House of Medici, Charles V, 
the Marquise Caffarelli, etc.) to poets and writers (e.g. Dante, Il Fagioli), characters of 
the Commedia dell’Arte (Arlecchino, Pulcinella), film characters (e.g. Brancaleone) and 
members of the clergy (e.g. bishop Giammaria, Pope Leon, Pope Julius III). 

5. Saints
a) observations regarding nature or the agricultural process in reference to the 

periods of the year
– Dizionario dei proverbi italiani: Sant’Agata (2 entries), San Giovanni (2), 

Sant’Andrea (9), Sant’Anna (2), Sant’Ansano (1), Sant’Antonio (11), Sant’Apollonia (1), 
Santa Barbara (2), San Barnaba (3), San Bartolomeo (4), San Belino (4), San Benedetto 
(5), San Bernardino (3), San Biagio (4), Santa Bibiana (3), Santo Bindo (1), Santa 
Candelora (2), San Pavolo (1), San Casimiro (1), San Cataldo (2), Santa Caterina (11), 
San Clemente (2), San Matté (1), San Crispino (1), Santa Cristina (1), San Donato (2), 
San Faustino (1), San Filippo (1), San Firmino (1), San Francesco (4), San Frediano (4), 
San Simone (4), San Gallo (5), San Gregorio (4), San Giacomo (6), San Giorgio (5), San 
Giovanni (13), San Giuseppe (10), San Giusto, San Gorgonio (2), Lucia (Santa Lucia) 
(4), Sant’Irene (1), Santa Liberata (2), San Lorenzo (5), San Luca (7), Santa Maddalena 
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(6), San Marco (7), Santa Margherita (3), Santa Maria (6), Santa Marta (1), San 
Martino (28), San Matteo (4), San Mattia (9), San Medardo (1), San Mercuriale (1), 
San Michele (7), San Niccolò (2), Sant’Omobono (1), San Paganino (3), San Paolino 
(2), San Paolo (8), San Silvestro (1), San Pellegrino (1), San Pietro (9), San Quintino 
(1), San Ranieri (1), Sant’Agostino (2), Santa Rita (3), San Rocco (4), San Salvatore 
(1), San Giminiano (1), San Sebastiano (6), San Silvestro (2), San Simone (13), Santo 
Stefano (2), Santa Teresa (2), San Tommaso (4), Sant’Urbano (4), San Valentino (10), 
San Vicenzo (4), San Vito (6), San Zaccaria (1); 

– Dicţionar de proverbe şi zicători româneşti: Ignat (1);
– Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs: Saint Barnaby (1), Saint Thomas (1), Saint 

Swithun (1), Saint Paul (1).
In the case of Italian proverbs, this is undoubtedly the category with the highest 

number of personal names as well as number of entries. This results in a very diversified 
and complex classification which, in some cases, cannot be matched by examples in 
the other two dictionaries. Therefore, items in Romanian and English dictionaries are 
scarce, while 83 different saints are found in the Italian dictionary. The name of Saint 
Martin peaks with 28 entries, followed by Saint Simon and Saint John (13 entries), Saint 
Catherine (10) and Saint Joseph (10).

b) actions, utterances, symbols of different saints
– Dizionario dei proverbi italiani: Sant’Agostino (3), Sant’Antonio (1), San Bernardo 

(1), San Giovanni (1), San Luca (1), San Pietro (7);
– Dicţionar de proverbe şi zicători româneşti: Sf. Petru (1);
– Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs: -.

c) customs, routines, rituals related to saints
– Dizionario dei proverbi italiani: Sant’Agostino (2), Sant’Andrea (1);
– Dicţionar de proverbe şi zicători româneşti: ‑;
– Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs: ‑.

d) human traits of the saints
– Dizionario dei proverbi italiani: Sant’Agostino (1), Sant’Ivone (1), San Francesco 

(1), San Pietro (2), San Tommaso (4);
– Dicţionar de proverbe şi zicători româneşti: ‑;
– Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs: ‑.

e) saints as patrons of different professions, animals, dynasties
– Dizionario dei proverbi italiani: Sant’Andrea (1), Sant’Antonio (4), San Cosma 

and Damiano (1), San Crispino and San Martino (1), Santa Lucia (2), Santa Maddalena 
(1), San Martino (3), San Valentino (1); 

– Dicţionar de proverbe şi zicători româneşti: ‑;
– Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs: ‑.
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f) invocations of the saints
– Dizionario dei proverbi italiani: Santa Barbara;
– Dicţionar de proverbe şi zicători româneşti: ‑;
– Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs: ‑.

g) nouns turned into personal names with the addition of saint
– Dizionario dei proverbi italiani: Sant’Avesse, san Potesse, san Sarebbe and san Fosse; 

Sant’Arrangiati; il Barbato, il Frecciato, il Mitrato; Sant’Agio di Valdiriposo; Santo Dire, 
Santo Fare, Santo Dare; San Donato (4), San Giusto (2); San Nolosapevo; Sant’Ingegno; 
Santa Nega; Santa Rita, San Regala; Sant’Antonio, San Mangia; Santa Spera (2);

– Dicţionar de proverbe şi zicători româneşti: ‑;
– Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs: ‑.
This category is similar to 3c) and 3d), as the noun saint accompanies other 

nouns, verbs or compound words turned into personal names.

6. Particular cases
– Dizionario dei proverbi italiani: I Santi Innocentini (1), Il ballo din San Vito (1), 

l’orologio di San Pasquale (1);
– Dicţionar de proverbe şi zicători româneşti: ‑;
– Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs: ‑.

Further directions for research 
The findings of my research clearly outline a complex framework and disclose a 

very rich material to be further investigated. As mentioned in the Introduction, these 
results are not to be interpreted only by onomasticians. The proverbs I studied built 
up an extremely fascinating portrait of three different countries and their people. For 
instance, we are all very well aware of Italians being very religious people. This common 
stereotype is endorsed by the incredible high number of names of saints I have come 
across. 

Still, it should be emphasised that it is not only a matter in which onomasticians 
should be interested. My findings raise many questions about the abundance/scarcity 
of personal names present in the proverbs of the three languages investigated. In my 
view, some answers may come from ethnologists, ethnographers, anthropologists and 
maybe even from psychologists. It is clear that the Italians are very peculiar compared 
to the Romanians and the British. Further inquiries should be made regarding the 
source of their creativity in terms of proverbs as well as to unveil the core features that 
characterise this people and turn them into such generous providers of life-wisdom, 
history and culture altogether by means of proverbs and anthroponyms.

In the early stages of my research, I was expecting similar results from the analysis 
of the Romanian and Italian corpus due to the fact that the two have common roots 
and we are dealing with two Romance languages. I have to admit I was very surprised 
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by my discoveries which are still in an early stage, as I expect new and more complex 
dictionaries to be published and therefore to provide more material for study. Despite 
the historical and cultural bond that the two languages share, Romanian is not by far 
as rich and varied as regards the issues approached. Another possible direction for 
research might be for a similar study to be conducted in relation to other romance 
languages (Spanish, French, Portuguese). It would be very interesting to be able to 
compare the results and to see what conclusions may be drawn.

Conclusions
With each passing day, onomastics reveals itself to researchers as a more complex 

and broader field than initially envisioned. No longer an incipient discipline on the 
brink of being unveiled, the study of proper names conceals numerous secrets still to 
be discovered. Scholars investigating its depth and complexity are joined every day by 
specialists in very different fields of expertise, thereby endorsing its interdisciplinary 
character. All this is made possible or, better yet, is required by the intricate character of 
names and of the fact that they are culturally embedded. This is why names should be 
analysed from a synchronic perspective, which draws attention to the choices, beliefs 
and personal traits of those who name a person as well as the name bearer. On the 
other hand, a diachronic approach offers a glimpse of names as the result of history and 
evolution, as well as of the core features and values of a community.
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