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Abstract: Textiles are not merely economic goods but also carriers of so-
cial, cultural, and symbolic meanings. Focusing on the Slovenian cultur-
al context, this article examines how textile production and related prac-
tices are reflected in proverbs and other short folklore forms. Drawing on
a semantic analysis of Slovenian paremiological material, the analysis
identifies elements of the traditional textile economy that are expressed
in language and explores the figurative meanings they acquire within
folklore discourse. It shows that thread, yarn, flax, wool, and textile-re-
lated crafts and professions serve as vehicles for transmitting knowledge,
values, and experience, as well as for articulating concepts of work, com-
munity, and social order. The article thus demonstrates how the material
aspects of textile production are intertwined with social and symbolic
dimensions in folklore genres, revealing their role in shaping and com-
municating shared meanings and values within the Slovenian tradition.

Keywords: Slovenian folklore, textile production, proverbs, phrasemes,
textile crafts, material culture

1. Introduction

Textile and clothing production have been inseparably inter-
twined with everyday life and economic activity, particularly in
past societies. In pre-industrial periods, textile production con-
stituted one of the key economic activities and a fundamental
component of daily life. The textile trade played a central role
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in the economy over long periods and in many cultures. Textiles
were among the most valuable commodities traded along ancient
trade routes such as the Silk Road and the demand for luxury
textiles, such as silk, but also cotton, wool, and linen, drove com-
merce and cultural exchange between distant regions, facilitating
economic growth and cultural diffusion (Beckert 2014, Bogan-
sky 2013). Prior to the industrial innovations of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, the production of fibers, yarn, and cloth
was embedded in local communities, where knowledge, skills,
and tools were transmitted from generation to generation. Textile
making was thus quite literally woven into communal life—into
work, knowledge, and everyday practices—traces of which can
still be recognized today in proverbs and phrasemes. Precise-
ly because of this deep entanglement with economic structures
and everyday experience, textiles also became a powerful medi-
um for the communication of meanings, values, and collective
knowledge.

Words and textiles are inextricably linked; in English this
connection is even clearer, as the word text actually derives from
the Latin fexere, which means to weave (Harper 2026). Words
and symbols have been written on or in textiles for centuries.
Silk was chosen as a medium for written documents in Chi-
na in antique times; in medieval Europe people learned Bible
stories from huge tapestries hung in churches and other public
and private spaces; and from at least the 17th century women
stitched verses about morality, virtue and family piety on their
needlework samplers (Gordon 2013: 216-217). Over a period of
about 150 years, from the French Revolution to 1930, an origi-
nal form of folk art was created and developed in the countries
of Central Europe: the production of various types of wall or
table embroidered napkins that decorated domestic spaces. The
images on these works of art were complemented by proverbs
that expressed the moral values of the family and society of that
time (Villani 2016).

However, the communicative capacity of textiles extends far
beyond their use as literal writing surfaces. Through materials,
techniques, patterns, and modes of use, textiles have long func-
tioned as carriers of social meanings, values, and norms, render-
ing them readable as a system of signs within specific cultural
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contexts. As such, textiles reflect the cultural, economic, and
technological conditions of a given period and community (cf.
Gordon 2013, Miller 2016: 29), while simultaneously conveying
information about individuals by expressing taste, personality,
social status, religious affiliation, occupation, age, and gender
(Barnard 2005). It is clear that textiles are not merely essential
materials for clothing and household use; their production and
use can also be read as a form of language through which soci-
eties articulate social organization, value systems and also eco-
nomic interdependence (Srimpf Vendramin 2025).

While research on textiles has largely focused on their ma-
terial and cultural dimensions, considerably less attention has
been devoted to their symbolic aspects and to the ways in which
these are manifested in immaterial forms. Yet an understanding
of textile culture in all its layers—not only its material, but also
its symbolic dimensions, as reflected, for instance, in language—
offers deeper insights into social structures, including modes of
social organization, shared values, and responses to economic
and environmental change.

As both a material and a meaningful, symbolic dimension of
human experience, textiles—and clothing in particular—possess
pronounced economic as well as cultural significance. Their role
is reflected not only in material culture but also in a rich linguis-
tic and narrative tradition, including fairy tales, narratives, prov-
erbs, and phrasemes, in which elements of textile culture have
been preserved. These genres do not merely mirror aspects of the
material world and textile production; rather, they employ textile
imagery to articulate social norms, collective wisdom, gender re-
lations, and conceptions of work, time, and fate (Mieder 2004: 4).

Slovenian phrasemes such as presti niti clovekove usode
[spinning the threads of man’s destiny] (SSK.J? 2014) or drzati
(vse) niti v (svojih) rokah [to hold the threads in one’s hands]
(Keber 2025), as well as proverbs like “Vsaka preja pride v
statve [Every yarn comes to the loom]”,! are not merely linguis-
tic figures, but reflections of concrete experiences and aspects of

! Unless otherwise indicated, all proverbs cited in this article are drawn from the Col-
lection of Slovenian Proverbs 1.1, kept at the Institute of Slovenian Ethnology, which
is presented in more detail later in the article.
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past everyday life. Through them, one can discern how textile
work and production were embedded in daily practices, along
with the knowledge, experiences, values, and symbolic mean-
ings associated with the making of textiles and clothing and with
other facets of textile culture (Mieder 2004: 4).

This article examines the presence and functions of textile
culture within Slovenian proverbial and phraseological material
with the aim of identifying which elements of traditional tex-
tile production have found expression in language. The analysis
primarily focuses on phrasemes and proverbs, while riddles, as
a genre closely related to proverbs, are included as supplemen-
tary illustrative material. In a semantic context the analysis is
concentrated on textile-related materials such as thread, yarn,
flax, wool, and silk, as well as on tools (e.g. spinning wheel,
loom, needle) and occupations (e.g. seamstress, tailor, weaver),
and considers how these elements are represented and employed
in proverbs, phrasemes, and other short folklore forms. Special
attention is given to the ways in which expressions connected to
textile production reflect the everyday experiences of past gen-
erations, their technological practices, and social organization,
as well as shared symbolic and collective representations. The
article further explores how originally stereotyped meanings as-
sociated with textile imagery persist or are reinterpreted in the
context of broader social changes. By means of a semantic and
symbolic analysis of textile and clothing related proverbs, the
study demonstrates that textile symbolism in Slovenian folk-
lore expressions functions not merely as a linguistic or aesthetic
motif, but also as a reflection of concrete economic and social
realities, particularly in relation to work, skills, and everyday
economic life.

While the present study focuses on proverbs and phrasemes,
textile elements can also be traced in other folkloric genres and
everyday practices such as the gesture of lifting a hat as a form
of greeting or in different rituals where textile were used as part
of wedding or death rituals and even as part of the healing ritual
with incantations (e.g. Kuret 1989; Dolenc 1999). These exam-
ples suggest that textile culture is embedded more broadly in
cultural practice, although the following analysis concentrates
on its expression in short folkloric forms.
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2. Proverbs and phrasemes as a reflection of textile culture

The embeddedness of textiles in everyday life has been exten-
sive both in the past and in the present-not only as a physical
practice of production, but also as a cultural code reflected in
language and in symbolic imagery, particularly in proverbs.
Ethnolinguistic research has shown that proverbs can be under-
stood as reflections of collective memory which, despite their
apparent simplicity, often encode complex forms of knowledge,
social structures, and shared representations. At the same time,
by reducing the unfamiliar to the familiar, they provide inter-
pretative frameworks through which complex situations can be
made comprehensible. The meanings conveyed by proverbs
may remain stable and recognizable over long periods, or they
may gradually blur, transform, and be reinterpreted in response
to changing social conditions (cf. Babi¢ 2020: 125-127; Jakop
2022: 130).

As such, proverbs and phraseological units function as im-
portant carriers of cultural content and connotation. As forms of
everyday speech that draw their content from lived experience,
folklore genres, such as proverbs, not only preserve echoes of
the material world, but also convey beliefs, values, and broader
worldviews of the communities in which they are created, trans-
mitted, and used (Kropej 1995; Bobkina 2004; Babi¢ 2015).
Among short folklore genres, sayings and proverbs are particu-
larly prominent in this regard, as they encapsulate and transmit
socially shared values and beliefs. They may express cultural
meanings explicitly or implicitly, and these meanings can shift
over time. Within paremiology and phraseology, such units are
therefore often regarded as forms of cultural heritage, serving
as repositories of social memory and indicators of a society’s
conceptual world. Through them, it is possible to trace changing
social circumstances, norms, and values, as well as broader pro-
cesses that shape and transform society (Jakop 2022: 130; Babic
2020: 125-127).

Although textiles and clothing constituted a central part of
everyday life in the past and appear frequently across a wide
range of folklore genres, systematic research on textile culture as
reflected specifically in proverbs and phraseological material re-
mains relatively limited. Existing studies from the broader field
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of folklore studies tend to address individual aspects of textile
symbolism or focus on particular cultural contexts rather than
offering broader paremiological analyses. Researchers have been
examining, for example, clothing and proverbs within specific
religious or cultural communities, such as Russian Old Believ-
ers (Bobkina 2024), as well as the symbolic meanings of thread
and spinning in European folklore (Mencej 2010) and the func-
tions of textile and sartorial artefacts in Russian folktales (Ivleva
2009). Other contributions approach textile symbolism through
literary, ethnographic, or historical perspectives, including stud-
ies on color symbolism in the folk literature of the Caucasus
(Hunt and Chenciner 2006), the role of clothing as a symbolic
and magical object in Slavic ritual contexts (Sedakova 2016),
or comparative analyses of women’s work and household roles
as reflected in Biblical proverbs (Lang 2004). While these stud-
ies demonstrate the cultural and symbolic importance of textiles,
clothing, and textile practices, they rarely focus on proverbs as a
primary source for analyzing textile-related knowledge, values,
and everyday practices.

Against this background, the study of clothing and textile
culture-and its echoes in language, particularly in folklore and
phrasemes-offers insights not only into the economic, social,
political, and cultural conditions of specific historical periods,
but also into the symbolic meanings and beliefs associated with
them. Building on previous research into everyday life and its
linguistic reflections in proverbs (Smith 2012; Babi¢ and Voolaid
2023; Babi¢ 2018; Srimpf Vendramin 2024a, 2025), this article
examines the textile elements that appear in Slovenian proverbs,
considering them both as components of past everyday practices
and as echoes of craft-based and manufacturing activities that
once formed an integral part of daily life.

The particular value of proverbs reflecting textile culture lies
in their capacity to combine references to concrete work practic-
es, materials, tools, and occupations. In doing so, they reveal not
only aspects of the material world associated with textile produc-
tion, but also non-material dimensions such as the gendered di-
vision of labor, the seasonality of tasks, and the collective mem-
ory of handicraft skills, processes, and knowledge. At the same
time, proverbs preserve metaphorical and symbolic meanings
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that have become conventionalized over time, granting certain
expressions broader figurative significance (e.g. dress — man,
thread — life). In this way, proverbs constitute a space in which
the material and the symbolic intersect, offering insight into the
interplay between the physical and the immaterial dimensions
that shaped proverbial expression in the past and continue to res-
onate in the present.

3. Methodology

Methodologically, the article draws on an ethnolinguistic and
semantic analysis of Slovenian proverbs and related short folk-
lore forms. It brings together linguistic material with ethnolog-
ical and historical data on textile production, use, and everyday
practices, reading proverbial expressions in relation to the ma-
terial, social, and economic contexts from which they emerged.
By linking metaphorical language and conceptual structures to
concrete forms of textile work, the study approaches proverbs as
sites where practical knowledge, symbolic meanings, and collec-
tive experience intersect within textile culture.

The article is based on a collection of Slovenian proverbs 1.1
kept at the Institute of Slovenian Ethnology (ISN), ZRC SAZU,
which was digitized in 2023. The collection comprises 37,390
units and is fully accessible through the CLARIN.SI repository.?
To date, approximately 800 units have been identified in the col-
lection that relate in various ways to textile and clothing culture.
An initial analysis of the collection was conducted with the aim
of determining the extent to which Slovenian proverbs reflect
textile culture and the forms this reflection takes-ranging from
textile production and the use of materials to clothing practic-
es and their symbolic meanings. The first phase of the analysis

2 The collection began to take shape through the work of folklorist Milko Matice-
tov at the founding of the institute in 1951. Systematic organization and digitization,
however, started later, with projects led by Marija Stanonik from 1997 onwards. The
collection of proverbs and paremiological units was compiled through the transcrip-
tion of proverbs from printed sources such as books, journals, and calendars, through
collecting initiatives in various magazines, fieldwork, personal notes, and by review-
ing older materials preserved in the ISN archive. As a result, the dating of the mate-
rial—especially for older items—is not always reliable; nevertheless, it can be stated
that the recorded units were documented or in use between 1578 and 2010.
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involved keyword-based searches for terms related to clothing,
such as obleka [clothing], ¢evelj [shoe], and srajca [shirt], which
occur in well-known Slovenian proverbs also included in the
paremiological optimum by Meterc (cf. Meterc 2016, 2017). In
the second phase, a more systematic and semantically focused
examination was carried out, targeting terms associated with
production processes and tools (e.g. sewing, spinning, spinning
wheel, distaff), occupations (e.g. tailor, seamstress, weaver), raw
materials and textiles (e.g. flax, wool, silk, velvet), as well as
garments and parts of clothing (e.g. coat, skirt, gloves, stock-
ings, pocket). This semantic analysis and the resulting selection
of paremiological units form the empirical basis of the present
article.

In most of the proverbs identified in the collection, the lexi-
cal material consists primarily of general terms related to textile
culture, clothing, and textile production. The semantic analysis
reveals a notable absence of highly specific terminology refer-
ring to particular garments, fabrics, or materials (e.g. bombaz
[cotton], irh [chamois leather]), although such terms are con-
firmed in other ethnographic and historical research on the sub-
ject. This may indicate that these expressions were either not in
widespread use, were regionally or temporally limited, or were
referred to by alternative naming conventions. A similar pattern
can be observed with regard to certain items of clothing (e.g.
bluza [blouse], ruta [(head)scarf], avba [type of traditional bon-
net]), which are likewise absent from the collection, possibly
due to their later emergence, dialectal variation, or limited inte-
gration into proverbial discourse.

Although many proverbs are recorded in standardized lan-
guage, dialectal elements are also present, particularly in older
and regionally marked variants, reflecting the oral origins and
local embeddedness of the paremiological material.

(1) Mojskra (sivilja) Klara ponoci Siva, podnevi para. [Klara
the seamstress sews at night and unpicks by day.]

(2) Ce se lepe Zenske ne drzi za firtuh (predpasnik) moz,
primejo pa drugi zanj. [If a beautiful woman’s husband
does not hold on to her apron, others will.]
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(3) Zida (svila) in Zamet pogasita ogenj na ognisu. [Silk and
velvet put out the fire on the fireplace.]

4. Textile production in proverbs and short folklore forms

Proverbs do not express only general truths about life and moral
teachings, as noted in the definition of the proverb by the re-
nowned paremiologist Wolfgang Mieder (2004: 4); they also con-
stitute a valuable linguistic archive of knowledge about everyday
work, handicraft and craft practices, and the economic logic of
past communities (Jakop and Babi¢ 2025). This is particularly
true of textile production, which for centuries represented one
of the fundamental domains of the subsistence economy. Many
forms of textile practice—from the processing of flax and wool
to spinning, weaving, and sewing—have found their reflection
in proverbs, which preserve knowledge about materials, tools,
skills, social roles, and values.

For centuries, textiles constituted one of the key fields of
handicraft, craft, and later industrial activity. Tailors, seamstress-
es, weavers, dyers, and other textile artisans shaped the everyday
life of communities through their work, as they provided essen-
tial goods in the form of fabrics and clothing. Their knowledge
and the memory of their labor were transmitted from genera-
tion to generation and preserved not only in material culture and
the objects they produced, but also in language—in proverbs,
phrasemes, and other linguistic forms—which testify to how
deeply textile work was interwoven with the everyday life of
past communities.

This section presents a semantic analysis of Slovenian prov-
erbs and other short folklore forms that refer to textile produc-
tion. The analysis reveals several recurrent semantic clusters that
structure the proverbial material and reflect different aspects of
textile culture. These include references to textile artisans and
occupations, materials and fibers, tools and production process-
es, as well as garments and clothing practices. Together, these
semantic groupings provide a framework for examining how
textile-related knowledge, practices, and symbolic meanings are
encoded in proverbs.
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4.1 Textile artisans

The economic importance of clothing production in the past is
indicated by the fact that tailoring guilds were among the earliest
professional associations in the territory of present-day Slovenia
and are mentioned as an occupational group as early as 1281
(Bogataj 2004: 258). It is therefore not surprising that references
to this economic activity also appear in short folklore genres.

Insights into the social function of tailors in the past are sug-
gested by riddles such as

(a) Kdo naredi gospoda? — Kroja¢. [Who makes a gentle-
man? - The tailor] (Babic 2021: 73).

But as well as by proverbs such as:

(4) Krojac naredi gospoda. [ The tailor makes a gentleman. |

(5) Krojac naredi cloveka. [The tailor makes the man.]

(6) Krojaci so naredili Ze precej velikih gospodov. [Tailors
have already made quite a few great gentlemen. ]

These proverbs testify not only to the importance of tailoring
as a craft, but also to the significance of outward appearance
shaped by clothing, and to the role of the tailor as the figure who
materializes social status.’ In this sense, tailoring is presented
as a practice through which social distinctions are made visible
and recognizable. In several parts of Europe, especially during
the period of guild organization, tailors accordingly enjoyed a
relatively high social standing (Crowston 2008). However, his-
torical sources relating to the territory of present-day Slovenia
suggest a more ambivalent social position. At least in the nine-
teenth century, tailoring appears to have been a physically de-
manding occupation that did not necessarily guarantee economic
security or elevated social status (Ba§ 1987: 75-81). On the con-
trary, evidence from other studies shows that tailors were often

3 This idea is also reflected in newer and still widely used variants such as Obleka
naredi ¢loveka (‘Clothes make the man’) (found also in Meterc 2023), which shift
the focus from the artisan to the garment itself while preserving the same underlying
meaning.
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targets of ridicule, stereotyped as clumsy, physically weak, tim-
id, chronically late, or associated with the perceived “feminine”
nature of their work, which did not conform to dominant ideals
of masculinity (Bas 1987: 81, Globo¢nik 2005: 351-352). In the
nineteenth century, when some textile artisans operated outside
the framework of peasant households as independent craftsmen,
they were often perceived as marginal figures and, at times, as
socially inferior. Such attitudes found expression in both lin-
guistic and visual satire, most notably in painted beehive panels
(panjske koncnice), where tailors frequently appear as objects of
caricature (Globo¢nik 2005).

This ambivalent social position, situated between economic
necessity and social devaluation, is also articulated in proverbial
discourse. Although the services of textile artisans were indis-
pensable, their own appearance often remained modest, especial-
ly among those who worked in the countryside. The collection
thus contains proverbs that can be interpreted figuratively as well
as literally.

(7) Krojac nosi strgano obleko (‘The tailor wears torn
clothes’)

This proverb conveys the idea that those who produce essen-
tial goods for others do not necessarily benefit from their own
work. A similar pattern is also found in the more widely used
contemporary proverb Kovaceva kobila je zmeraj bosa (‘The
blacksmith’s mare is always barefoot’) (also found in Meterc
2023), which conveys a comparable meaning through a different
artisanal motif.

References to seamstresses also appear in the proverb col-
lection, for example:

(8) Pri sivilji ni svile kupovati. [One should not buy silk
from a seamstress. |

(9) Od mojskre zidanje draga. [Silk from a seamstress is ex-
pensive.]

Seamstresses and female tailors were generally held in even
lower esteem than their male counterparts. Their craft was also
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subject to much stricter regulation (Crowston 2008). In the nine-
teenth century within the Habsburg Monarchy, where the Slo-
venian area also belonged in the past, women were permitted
to sew, yet they were not allowed to operate independent work-
shops. The only form of independent activity available to them
was millinery, that is, the production of women’s headwear and
ornamental accessories (Bas 1987: 76). Over time, attitudes to-
wards seamstresses did change, and some achieved considera-
ble recognition and esteem especially in cities such as Ljubljana
(Tomazi¢ 1983: 25-29). Nevertheless, it appears that they were
also able to charge relatively high prices for their services, a fact
alluded to with a mildly ironic or critical tone in the proverbs
cited above.

Proverbs reveal not only the attitude towards certain textile
artisans, but also the practical aspects of their work. Textile work
followed natural cycles and was closely tied to the availability
of raw materials (such as wool, flax, and hemp), weather condi-
tions, and the rhythm of agricultural labor. A proverb referring
to weavers illustrates this seasonal organization of work particu-
larly clearly.

(10) Ko kukavica zapoje, je tkavec ob delo svoje (“When the
cuckoo sings, the weaver is out of work”)

Weaving and spinning were primarily winter activities. With the
arrival of spring—symbolically marked by the cuckoo’s song—
textile production came to a halt, as spring and summer were
devoted to sowing, harvesting, and preparing raw materials. The
proverb thus encodes the seasonal rhythm of textile labor and its
dependence on agricultural cycles.

Clothing production likewise followed seasonal patterns,
shaped both by the availability of materials and by the needs of
the community. At least from the nineteenth century until the
Second World War, the tailoring year unfolded in cycles deter-
mined by seasonal demand. Rural tailors and seamstresses fol-
lowed a comparable work rhythm, with most of their activity
concentrated in the autumn and winter months. During this pe-
riod, they worked either in their own homes or travelled to the
households of peasant clients to work, staying for several days
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or even weeks to repair or produce garments. In return, they re-
ceived board, lodging, and payment for their labor. In summer,
when agricultural work took precedence, they were often left
without work (Bas 1987: 75-78; Makarovic¢ 2007: 43—44). This
seasonal logic of clothing making is therefore reflected in the
proverb:

(11) Ko na gradu ustreli, znidar s stola pade! (“When a shot
is fired at the castle, the tailor falls from his chair’)
(Tomazi¢ 1983: 19)

In this case, the proverb refers to actual ceremonial gunshots
fired from Ljubljana Castle, which traditionally took place ten
days after Pentecost, on the Feast of the Holy Spirit, as part of
a cathedral procession. These shots marked the arrival of sum-
mer and signaled a period of reduced demand for tailoring work,
symbolically indicating the temporary pause in the tailor’s ac-
tivity (Tomazi¢ 1983: 19).* Beyond the temporal organization of
work, proverbs also provide insight into the economic relation-
ships that structured textile labor.

(12) Cigar prejo prela, tega kruh jela [She eats the bread of
the one whose yarn she spins]

These proverbs may be interpreted in two ways: either as re-
flections of mutual assistance within village communities, where
women helped one another and were compensated with food and
drink, or as references to the putting-out system, which persisted
in rural Slovenia until the first half of the nineteenth century.
In this system, a contractor supplied the raw material—yarn or
thread—while the artisan processed it at home, either by spin-
ning or weaving, and received payment or a share of the produce
in return (Sorn 1978). In both cases, the proverb emphasize the
connection between work and subsistence, revealing how textile

4 During the winter months, the work was limited and done by the master craftsman
alone or with an assistant. Orders increased in March and April, especially before
Easter, and then gradually decreased until Pentecost. Summer orders for heavier, win-
ter garments were rare and only increased again at the end of August and September,
when tailors began to prepare the winter wardrobe. (Tomazi¢ 1983:19-20).
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labor was embedded in broader systems of exchange and eco-
nomic relations.

4.2 Raw materials: flax and wool

Among the most frequent motifs in proverbs related to textile
production are the raw materials from which yarns and fabrics
were made. Wool and flax are mentioned particularly often, re-
flecting their status as the fundamental textile materials in the
territory of present-day Slovenia. Archaeological and ethno-
graphic research confirms their long-standing importance (cf.
Makarovi¢ 2007, Gleba and Mannering 2012, Grémer 2016). In
proverbs, these materials point not only to the raw-material basis
of textile production, but also to the seasonal rhythms of work
and the knowledge required for their processing.

Flax occupies a particularly prominent place in Slovenian
proverbs related to textile production, where it appears not only
as a raw material but also as a marker of time, labor, and eco-
nomic value.’ The proverb

(13) Lan je lan, z njim je posla leto in dan. (Flax is flax—
working with it takes a year and a day.)

encapsulates the defining feature of flax production: its long,
continuous, and demanding processing cycle. This concise for-
mulation refers to the entire sequence of tasks, from sowing in
spring to the finished textile a year later, and conveys experien-
tial knowledge of flax as a material that requires patience, persis-
tence, and sustained effort. At the same time, the proverb func-
tions metaphorically, expressing a broader life principle—that
good results depend on time, care, and long-term commitment.

5 The prominence of flax in proverbial material corresponds to its long-standing
economic and cultural importance. Archaeological remains from the prehistoric
pile-dwelling settlement at Ljubljansko barje, dated to around 3400 BCE, attest to
the very early presence of flax as a cultivated plant in the region (Tolar and Veluscek
2009). In later periods, flax remained a crucial raw material, particularly in areas
where domestic textile production formed part of a subsistence economy. In certain
regions of Slovenian ethnic territory, such as the Skofja Loka area or between the Gail
Valley and Villach in present-day Austria, it even constituted a key economic resource
from the mid-seventeenth to the mid-nineteenth century (Kobe Erzensek 1986).
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Flax cultivation and processing were strictly subordinated
to seasonal rhythms. Sowing, pulling, drying, and breaking had
to follow a precise sequence dictated by weather and natural
conditions, and knowledge of this annual cycle was essential for
producing high-quality fiber. Calendar proverbs and agricultural
sayings therefore functioned as practical guides that helped com-
munities coordinate their work in time:

(14) O sv. Jerneju lan sejat, o sv. Jakobu ajda, o sv. Ani repa,
potem mora biti nedelja. [On St. Bartholomew’s Day
sow flax, on St. James’s buckwheat, on St. Anne’s tur-
nips—then it must be Sunday.]

Weather-related proverbs further emphasize the dependence of
flax quality on environmental conditions:

(15) Jasen in soncen svecnice dan zZenam obeta dobro za lan.
[A clear and sunny Candlemas Day promises women
good flax.]

(16) Suho vreme, lan Se pri tleh, ¢e ga ne pleves, ti bo le v
zasmeh. [Dry weather, when the flax is still low to the
ground—if you do not weed it, it will only bring you
mockery.]

Other sayings stress the importance of timely harvesting and
processing:

(17) Lan raste Se devet dni, ko odcvete. [Flax continues to
grow for nine days after it has finished flowering.]

Such proverbs are not primarily metaphorical; rather, they
function as temporal planners—a form of agricultural calendar
through which past communities organized everyday life. By ob-
serving recurring natural patterns, people interpreted signs that
helped them anticipate weather conditions and the success of the
harvest, both of which directly affected communal well-being.
This reflects an understanding of time as cyclical and repetitive,
structured by annually recurring rhythms and signs (Babi¢ 2015:
63-70, 2016).
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Beyond its role in production, flax also appears in proverbs
as a marker of economic security and wealth. This is clearly ex-
pressed in the saying:

(18) Najlepsi zakladi so za gospodinjo, ce ima s platnom
napolnjeno skrinjo. |A housewife’s finest treasures are
a chest filled with linen. |

Here, linen cloth is presented as a form of stored value. A full
chest of linen symbolized security and played an important role
in life-cycle rituals: it constituted part of a bride’s dowry, served
as burial cloth, and frequently appeared in inheritance invento-
ries (Destovnik 1996, Smrdel 1998: 93, Makarovi¢ 2007: 391).
In this sense, flax emerges not only as an agricultural and textile
resource, but also as a symbol of perseverance, order, cyclical
time, and prosperity, linking natural rhythms with labour that
generates both material and symbolic wealth.

Although flax was present very early, wool became estab-
lished as a material for clothing somewhat later.® Nevertheless,
the prominence of wool in the proverbial material indicates how
deeply this raw material was embedded in rural everyday life.
Wool was a key by-product of animal husbandry and in some
Slovenian regions sheep farming remained the most important
economic activity until the Second World War. Wool thus shaped
many aspects of daily life, including the production of socks,
gloves, rugs, and bags (Balkovec 1986: 104-105, Matkovic
2012:9).

Proverbs frequently prioritize wool over other goods, em-
phasizing its durability and long-term value:

(19) Dobra ovca da malo mleka, pa veliko volne. [A good
sheep gives little milk but much wool.]

% Archaeological evidence from neighbouring Alpine regions suggests that wool pro-
duction developed around 2000 BCE, during the Bronze Age, alongside the intention-
al breeding of sheep. Sheep farming and wool subsequently played a central role in
the Alpine economy, part of which is also mayor part of Slovenian territory, providing
one of the most important sources of textile fibres. The basic techniques of wool pro-
cessing developed at that time have remained essentially unchanged to the present day
(Srimpf Vendramin 2024b: 33-35).
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(20) Bolje dati volno, nego zZivo ovco. [It is better to give
wool than a living sheep. |

(21) Kdor dobi ovco, naj dobi tudi volno z njo. [Whoever
receives a sheep should also receive its wool. ]

These sayings present wool as a renewable resource and a sym-
bol of prudence and sustainable benefit, contrasting enduring
value with short-term gain.

Beyond its material significance, wool often acquires meta-
phorical meanings. In many proverbs it stands for the expected
result of effort, but also for disappointment when expectations
are not fulfilled:

(22) Veliko krika, pa malo volne. [Much noise, but little
wool.]

(23) Kockar pride, da bi dobil volno, a odhaja ostrizen. [ The
gambler comes hoping to get wool, but leaves shorn.]

(24) Kdor za tujo volno hodi, sam ostrizen domov pride.
[Whoever goes after another’s wool returns home
shorn. ]

Across the proverbial material, wool appears not only as a tan-
gible raw material but also as a measure of value, effort, and
outcome. Whether considered in terms of abundance, loss, or
moral judgement, wool consistently functions as an index of
quality and result. In this sense, proverbs referring to wool form
a bridge to a broader proverbial principle: that the quality of the
final product—material or social—depends fundamentally on
the quality of its origin.

The importance of good-quality raw material is repeatedly
emphasized. Proverbs carry the idea that a good final product
depends on a good starting point - an insight rooted in the every-
day experience of textile workers, yet generalized into broader
life wisdom.

(25) Kakrsna preja, tako bo platno. [As the yarn is, so will
the cloth be.]

(26) Kakovo runo, takova ovca. [As the fleece is, so is the
sheep.]
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Such expressions reflect the lived reality of craft communi-
ties, where the connection between nature and production was
directly experienced. Good wool implied a healthy animal and
high-quality yarn, both of which signaled security and surviv-
al. These proverbs therefore articulate both technical knowledge
and a broader social understanding that the quality of the whole
depends on care for its origin, both materially and symbolically.

Taken together, proverbs referring to flax and wool reveal
how deeply textile raw materials were embedded in everyday ex-
perience and economic reasoning, articulating practical knowl-
edge about production, seasonality, and material quality.

4.3 Textile processes and tools

The cultivation of flax or the shearing of sheep alone did not re-
sult in a finished textile product; what was essential was the long
and multi-stage processing of raw materials. From a flax stalk
or a sheep’s fleece to woven cloth, textile production involved
an entire chain of operations that required knowledge, time, and
specialized tools. The demanding and often arduous nature of
this work is captured in the riddle:

(b) Mali lepo narejeni, pa se zena pri njem muci - Kolovrat.
[Small and beautifully made, yet a woman struggling at
it. - Spinning wheel.] (Babi¢ 2021: 69)

This riddle contains an implicit commentary on women’s tex-
tile work. Although the spinning wheel is presented as a finely
crafted object, it is also associated with prolonged physical ef-
fort and bodily exhaustion. Such riddles draw attention to the
often-overlooked yet crucial role of women in household econ-
omies and textile production. Tools such as the spinning wheel
were therefore not merely technical implements but also carried
cultural and symbolic meanings related to gendered divisions of
labor and power relations within the community—meanings that
are otherwise documented in historical and ethnographic sourc-
es. The gendered nature of textile labor is also expressed in the
proverb:
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(27) Kakor mati prede, tako hci tke. [ As the mother spins, so
the daughter weaves. ]

This saying symbolically links textile work with the intergener-
ational transmission of knowledge, family values, and women’s
social roles. For women, textile work functioned not only as eco-
nomic activity but also as a form of socialization and prepara-
tion for adulthood. Through spinning, weaving, and embroidery,
girls learned gendered roles and actively participated in shaping
their future life paths, particularly through the preparation of
their dowry (Auslander 2015, Gordon 2013, Parker 1984, Novak
1964).

Tools such as looms, spinning wheels, distaffs, and spindles
thus formed an indispensable part of women’s textile culture,
especially during the winter months. In many regions, winter
spinning gatherings served not only productive but also impor-
tant social functions (cf. Novak 1964, Gordon 2013: 123). At the
same time, spinning was subject to regulation. In certain periods
of the calendar and life cycle, spinning was strictly prohibited,
as it was considered an activity of strong symbolic potency. In
many European traditions, spinning was understood as a bridge
between the world of the living and the otherworld. Consequent-
ly, during liminal periods-particularly the Christmas - New Year
season and Carnival, when contact with supernatural beings was
believed to be possible-spinning was avoided. In the Slovenian
cultural context, the observance of these prohibitions was over-
seen by female supernatural beings such as Pehtra Baba, Zlata
Baba, Torka, or Kvatrnica, who fulfilled both protective and pu-
nitive functions. Violations of these prohibitions were believed to
have serious consequences, including deformities in humans and
animals, illness, misfortune in household and agricultural work,
adverse weather conditions, or even unwanted contact with the
dead (Kropej 2008; Mencej 2013: 63-90). Although such prohi-
bitions are not directly reflected in proverbs, proverbial material
related to spinning nevertheless emphasizes the seasonal nature
of this activity:

(28) Kadar se zacne post, vrzi preslico v gozd. [When Lent
begins, throw the distaff into the forest.]
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(29) Ko se dan podaljsuje, se kodelja po malem zmanjsuje.
[As the days grow longer, the flax tow gradually dimin-
ishes.]

These sayings associate spinning with the winter period, when
other agricultural tasks were suspended and time was available
for processing yarn and preparing textile fibers.

Between raw material and finished textile, thread occupies a
central position. It is the immediate product of fibre processing
and, at the same time, one of the oldest and most productive met-
aphors in proverbial language. On a symbolic level, thread rep-
resents a fundamental element of textile production while also
functioning as a widely shared metaphor associated with work,
life, and human existence. Its symbolism is deeply embedded not
only in proverbs but also in other folklore genres, where thread
frequently serves as a carrier of meaning, order, connection, and
continuity. This connection can already be observed in ancient
mythology, where the three goddesses known as the Moirai pre-
sided over human fate: Clotho spun the thread of life, Lachesis
measured it, and Atropos cut it. A similar function is performed
in Slovenian mythological tradition by the beings called sojen-
ice, who determine an individual’s fate at birth (Mencej 2010;
Kropej 2008). In Slovenian folklore, thread often appears as a
symbol of transience, particularly as a link between birth and
death and between the worlds of the living and the dead.

While this explicit “thread of life” symbolism is not present
in the Institute of Slovenian Ethnology proverb collection, sever-
al proverbs connect thread with health and recovery:

(30) Bolezen gre v cloveka z vozom, iz ¢loveka po niti. [Illness
enters a person by the cart, but leaves by the thread. ]

(31) Bolezen po vrvi, zdravje po niti. [llness comes by rope,
health by thread.]

(32) Zdravje curkom doli, po niti gori. [Health flows down-
ward in a stream, but rises upward by a thread.]

In these expressions, illness is associated with rope—strength,
force, suddenness—while recovery is linked to thread, symbol-
izing slowness, fragility, and gradual healing. Thread thus be-
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comes a metaphor for the delicate and patient process of restor-
ing balance, highlighting the vulnerability of the human body
and the value of perseverance.

Proverbs mentioning thread also articulate principles of
household economy and everyday management, expressing the
experiential logic that accumulation is slow and demanding,
whereas loss can be sudden:

(33) Premozenje gre curkom dol, po niti pa gor. [Wealth goes
down in a stream, but rises by a thread. ]

(34) Imetje se po niti nabira, po vrvi zapravi. [Property is
accumulated by a thread, but squandered by a rope.]

(35) Dolg pride po vrvi, odhaja po niti. [Debt comes by rope
and goes away by thread.]

The next riddle highlights the paradoxical nature of thread and
yarn: physically light and fragile, yet symbolically powerful and
effective, far exceeding their material properties.

(c) Jaz vem za tako stvar, ki je sto konjev ne odvlece na breg,
jaz sam pa jo odnesem - Klobka. [1 know of something
that a hundred horses cannot pull uphill, yet I can carry it
myself - A ball of yarn.] (Babi¢ 2021: 69)

Today, thread retains its symbolic value primarily in language,
where it appears in common phraseological expressions. Among
the most frequently used are imeti vse niti v rokah [to have all
the threads in one’s hands] and the red thread. The former de-
notes control and influence, often exercised behind the scenes,
while the latter refers to a central theme or guiding idea that runs
through a whole-such as a text or an argument (Keber 2025).

If thread represents the individual life course, weaving is the
act that transforms these threads into a whole—a life story or
even a cosmic order. In many mythological traditions, weaving
functions as a cosmic act: through weaving, the world is cre-
ated, the order of nature is structured, and the rhythm of time
is determined (Scheid, Svenbro and Volk 2001, McLeod, Molly
2022). In some cultures, weaving symbolizes the very fabric of
the universe. For example, in Hindu mythology, the god Vishnu
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is regarded as the weaver of creation, who weaves cosmic order
from threads (Pattanaik 2012). Similarly, in Greek philosophi-
cal thought, the symbolism of weaving is expressed through the
concept of logos, understood as the binding thread of reality, the
meaning that “spins” order out of chaos (Scheid, Svenbro and
Volk 2001). This idea is also expressed in the proverb:

(36) Kriz so statve, na katerih se tke clovek. [The cross is the
loom on which a person is woven.]

Here, weaving is not merely manual labor, but a symbolic pro-
cess through which the human being is formed.

Taken together, proverbs and riddles referring to textile pro-
cesses and tools show that spinning and weaving were perceived
not only as demanding forms of manual labour, but also as activ-
ities endowed with strong symbolic significance. Through tools,
seasonal rhythms, and metaphors of thread and weaving, these
expressions articulate ideas about gender roles, the organization
of work, the fragility of life, and the gradual formation of human
destiny, thus linking everyday textile practices with broader cul-
tural and cosmological frameworks.

4.4. Clothing

Slovenian proverbs do not refer only to various aspects of textile
production, but also to clothing as its final product. Garments
that appear in proverbs often carry metaphorical meanings, artic-
ulating a broader field of connotations related to appearance, sta-
tus, values, and interpersonal relations is articulated. The topic
of clothing in Slovenian proverbs has been discussed in greater
detail elsewhere (Srimpf Vendramin 2024a); the present section,
therefore, provides only a brief summary of key findings relevant
to the broader analysis of textile culture.

In everyday life, clothing plays an important social role: it
shapes interpersonal relations, social situations, and professional
environments. It creates first impressions, evokes respect, and
contributes to perceptions of personal orderliness, self-image,
and sometimes even moral worth (cf. Hutson and Rodriguez
2016, Simmel 2000, Barnard 2005). This dimension is encapsu-
lated in the well-known proverb:
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(37) Obleka (ne) naredi cloveka [Clothes (do not) make the
man].’

The Latin formulation vestis virum facit (’clothes make the
man’) was already recorded by the Dutch humanist and philoso-
pher Erasmus of Rotterdam in his Adagia in 1520, pointing to the
long-standing association between clothing and social identity
(Atkins 2017). It is not surprising that among clothing-related
terms, obleka (clothing, garment, dress) is by far the most fre-
quently mentioned item in Slovenian proverbs, functioning as a
general designation for clothing or attire, including formal dress
(Meterc 2023). This tension between outward appearance and
inner moral qualities is articulated particularly clearly in a num-
ber of proverbs:

(38) Kdor nima v srcu lepote, ga tudi lepa obleka ne polepsa.
[He who has no beauty in his heart is not made beautiful
even by fine clothing. ]

(39) En madez pokvari tudi najlepso obleko. [One stain
spoils even the finest garment. ]

Rather than reflecting isolated personal observations, such prov-
erbs articulate broader social expectations and systems of value.
They operate through moral contrasts, juxtaposing the social im-
portance of outward appearance with the primacy of inner quali-
ties and personal integrity.

At the same time, proverbial discourse makes clear that out-
ward appearance itself was subject to strong normative regula-
tion. The value placed on cleanliness and propriety of dress was
traditionally high in Western culture, as reflected in proverbs
such as:

" The coexistence of the partially antonymous proverbs Obleka naredi ¢loveka and
Obleka ne naredi c¢loveka further illustrates the flexibility of proverbial discourse,
where contrasting evaluations can coexist and be activated depending on context. As
has been noted in studies of antonymous Slovenian proverbs, such pairs may differ
not only in meaning but also in their degree of recognition and usage among speakers
(Meterc 2013).
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(40) Obrabljena obleka ima malo ugleda. [Worn-out dress
has little prestige.]

(41) Lepe obleke ne more vsak nositi, ceden pa mora vsak
biti. [Not everyone can wear a nice suit, but everyone
should be neat.]

These sayings express a social norm according to which individ-
uals were expected to present themselves in an orderly and re-
spectable manner. Neglect, dirtiness, or inappropriateness were
regarded as socially undesirable and as deviations from accepted
standards of respectability. Clean clothing has formed an integral
part of personal hygiene at least since the Renaissance, when
changing clothes was considered equivalent to washing the body
(Remec 2015: 245-248).

Alongside these normative expectations, proverbs also re-
flect the practical realities of clothing use in everyday life.
Proverbs further indicate that garments were commonly altered,
repurposed, and worn until they were completely worn out.

(42) Se iz vsake praznicne obleke je nastala vsakdanja. [Yet
every festive dress has become a casual one. |

(43) Lepa obleka kratko traja. [A beautiful dress is short-
lived.]

These two proverbs recall the widespread practice whereby bet-
ter, festive garments were eventually downgraded for everyday
or work use. At the same time, they point to the limited lifespan
of clothing—whether due to physical wear or changes in fash-
ion—and to the necessity of continual maintenance, repair, and
renewal of one’s wardrobe.

In proverbs, clothing is not merely a material object; it also
reflects gender stereotypes and social roles, as noted by paremio-
logical research (cf. Babi¢ 2018). Trousers (#lace), for example,
frequently appear as a symbol of male authority or control within
family relations:

(44) Kjer zena hlace nosi, si moz kruha prosi. [Where the
wife wears trousers, the husband asks for bread.]
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(45) Gorje mozu, ki mu je Zena slekla hlace. [Woe to the man
whose wife has taken off his trousers. |

By contrast, items such as the skirt or apron function as symbols
of femininity and maternal roles:

(46) Mati mora imeti velik predpasnik, da pokrije vse napake
svojega otroka. [A mother must have a large apron to
cover all her child’s faults.]

Taken together, these expressions show that clothing in proverbs
reflects not only the material world, but also social and fami-
ly structures, value systems, and power relations, as well as a
broader economy of appearance. At the same time, they point to
the diachronic variability of proverbial material, in which mo-
tifs, formulations, and degrees of usage change over time, while
underlying patterns of meaning remain relatively stable.

5. Conclusion

This study examines Slovenian proverbs and other short folklore
forms as a source for understanding textile culture not only as a
material and economic practice, but also as a symbolic and con-
ceptual system embedded in everyday language. The focus on
paremiological material has shown that proverbs form a partic-
ularly rich linguistic archive of knowledge about textile produc-
tion, the organization of labor, and the social meanings attached
to materials, tools, and clothing—insights that in many respects
align with findings from ethnographic research.

Proverbs do not simply record textile practices as technical
or historical facts. Rather, they condense concrete experiences
of textile work into shared statements of knowledge, value, and
moral judgement. Seasonal rhythms of labor, assessments of ma-
terial quality, gendered divisions of work, and economic rela-
tions between producers and clients are all articulated in prover-
bial form, where practical instruction, social commentary, and
symbolic meaning overlap.

In the proverbial material, references to raw materials, tools,
work processes, artisans, and clothing recur with notable con-
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sistency. Through these motifs, proverbs express broader un-
derstandings of time, work, and social order, in which material
resources are closely linked to ideas of responsibility, stability,
and social position.

Particularly telling is the way in which textile elements move
from concrete reference to metaphorical use. Thread, yarn, and
weaving illustrate this shift most clearly. While firmly grounded
in production processes, they acquire symbolic meanings con-
nected with life, health, fate, patience, and continuity.

Proverbs referring to clothing similarly show how garments
function both as material objects and as markers of identity, mo-
rality, and power relations. The ambivalence expressed in say-
ings about clothing—between outward appearance and inner
worth, respectability and deception —points to the normative
role of proverbs in social evaluation. In this sense, textile-related
proverbs do not merely reflect past realities, but actively partici-
pated in shaping social expectations and behavior.

By combining ethnolinguistic and semantic analysis with
ethnological and historical knowledge of textile production and
use, the study demonstrates the analytical potential of paremio-
logical material for the study of material culture. Proverbs and
related short folklore forms prove to be a productive meeting
point between language and lived experience, where concrete
practices of work are transformed into metaphorical expressions
and conceptual patterns. This approach makes it possible to trace
how everyday textile activities were not only performed, but also
interpreted, evaluated, and remembered within the linguistic tra-
dition.

Overall, the analysis confirms that textiles appear not only
as products of labor, but as a conceptual domain through which
communities articulated their understanding of work, gender re-
lations, economic practices, and moral order. Proverbs thus func-
tion as a linguistic fabric in which material practices, symbolic
meanings, and collective experience are interwoven. Approach-
ing textile culture through paremiological material therefore
offers valuable insight into the ways in which everyday work
was transformed into shared knowledge and enduring cultural
meaning.
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