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ARTICLE HISTORY: Idioms, often seen as colorful expressions in 
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INTRODUCTION.  The Eternal City, Rome, has had a profound influence on language, 

culture, and history. Its impact on English is so significant that many idioms have been 

shaped by it. These idioms, often laden with cultural and historical meaning, offer valuable 

insights into Rome's heritage and its enduring influence on our everyday language. 

The proverb "All roads lead to Rome" originates from medieval Latin. It was first 

recorded in writing in 1175 by Alain de Lille, a French theologian and poet, whose Liber 

Parabolarum contains the phrase: mille viae ducunt homines per saecula Romam ("a 

thousand roads lead men forever to Rome"). The first documented use of the proverb in 

English appeared more than two centuries later in Geoffrey Chaucer's Astrolabe (1391): 

"Right as diverse pathes leden diverse folk the righte way to Rome." 

The idiom all roads lead to Rome means there are many ways to achieve the same result. 

For example: "As long as you meet the deadline, I don't care how much help you get—all 

roads lead to Rome." This metaphor reflects the Roman Empire's extensive road network, 

which radiated outward from the capital like the spokes of a wheel. 

But did all roads truly lead to Rome? 
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Yes, within a significant part of the Italian Peninsula. The Roman road system ensured 

that all secondary cities were connected to Rome, but not directly to one another. This 

strategic design made it more difficult for cities to unite and resist Roman authority. 

Rome’s vast influence is further reflected in the phrase "Rome wasn’t built in a day." 

This expression underscores the idea that significant achievements require time, effort, and 

patience. The first known reference to the saying wasn’t Roman or even Italian, but from a 

12th-century cleric in the court of Philippe of Alsace, Count of Flanders. The phrase was 

later popularized in English by John Heywood in A Dialogue Containing the Number in 

Effect of All the Proverbs in the English Tongue (1538): "Rome was not bylt on a daie 

(quoth he) and yet stood Tyll it was fynysht." 

The idiom signifies that admirable results take time. For instance: "Just as Rome wasn’t 

built in a day, you’re not going to pass this exam by studying for only one day." It reminds 

us to focus on incremental progress rather than immediate results. 

Another notable idiom, fiddling while Rome burns, describes a situation where someone 

neglects serious problems to focus on trivial matters. For example: "We can’t keep fiddling 

while Rome burns; we need to address these issues of climate change." 

This saying is commonly linked to Emperor Nero and the Great Fire of Rome in 64 AD. 

According to legend, Nero played the lyre and sang while the city burned. Although this tale 

is likely apocryphal, the phrase criticizes leaders who indulge in trivialities during crises. 

Finally, the idiom "When in Rome, do as the Romans do" emphasizes adapting to the 

customs of those around you. Often shortened to "when in Rome," this phrase first appeared 

in print in 1777 in Interesting Letters of Pope Clement XIV: "The siesta or afternoon’s nap 

of Italy, my most dear and reverend Father, would not have alarmed you so much if you had 

recollected that when we were at Rome, we should do as the Romans do." Earlier variations 

of the saying date back to the late 1500s. 

Conclusion 

Historical idioms are invaluable to English linguistics. They provide rich cultural 

insights, revealing the values and daily lives of past societies. By examining idioms, 

linguists can trace the evolution of language, understanding how meanings shift and 

expressions become fixed over time. Idioms also offer a window into cognitive processes, 

showing how non-literal meanings are comprehended and produced. Moreover, they enrich 

the lexicon, stored as whole units in the mental lexicon, and are essential for language 

learners seeking fluency and cultural competence. The interdisciplinary study of idioms 
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deepens our understanding of language, making them a crucial element in the tapestry of 

English linguistics. 
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