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Abstract: The purpose of the current paper is to display a comparative analysis of the body
idioms belonging to two related languages, Russian and Serbian that metaphorically designate
human physical and psychical features. A part of the Russian and Serbian idioms contain in
their structure a word related to body that function as a symbol. The research of the
phraseological material has revealed that phrasemes that have as a head-word a word related to
body is one of the most numerous type of phraseological units in both the two Slavic
languages.
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1. Introduction

Somatic language resulted from the symbolization of the human body, of its
extremities and of its internal or external organs. Their forms and functions have been
put into analogy with different structures and elements of the Universe in a mythic
and poetic system of thinking, namely the anthropomorphism. The richness of body
idioms has its justification in what psychologists and historians call anthropocentrism
(Evseev 2002: 305). Anthropocentrism manifests itself at the metaphorical level of
the language. Humans incline to see the surrounding world comparing it with their
own personality and corporality. Hence, in Romanian (Buca, Cernicova 2015), for
example, we can talk about a “mountain head* [crestetul muntelui — mountain edge],
a “mountain sole” [talpa muntelui — mountain feet], a head of a bridge [capul
podului], ,,arms of a river” [bratele rdaului — river braces], “a river elbow” [cotul
raului — river bight], “the umbilicus of the earth” [buricul pamantului — the hub of the
universe], or about “an eye of water” [ochi de apd — waterhole]. (To approach idioms
for translation purposes, see Croitoru 1999 or Dejica 2010.)

* Assistant Professor, PhD., Department of Slavic Languages, West University of Timisoara, Faculty of
Letters, History and Theology, Romania.
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2. Our study

In our research, we used a corpus of Russian and Serbian idioms excerpted
from Bol’Soj frazeologiceskij slovar’ (2013), Leksiko-frazeologiceskij slovar’
russkogo jazyka (2010), and Frazeoloski rjecnik hrvatskoga ili srpskog jezika (1982).

Anthropocentrism is reflected in the language especially through the
polysemy of a great number of set phrases that describe man’s physic features.
Human face, hear, skin or blood are used to describe colors, eyes describe visual
impression, bones and ribs describe the corps weight.

However, lexemes that convey determined meanings of psychical
classification prevail. These lexemes, due to the richness of their semantic content,
favor the appearance of phraseological images based on specific elements and
different associations. Thus, Serbian lexeme “head” in body idioms refers to the level
of intelligence as in npasna 2nasa [empty head], but also to psychical health, as in
anasom ¢arumu [literally “to lack mind™] or to character features as in mepoa enasa
[hard headed]. Serbian body idioms with the lexeme “chin” as a head-word refers to
honor, conscience, for instance in mepo o6paz umamu [to have a thick skin, literally
“to have a thick chin”]. The lexeme “nose” appears in Serbian body idioms in a
complex semantic structure in which prevail the next elements: body position that
determines the person’s status as in rocom nHebo napamu [with one’s nose in the wind,
literally “to rip the sky with one’s nose”] and the organ’s function as a part of the
respiratory system that is indispensable to life (dywa my je y nocy [to be very sick,
literally “to be with one’s soul in his nose”]). The “mouth” is seen in Serbian
phraseology as the organ we feed with, but also as a synonym for speech, as in
noeana ycma umamu [to have a dirty mouth], while the tongue appears exclusively
with the meaning of speaking. The lexeme “heart” conveys meanings as kind soul,
generosity, courage, for instance in seruxo cpye [big-hearted], 6umu raswvez cpya [to
be lion-hearted]. The spine refers to character features, as in uosex 6e3 kuume
[spineless man]. The lexeme “hand” is used in idioms that have the meaning of
generosity, as in wupoxe pyxe 6umu [free-handed, literally “to have large hands™], but
also with the meaning of immorality, as in npsasux pyky 6umu [to have dirty hands,
literally “to be dirty hands™], while the lexeme “finger” appears only in idioms that
have the pejorative meaning, for example umamu oyze npcme [to have sticky fingers,
literally “to have long fingers]. Nails, knees and heels are minor parts of the body,
specific limits, associated with the idea of inferiority, conveyed by the following
idioms: 6umu xome 0o rkonena [to be insignificant, literally “to reach one’s knees™],
He bumu epedan uujee Hokma [insignificant, literally ,,not to be worthy to reach one’s
knees”]. Bones, flesh and skin are commonly used as metonymies, for example we
have idioms cmape kocmu [old man, literally “old bones™] and comuna meca [literally
“pile of flesh”]. Blood refers in Serbian body idioms to human temperament, as in
yogex nemupnre kpsu [bloodthirsty] or to emotiveness and other ethic values, while the
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soul is associated with kindness, purity, emotions and sincerity and the spirit with
rationality, for instance in cupomawan dyxom [poor in spirit].

The topicality of our research is determined by the current interest of the
linguists to study the human (the individual) (Gordy 2007: 85) in all his
manifestations, including his intellect and intellectual capacities.

One can notice the appreciative component (positive, negative or neuter) of
the idiomatic meaning, which may consist in disapproval, approval, or lack of an
expressed approval. These are the results of the social appreciation of a phenomenon,
in our case a human intellectual capacity. For example we have body idioms that
convey positive appreciation, for instance Russian ¢ yapem 6 conose, Serbian umamu
conu y enasu [to have brains, literally Russian “with the king in one’s head”, Serbian
“to have salt in one’s head”], negative appreciation, for instance Russian 2onoéa ne na
naevax [irresponsible, literally ”with no head on shoulders™], Serbian npasua, wynwa
enasa [empty head, “hollow head”] or neuter appreciation, for example Russian
cobpamwcs muicismu [to gather one's thoughts].

Analyzing idioms phrasemes that show intellectual capacities of a person, one
can notice that neuter appreciation is conveyed by phraseological units that describe
mental processes without any reference to the speed of its developing, as well as
phraseological units that state only the actual existence of determinant elements of
human intellectual capacities. As examples, we have Russian phrasemes Russian
npuxooums Ha ym [to collect one's faculties, literally “to come to one’s mind],
sepmumcs 6 2onoe6e [it runs in sb.'s head (mind)].

Phrasemes that bear positive appreciations define features such as sense of
observation, wisdom, perspicacity, imagination, intelligence, for instance Russian
ocmep na szeik [t0 have a sharp tongue], xradesv npemyopocmu [fountain of
knowledge, literally “fount of wisdom™], yma narama [one has a fine store of wits,
literally “to be a castle of mind”] or Serbian owmap na jesuxy [to have a sharp
tongue].

Correspondingly, phrasemes that bear negative appreciation designate
features as foolishness, opacity, stupidity. For example, we have the body idioms
Russian msaxunnas conosa, moseu nabexpens [blockhead, literally “chaff head” and
,,askew brains”], Serbian npasna/wynma enasa [empty head, “hollow head”], uosex
Kkpamke/naumxe/naxe namemu [the same, literally ,,with a short/shallow mind], 6p3 na
jesuxy [the same, literally “hasty at tongue”]. Another significant example is the
phraseological unit nu asa ¢ 2naza that means “not to see anything”, literally “not
even azj in eyes”, a3v [az]] being the first letter of the Cyrillic alphabet. These units
usually have as constituent elements verbs with the negative particle xe, for instance
Russian “me cMpIcauTh”, “He 3HATH”, ““He TOHUMATh” [not to think, not to know, not to
understand], designating a person that lacks intellectual capacities. As further
examples we can consider the following idioms: Russian wu ¢ 3y6 noeoti [does not
know beans about sth. or sb., literally “in no teeth with one’s feet”], nu 6 3y6
moaxHymo [the same, literally ,,not to action even in your teeth”], nu yxa nu pwina [the
same, literally ,,nor ear or snout™].
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Further on, we want to mention the phrasemes that contain the semantic
component “more” or “very” situated on both sides on the gradability scale. For
example we have Russian sichas conosa [clear mind, literally “clear head”] (“ouens”
[very]), Serbian umamu conu y enasu [very stupid, literally “to have salt in one’s
head”].

Extremal positions of the scale are occupied by phraseological units that
denote the highest grade of the feature. Phrasemes that designate talent or creativity
denote a positive appreciation. As examples, we have Russian cemu nsoeii 6o 16y
[genius, literally “seven spans in the forehead”], na 2onosy eéviuie [head and shoulders
above, literally “a head taller”].

The lack of intellectual activity, opacity, as well as behavior and gestures are
designated by idioms that denote negative appreciation like Russian mednuwiit 106
[hard-headed, literally “copper head”], ne sudemo oanvue ceéoeco noca [can see no
further than the end of one’s nose] or Serbian nureha namem, nmuuuju mosax,
cepaquju Mo3ak, 2naea nyHa eempa, Oykosa 2iaea, 2ogefia 21asa, NpasHa/uynsa
anaea [stupid, literally “chicken wit”, “bird brain”, “crow brain”, “head full of wind”,
“beech head”, “ox head”, empty/ “hollow” head], ne sudemu oame 00 noca [can see
no further than the end of one’s nose].

3. Results

The analysis of phrasemes that designate human intellectual capacities allow
us to highlight another criterion that helps us to evaluate this phenomenon in Russia
and Serbian languages (Taran 2010: 32-41). In most of the cases at the basis of the
appreciation of the human intellect lays the opposition “healthy/sick”. Positive
appreciations is borne by phraseological units that designate features like wisdom,
healthy mind and mental activity, as Russian 6eime 6 300posom/mpessom paccyoxe
[to have a healthy mind] or Serbian 6umu npu 30pasoj namemu [to have a healthy
mind]. A limited intellect, a low speed of mental processes or lack of a normal mental
activity is generally associated with a temporal or chronic diseases, as in Russian
cxooums ¢ yma [to go mad, literally ,,to go out of your mind”], mozeu nabexpenn
[blockhead, literally ,,askew brains”], Serbian xpenymu namehy [to go mad, literally
,»to go out of your mind”’], nomepumu ymom/namehy [to lose one’s mind], cufiu ¢ yma
[to go mad, literally ,,to go out of one’s mind”], sahu ¢ namemu [to go mad, literally
,»to go down from one’s mind”], wmyxnymu namehy [to go mad, literally “to deviate
one’s mind”], 6umu yoapen y mo3zax [to go mad, literally * to be hit in the brain™].

The research of human intellectual capacity, as well as its formation and
development, directly depends on the factor ,time”. This is because the notion
intellect is used in association with a person’s mental and cognitive capacities that can
be developed and improved. This fact can be noticed while analyzing Russian and
Serbian phraseologies too. However, we feel obliged to mention that in Russian
language oldness is not necessarily associated with mental maturity, as demonstrated
by Russian idioms swircums uz yma [to lose one’s mind, literally ,,to go out of your
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mind”’], orccusno npoorcun, a yma ue nascun [literally ,,one lived his life but his mind
did not evolve™].

Among phrasemes that denote emotions are found units which contain
partitive lexemes, for example soul and heart. These are words that designate some
special points on the anatomical map of the human body that signify his emotiveness,
as displayed by Russian idioms 6epeoums/ pazoepeoums Oyuy/cepoye [to Stir up
sb.’s old feelings, literally “to irritate sb.’s soul/heart”], 6pamuv/e3ams,
sabupamv/3a6pams, 3a0e6amv/3a0emb, X8amMums /cxeamums 3a oyuty/3a cepoye [to
touch sb.’s heart, literally ,to grasp, to take, to offend, sb.’s heart/soul”] , Serbian
6umu na kpaj cpya [irritated, literally ,,to be at the end of the heart”], umamu cpya u
Oywe [to have a brave heart, literally “to have heart and soul”]. In the category of
idioms that signify emotiveness prevail phraseological units with “heart” as a head-
word, in this way being shown the fact that the lexeme “heart” has in Slavic
languages a primary role in symbolic representation of the emotions, as well as the
fact that the soul acts as an immaterial organ that is the center of the human interior
life and has a cardinal importance for the personality.

Unlike soul, heart is the place where fillings and desires linked to these
fillings find their place. However, it does not house the whole human interior life.
Russian cepoye 6epem/sssno [to choose with one’s heart, literally “the heart bears™],
cepoye kunum [tense, literally “the heart boils™], cepoye corcumaemes/cocanocs [said,
literally ,,the heart is compressed/tightened”]. Although lexeme ,heart” acts as a
symbol of emotional phenomena, in its semantic is implicitly preserved the
representation of the materiality of the organ, fact that contribute to the ambiguity of
the phrasemes that contain this lexeme. Due to its symbolic usage, heart can signify
both the cord and the metaphysic base of the fillings. In the meaning conveyed by
idioms has been arrested in a syncretic way the representation of both the subjective
living of an emotion and the physiological reactions that accompany it. As examples
we have Serbian idioms cpye mu nyxio (00 6ona) [the heart is broke (from pain)],
cpye mu 3auepano (00 paoocmu) [literally “the heart leaps (with joy)”’] and Russian
cepoye evicpano [to jump out of one's skin, literally “the heart leaps]. Seemingly, in
this case is displayed the way in which the language mirrors religious concepts on
human emotional life like ambivalence or the oneness of the seen and unseen in an
essential feature of Christian symbol.

The group of idioms that have the word “heart” as head-word is one of the
most numerous groups of idioms in Slavic languages. The lexeme “heart” as a part of
them cannot be limited to its semantic decodification because it has a deep ethno
cultural meaning, for instance Serbian seauxo cpye/Russian éonvuoe cepoye [to have
a great heart] “somebody that is able to have great fillings”, Serbian 6umu
dobpoe/mexoe cpya, eenuxo cpye, 3namuo cpye [to have a golden heart, literally “to
have a good/soft, great, golden heart”] or mepodo cpye, kameno cpye, 31a cpya, 6e3
cpya [mean, literally “to be a thick, a stone, a mean heart, to be with no heart”]).

For Serbians, heart is a symbol of God, of life, of reason, of love, of
compassion, but also of joy and happiness: umamu cpya u oywe [to have a brave
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heart, literally “to have heart and soul”], 6umu naswee cpya [lion-hearted] —
“courageous”, pyxkom Ha cpye [literally “with your hand on your heart”] — “sincere”,
cpye je zauepano (y epyouma) [literally “the heart leaps (in the chest)”] — “joyful”.

In the internal form of some phraseological units that denote emotions can be
noticed a process of transformation of the human “physical components” into
symbols, more precisely of the parts of the body and of the face. As examples we
have Russian idioms zopio nepexeamvieaem/nepexsamuno [to have a lump in one’s
throat, literally “to strangulate one’s neck™], kpymums nocom [turn up your nose],
anaza na 106 nesym/nesnu [eyes nearly popped out of sb.’s head, literally “eyes sit on
one’s forehead™] , Serbian peu je y epny sacmana [speechless, literally “words stalled
in the glue”], ouuma nonpeuumu [to survey, literally “to watch with your eyes”],
ouuma npespmamu [to roll one's eyes], ouuma eymamu/nposcoupamu [to admire,
literally “to eat with one’s eyes”], ouu ckronumu [literally “the eyes conclude™],
soslemu xao ouu y enasu [to love to bits, literally “to love like one’s eye in the head”].
There also are idioms on body protective layers, as Russian zesmw uz wkypwr 6on [t0
fall all over yourself, literally “to get out from your skin”], Serbian uz xoorce
uckouumu [to fall all over yourself, literally “to get out from your skin”]), on the
nervous system, as Russian uepamo na nepsax [to irritate smbd., literally “to play on
smbd.’s nerves”], Serbian uzeyoumu ocusye [to lose one’s temper, literally “to lose
one’s nerves”]), on fluids, as Russian kposs ecxunaem/zaxunaem 6 srcunax [stressed,
literally “blood boils in one’s veins”], kposs 6pocunacslydapunacs/kunynace 6 conosy
[to get angry, literally “the blood throw itself/ fling into the head”] or Serbian xps
uepa, kpe xkunu/kmyua [the same, literally “the blood plays, the blood boils”]. In
Slavic tradition, blood is associated with life and spirit, being a symbol of freshening,
of rejuvenation. Aside from these associations, blood is also a symbol of revenge, of
aggressiveness (sb. orcedan kpsu [bloodthirsty] — “to have a desire to kill””). Beyond
its semantic charge, the symbolism of blood is close to the symbolism of red color.
The Serbian idiom xps u maexo [literally “blood and milk™’— “fresh, rosy and white at
face” expresses, for example, beauty.

The semantic of these idioms display representations peculiar to primitive
wizardry in which the metonymy had a highly important role in the perception of the
surrounding reality. Human attitude towards parts and organs of his body clearly
illustrates this idea. For example, heart, brain and eyes can give mystical powers to
the ones that eat them.

Furthermore, we took into account phraseological units whose internal form
shows the fact that different human physiological features have become symbols,
such as, for example, visual sensations, fact illustrated by Russian idiom e sepumes
ceoum 2nazam [not to believe one’s own eyes] and its correspondent in Serbian, ne
seposamu ceojum ouuma [not to believe one’s own eyes]).

Sometimes, emotional appreciations can be related to the appearance of a
person (weight, age, clothes), to his gestures, but also to his character and to his
psychic capacities. This kind of idioms is found in all languages and their national
specific is given by their structure. Here are some examples: features of character are
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illustrated by, owipsssie pyxu y koeo [butterfingered, literally “with holey hands™] —
“inability of a person”, Serbian szasyhu pyxy y myhu uen [literally “ to dig into
someone else's pocket”] — “steal”, Russian y xoco-mo ue 2onosa, a dom Cosemos
[literally one does not have a head, but The Committee House] — “to have a capable
mind”, ceemnas eonoea, Serbian coseha enasa [literally “an enlightened head”],
Russian eemep 6 conose y koco and Serbian erasa nyna sempa [to have an empty
head, literally ,,the wind blows through one’s head”] — “foolishness”, Russian odna
Hoea 30ecw, a opyeas mam [all at sea, literally ,,a foot here, another there”]; Russian
pyku ¢ oproxu [to keep hands in one's pockets] - “not to do anything”, Russian
nanvyem He wesenvHyms and Serbian momamu/epmemu nanay oxo namya) [not to lift
a finger, literally Russian ”not to turn over fingers” and Serbian “to turn over
thumbs”] — laziness.

Observations on the internal form of phrasemes also revealed that images that
lay at the base of the phrasemes’ structure are not only clear in most of the cases, but
they are also common in what concern related languages. As examples, we have
idioms such as Russian ke sudems danvue ceoezo noca/Serbian ne sudemu oame 00
noca [see no further than the end of nose], that are identical in both meaning and
internal form.

A phraseological semantic field that is particularly interesting from a
linguistic-cultural point of view is “human age”, due to the fact that it illustrates the
ideas crystalized in the society in what concern one or another age group. The
concepts of grave, death or ground have common symbolism in Serbian and Russian
languages, describing inevitability. For instance, Russian idiom cmosme oownot nozoi
6 moeune/Serbian 6umu jeonom nozom y epo6y [to have one foot in the grave] — “old,
sick” illustrates the immanence of death at aged people.

One can notice that idioms that have the meaning of ,,dying out” also have
the meaning of being old. Although, the first meaning does not refer only to an old
person, but also to a sick or injured man, or to a person in war that is very close to
death. Age features are especially denoted by the following phraseological units:
Russian cmosms oonoii nozoti ¢ moeune [to have one foot in the grave], cmosims nao
moeunou [the same, literally ,,to stand on the grave”], epobom/ oonoi Hozoii 6 epoby
[to have one foot in the grave], Serbian jeosa ce na noecama opxcu [the same, literally
,barely holding on one’s feet], bumu jenom nocom y epo6y [to have one foot in the
grave].

4, Conclusion

In conclusion, what is general and universal in phraseology is first of all
revealed in phraseological units that refer to the human psyche (mental and emotional
states and processes) and physiology.

Ethnocultural specific of human intellectual capacities illustrated in Serbian
and Russian phraseologies reveals human features like quick-wittedness or
effectiveness that are common to the two languages. In Serbian phraseology
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cleverness is associated with cunning, as in myopome je nona yxa docma [Wise,
literally ,,a wisdom person does not need more than half an ear””] — “there is no need
to explain much to a clever man”, while in Russian phraseology it is associated with
criticism or sarcasm, as illustrated in y xoeo-mo ne zonosa, a oom Cosemos [smart,
literally ,,one does not have a head, but The Committee House”]. In Russian
language, wisdom and healthy mind are associated with a healthy body, with an
adequate mental activity and with moderation (6sims ¢ 300posom/mpessom paccyoke
[to have a healthy mind]).
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