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Introduction

The CosuiLb Dictionary of Idioms, like other CoBuiLD dictionaries, is based
on an extensive study of a large corpus of modern English texts, and so it is in a
unique position to describe idioms in current English. Idioms are one of the
most interesting and difficult parts of the English vocabulary. They are
interesting because they are colourful and lively, and because they are
linguistic curiosities. At the same time, they are difficult because they have
unpredictable meanings or collocations and grammar, and often have special
connotations. Idioms are frequently neglected in general dictionaries and in
classroom teaching, because they are considered marginal items which are
quaint but not significant. Yet research into idioms shows that they have
important roles in spoken language and in writing, in particular in conveying
evaluations and in developing or maintaining interactions. The CosuiLD
Dictionary of Idioms sets out to give detailed coverage of these points.

About this dictionary

The CosuiLD Dictionary of Idioms is primarily intended for teachers of English
and intermediate-advanced learners, although we hope that many other
people will find it interesting and useful. It deals with approximately 4400
English idioms, and illustrates them with a rich collection of examples which
are drawn from The Bank of English and which show how idioms are used in
real English. There is a workbook - the CoBUILD Idioms Workbook — to
accompany the dictionary, written by Malcolm Goodale. It is designed for both
class work and self-study, and concentrates on 250 of the idioms explained in
the dictionary.

What is an idiom?

An idiom is a special kind of phrase. It is a group of words which have a
different meaning when used together from the one it would have if the
meaning of each word were taken individually. If you do not know that the
words have a special meaning together, you may well misinterpret what
someone is saying, or be puzzled by why they are saying something that is
untrue or irrelevant. For example, learners might not recognize the idioms
bite someone’s head off and out in the cold. They would then have problems
understanding remarks stich as ‘Don’t bite my head off just because you're bad
tempered’ and ‘They were going to play together and that left me out in the
cold, you know’. (These examples are taken from transcribed conversations in
The Bank of English.)

Idioms are typically metaphorical: they are effectively metaphors which have
become ‘fixed’ or ‘fossilized’. In some cases, it is fairly easy to see how the
idiomatic meaning relates to the literal meaning. For example, kill two birds
with one stone means ‘achieve two things at the same time’, and the image in
the metaphor supports this meaning. In other cases, the literal meanings may
make no sense at all. For example, move heaven and earth literally describes
an action which is physically impossible. In a few further cases, the metaphors
in the idioms are peculiar, and their true origins are unknown, so it is very
difficult to see how or why the idioms have come to have their current
meanings. For example, there are several explanations of kick the bucket and
raining cats and dogs, but none is very satisfactory. While we do not explain
idiom histories in this dictionary, we occasionally make comments to explain
words which might puzzle learners, or to explain common allusions which are
often made in the context of an idiom.

The scope of the dictionary

The CoBuiLD Dictionary of Idioms covers a large number of the idioms which
people are likely to find in everyday English. It includes traditional English
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idioms such as spill the beans and a red herring. It also includes a number of
expressions which can be considered ‘semi-idioms’: some very common muiti-
word metaphors such as the acid test and brownie points; metaphorical
proverbs such as every cloud has a silver lining and in for a penny, in for a
pound;, common similes such as white as a sheet and old as the hills; and some
other expressions which have a strong pragmatic meaning, such as famous
last words and that’s the way the cookie crumbles. We have deliberately avoided
including other kinds of fixed expression such as in fact and at least, or
greetings and other fixed formulae such as how do you do and excuse me. Many
of these are very common, but they are dealt with in detail in our general
dictionaries, such as the Collins CoBuiLD English Dictionary.

Some of the idioms in the CoBuiLD Dictionary of Idioms also appear in other
CosuiLD dictionaries, but there they can only be given very brief entries, often
without examples. Other idioms in the Dictionary of Idioms are too infrequent
to be included in even the largest CosuiLbdictionary.

Phrasal verbs - fixed combinations of verbs and particles, such as give up, put
off, and throw out - are dealt with in the CoBUILD Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs.
However, expressions which are combinations of verbs, particles, and fixed or
semi-fixed noun phrases are considered to be idioms rather than phrasal
verbs. This means that you will find expressions such as give up the ghost, put
someone off their stroke, and throw the baby out with the bath water in the
CoBuiLD Dictionary of Idioms, rather than in the Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs.

Idioms and corpora

CosulLb has always been associated with the use of corpora in lexicography.
All our dictionaries, grammars, and usage books are based on our
examinations of the evidence in large computer-held corpora of English texts.
Since 1991, we have been working with The Bank of English. This now
contains 211 million words, and it is made up from substantial holdings of
British and American English together with smaller holdings of other
varieties of English. The texts in the corpus range from newspapers,
magazines, fiction, and non-fiction to transcribed conversations and
broadcasting.

The CoBuiLD Dictionary of Idioms represents what we have learned about
idioms in The Bank of English. One of the first points to be made is that idioms
are comparatively infrequent, and it is only by having a very large corpus that
we have sufficient evidence to describe idioms accurately and with
confidence. Nearly one third of the idioms in this dictionary occur less often
than once per 10 million words of the corpus. The idioms in the highest
frequency band occur in our data at least once per two million words of
English. However, to set the matter in perspective, only a few of these occur as
frequently as any of the words we have marked for frequency in the CoBuILD
English Dictionary. More detailed information about the frequency bands is
given on page xvii.

Another point is that although idioms are often described as ‘fixed’, they are
typically not fixed at all. Many idioms have two or more alternative forms,
without any change in meaning: for example, burn your bridges and burn your
boats, or up the ante and raise the ante. Sometimes, these different forms reflect
differences between British and American English: for example, burn your
bridges is used in both varieties, whereas the form burn your boats is used only
in British English. In many cases, there are several different verbs which can
be used in an idiom: for example, ‘sit’ is the verb most commonly found in the
idiom sit on the fence, and so we have given this as the main form, but verbs
such as ‘stay’ and ‘be’ can be used instead of ‘sit’. There are slight changes in
meaning, but these changes are predictable from the usual meanings of the
verbs which have been substituted. Similarly, prepositions or syntax can
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vary: for example, have your back to the wall and have your back against the
wall, or feel something in your bones and have a feeling in your bones.

The CoBuILD Dictionary of Idioms shows these kinds of variation, listing the
major variations at the beginning of each entry, and indicating any
differences in usage between variations. We also indicate cases where the
form of the idiom is very unstable and we show the range of possible wordings.
For example, there are no fixed words at all in the idiom wash your dirty linen
in public. We deal with it at the headword dirty, and we discuss the range of
alternative forms.

A third point is that idioms have often been associated with conversation and
informal language. However, the evidence in The Bank of English suggests
that they are also very common in journalism and magazines, where writers
are seeking to make their articles and stories more viviq, interesting, and
appealing to their readers. Idioms are often used by both journalists and
politicians as shorthand ways of expressing opinions or conveying ready-
made evaluations. While such use of idioms is often criticized and dismissed
as ‘cliché’, suggesting that the speaker or writer has nothing interesting or
original to say, it is also true that idioms help speakers and writers to be fluent
and to get their opinions across effectively.

The examples in the CoBuiLD Dictionary of Idioms are all authentic, and drawn
from The Bank of English. Where necessary, we have edited them slightly to
make them easier to read; however, most are cited in their original forms.
Idioms are often used in fairly complex ways in context, and so the examples
chosen are often much longer than in other CoBuiLD dictionaries, in order to
demonstrate this fully. For instance,

The two sides went into these talks with positions that were not very far apart
in terms of their political demanas. Dotting all the i’s and crossing all the t’s
may take some time, however.

The idiom appears in the second sentence of the example. On its own, this
sentence would only give a partial insight into the meaning of the idiom: that
the process is time-consuming. The first sentence adds context which
reinforces the fact that ‘dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s’ involves dealing
with details rather than the main part of a piece of work.

Idioms, pragmatics, and context

Pragmatics is the study of the way in which people use language to achieve
different goals - for example in making suggestions or offers, in thanking, in
expressing emotions and opinions, or in making commitments. Idioms have
important pragmatic functions in language. Because they have fairly general
meanings, they are less often used purely to convey factual information and
more often to convey attitude. They typically convey evaluations: they are
used as ways of expressing approval and admiration, or disapproval and
criticism. An idiom may have connotations and pragmatic meanings which
are not obvious to people who are unfamiliar with that idiom, and so the real
meaning of a statement may be missed. Similarly, someone may use an idiom
without realizing it will be interpreted as critical or disapproving, and
therefore unintentionally cause the wrong reaction in the person they are
talking to. The CoBuiLb Dictionary of Idioms gives explicit guidance on this
area, in order to help learners of English (and their teachers) understand
idioms more fully and be able to use them more confidently.

In addition to conveying evaluations, idioms have other functions in texts and
interactions. For example, idioms are used to give emphasis or to organize
discourse, or in conveying thanks or refusals. Where these uses are shown in
our data, we mention them explicitly in the dictionary explanations.
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People often use idioms in order to create a sense of ‘camaraderie’ with the
people they are speaking to or writing for: idioms make language seem more
lively and interesting, more friendly and more informal. Because of this,
idioms are generally considered informal and are often labelled as ‘informal’
or ‘colloquial’ in general dictionaries of English. In fact, idioms are often used
in contexts which are not really informal at all. In this dictionary, we have
only labelled as ‘informal’ those idioms which are very informal and which
might cause offence if used in the wrong situations. As a general rule, learners
should be careful how they use idioms in formal contexts and in formal
writing.

British and American idioms

There are some distinctions between the idioms used in British English and
the idioms used in American English, although the majority of idioms are
common to both varieties. We have covered both British and American idioms
in this dictionary, and we show where there are variations in form or usage.
For example, speakers of British English say that people take things in their
stride, whereas speakers of American English say they take things in stride.

The situation is complicated because idiom usage changes rapidly. Some
jdioms are not used in American English - on a sticky wicket and chalk and
cheese - whereas others are rarely used in British English - live high on the hog
and spin your wheels. However, many other idioms which were originally
American have become fashionable in British English, in particular in
journalism or the media. Other American idioms become known to British
speakers because of the influence of American culture, for example films and
music. In some cases, ‘American’ idioms are now so common in British
English that it would be wrong to label them as only - or even mainly - used in
American English. Even though some people may think of these idioms as
American, they are now much more widely known and used.

The situation with Australian English is also complicated, since Australian
English includes both ‘British’ and ‘American’ idioms. We have not attempted
in this dictionary to give guidance on Australian English, and when we
comment that an idiom is only used in British English or only used in
American English, we are neither including nor excluding Australian
English. We have, however, included a few Australian English idioms which
our evidence suggests are used more widely now. We have taken a similar
approach with other varieties of English.

Finally...

Since we published our first CoBuiLp dictionary, many people have written to
us with comments and advice. This has proved invaluable, and we have
benefited greatly from it. We are always pleased to hear from the users of our
dictionaries, and we would be delighted to hear from you. You can e-mail us at
editors@cobuild.collins.co.uk or write to us at the address below.

We hope that you find the CoBur.p Dictionary of Idioms useful, easy to use, and
above all interesting. We look forward to hearing from you with your
reactions and suggestions.

Rosamund Moon, Editorial Manager

CoBuILD

Institute of Research and Development
University of Birmingham Research Park
Vincent Drive

Birmingham B15 28Q

Great Britain
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How to find an idiom

To find an idiom in the CoBuiLD Dictionary of Idioms, you should go
straight to the index at the end of the dictionary. This contains entries for
every lexical word in every idiom in the dictionary, and it shows you
under which headword in the dictionary you will find the idiom that you
are looking for. See page 433 of the dictionary for more information on
how to use the index.

Although you can find idioms by looking at the main text first, you may
find it harder to locate them. You may not know what form of the idiom is
given in the text, and you may not realize that it has variations.

By using the index first, you will be able to see immediately if the idiom is
covered in the dictionary, what form it is given in, and where to find it in
the main text.

Headwords in the dictionary

The idiom entries in the main dictionary text are each attached to a
headword, which is normally one of the lexical words in the idiom.
Headwords are arranged alphabetically. This is to help you find idioms as
easily as possible. For example, the index will tell you that spill the beans
is under the headword beans. You then need to find the headword beans
in the main dictionary: it is the headword between bean and bear.

battle
bay
bead
be-all
beam
bean
beans
bear
beast
beat
beaver
beck
bed

Note that if the word we choose as headword is a plural noun or a verb
participle, then the headword will also be in that form, rather than in the
base form of the noun or verb. This is why spill the beans is under beans
rather than bean.

Generally, the word we choose as headword is a noun: for example, rock
the boat is under the noun boat as headword, and sit on the fence is under
fence. If there are two nouns, then the headword is the first noun: for
example, it's raining cats and dogs is under the headword cats and cost an
arm and a leg under arm. If the idiom contains no nouns, then an adjective
is chosen: for example, go easy on someone is under the headword easy and
in black and white is under black. If the idiom contains no nouns or
adjectives, then the headword will be either a verb or an adverb.

There are four main exceptions to this general rule:

1. The word chosen as headword is normally a fixed word in the idiom:
that is, it never varies. In some cases, the only noun in the idiom
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varies, and so we have chosen to put the idiom under another word
which is fixed. For example, beat your breast has a common variation
beat your chest, and so you will find the idiom under the verb beat.

2. Occasionally, our rule for choosing headwords would mean that two
idioms which contain similar words would end up in very different
parts of the dictionary. In this case, we put them under the same
headword. For example, we put both a fair crack of the whip and to
crack the whip under the headword whip.

3. Ifan idiom contains two nouns, but the first noun is a very general
word such as ‘end’ or ‘top’, then the idiom will be found at the second
noun. For example, the thin end of the wedge is under wedge.

4. Finally, similes such as white as a sheet and old as the hills are always
dealt with under their adjectives — white and old in these cases -
rather than under their nouns. This is because they generally
reinforce or emphasize the meaning of the adjective.

The order of idiom entries

Idioms are arranged in alphabetical order under each dictionary
headword. Note that if the first word in an idiom is ‘a’ or ‘the’, it is not
taken into account in the idiom sequence. Here, for example, are the
idioms apvearing under the headword wolf:

keep the wolf from the door
a lone wolf
a wolf in sheep’s clothing

Note also that only the principal forms of idioms are alphabetized.

This means that any variant forms given at the beginning of an entry for
an individual idiom may appear to be out of alphabetical order.

Here, for example, are the idioms appearing under the dictionary
headword feet.

dead on your feet
feet on the ground
find your feet
get cold feet
have cold feet (variation)
get your feet on the ground
get your feet under the table
- get your feet wet
have your feet wet (variation)
have feet of clay
clay feet (variation)
itchy feet
land on your feet
fall on your feet (variation)
put your feet up
rushed off your feet
stand on your own two feet
stand on your own feet (variation)
sweep someone off their feet: 1
sweep someone off their feet: 2
think on your feet
under someone’s feet
vote with your feet
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Guide to the Dictionary Entries

keel <<

on an even keel
If someone or something 1s on an
even keel, they are calm or are pro-
gressing steadily, especially during or
after a period of troubles or difficulties
She sees it as her role to keep the fam-
ily on an even keel through its time of
hardship.

fly the nest <4
leave the nest
When children fly the nest or leave
the nest, they leave their parents home
to live on their own. Compare fly the
€Oop, see COOP.
One day the children are going to fly
the nest and have their own lives.
When their children had flown the
nest, he and his wife moved o a thatched
cottage in Dorset.

pick holes in something |
If you pick holes in something such
as an argument or theory, you find weak
points in it which disprove it or show
that it is wrong. Verbs such as ‘poke’
and ‘shoot’ can be used instead of ‘pick’.
They say that the great science of the
215t century will be biology. Thus we do
not need so many physicists as in the past.
It is casy fo pick holes in this argiiment.
For him, a winning start to the
European Championship campaign was
not enough and yesterday he picked holes
in the team's performance against
Poland
The defense lawyers attempted to poke
holes in the testimony of a prosecution
witness.

get up someone’s nose <

If you say that something or someone
gets up your nose, you mean that they
irritate you a great deal. This is an infor-
mal expression, which is used mainly in
British English.

Imagine my surprise when I contucted
the dealers ond was toid ‘Sorry, it will not
arrive until February 16 What really
gets up my nose is that all [ want is a
standard white car.

This producer looks as if he’s going to
get up everybody's nose. He has only heen
here for a few hours and already he has
been babbling about ‘discipline” to Annie.

dictionary headword
idiom

explanation

example

idiom and common variation

cross-reference

frequency indicator

comment on minor variations o
idiom

comment on usage - for exampl
level of formality or region of us



neck and neck de<

In a race or contest, if two competi-
tors are neck and neck, they are exact-
ly level with each other, so that it is
impossible to say who will win.

The latest opinion polls show both
parties running neck and neck.

Leeds are currently neck-and-neck
with Manchester United for the
Championship.

(] You can use neck and neck before a
noun.

Philippe Jeantot of France and the
South African John Martin are involved
in a neck and neck race to finish second
across the line.

plain as the nose on your face

If you say that something is as plain
as the nose on your face, you are
emphasizing that it is very obvious or
easy to understand.

It’s plain as the nose on your face that
this company is wildly undervalued. .

His humour can be as plain as the
nose on your face.

feather your nest <
If you accuse someone of feathering
their nest, you are accusing them of tak-
ing advantage of their position in order
to get a lot of money, so that they can
lead a comfortable life.
The politicians seem anxious to feath-
er their nests af the expense of the people.
It wasn't done to feather his own nest,
it was for his son.

under your own steam: 1

If you go somewhere under your
own steam, you make your own
arrangements for the journey, rather
than letting someone else organize it for
you.

Most hotels organise tours to inland
beauty spots, but car hire is cheap enough
to consider taking off into the hilis under
Your own steam.

under your own steam: 2
If you do something under your own
steam, you do it on your own and with-
out help from anyone else.
He left the group convinced he could
do better under his own steam.

Xi

follow-on paragraph, showing
syntactic variation (also used for
showing slight changes in
meaning or use)

indication in explanation of
pragmatic function - idiom is used
to give emphasis

indication in explanation of
pragmatic function - idiom is used
to criticize someone

meaning numbers - to show idiom
has two meanings



Guide to the Dictionary Entries

Idiom headwords, forms, and variations

At the beginning of each idiom entry in the dictionary, we give a
headword form for the idiom. Idioms are arranged in alphabetical order
of these forms. We use ‘someone’, ‘something’, and ‘somewhere’ in idiom
headwords to indicate that the idiom has to be completed with a word
referring to respectively a person, a thing, or a place. Similarly, we use
words such as ‘yow’, ‘your’, ‘yourself’, and ‘their’ to indicate that an
appropriate pronoun or possessive adjective should be supplied.

Where an idiom has variations, we give the commonest form as the idiom
headword. If a variation is very common, or substantially different from
the idiom headword, or reflects a British/ American usage distinction, we
give the variation as a second idiom headword. We also mention these
variations in the explanations:

When children fly the nest or leave the nest, they leave their parents’
home to live on their own.

If you say that it is possible to do something at a pinch or in a pinch,
you mean it can just be done if it is absolutely necessary. ‘At a pinch’ is
used in British English and ‘in a pinch’ is used in American English.

Where the variations are minor, we mention them in a sentence at the end
of the explanation:

If you pick holes in something such as an argument or theory, you
find weak points in it which disprove it or show that it is wrong. Verbs
such as ‘poke’ and ‘shoot’ can be used instead of ‘pick’.

Occasionally, variations are dealt with in a follow-on paragraph, if they
need special comment. For example, the entry for the idiom a wolf in
sheep’s clothing has the follow-on paragraph

O People sometimes describe someone as a sheep in wolf’s clothing
to mean that the person seems dangerous or powerful, but is really
harmless or ordinary.

and the entry for have feet of clay has

[JYou can also say that someone has clay feet. This form is used
mainly in American English.

More information about variations can be found in the examples, which
are chosen to reflect the range of forms occurring in The Bank of English.

Explanations and meanings

The explanations or definitions in this dictionary, as in other CosuiLD
dictionaries, are written in full sentences. This enables us to define
idioms in a natural way, by explaining them in context with their most
typical structures and collocations: see the following sections. The
language of the explanations is kept as simple as possible, and just over
2000 different words are used.
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