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Introduction

I dioms are a colourful and fascinating aspect of English. They are commonly

used in all types of language, informal and formal, spoken and written. Your
language skills will increase rapidly if you can understand idioms and use them
confidently and correctly. One of the main problems students have with idioms
is that it is often impossible to guess the meaning of an idiom from the words
it contains. In addition, idioms often have a stronger meaning than non-
idiomatic phrases. For example, look daggers at someone has more emphasis
than look angrily at someone , but they mean the same thing. ldioms may also
suggest a particular attitude of the person using them, for example disapprov-
al, humour, exasperation or admiration, so you must use them carefully.

The Cambridge International Dictionary of Idioms explains the meaning and use
of around 7,000 idioms in a clear and helpful way. It is a truly international dic-
tionary. it covers current British. American and Australian idioms.

It includes.

* traditional idioms (e.g. turn a blind eye to sth. throw the baby out with the
bathwater)

¢ idiomatic compounds (e.g. fall guy. turkey shoot)
¢ similes and comparisons (e.g. as dull as ditchwater. swear like a trooper)

¢ exclamations and sayings (e.g. Bully for you!. Over my dead body1)

clichés ce.g. all part of life’s rich tapestry. There’s many a true word spo-
ken in jest.)

The definitions are clear and precise. They have been written using a carefully
controlled defining vocabulary of under 2,000 words. Every idiom is illustrated
with examples based on sentences from the Cambridge International Corpus.
This means that all of the examples reflect natural written and spoken English.
Information about grammar is shown clearly. without complicated grammar
codes. The origins of idioms are explained. where appropriate. to help under-
standing.

In addition. there are theme panels showing idioms grouped according to their
meaning or function. There are also photocopiable exercises at the back of the
dictionary. This dictionary aims to help you not only as a comprehensive refer-
ence book but also as a valuable learning aid.
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How to use this dictionary

Finding an idiom
Where do you look?
The best way to search for an idiom is to look in the index at the back of the dictionary.

You can look under any important word in the idiom to find out where the entry for that
idiom is. The keyword (the word where you will find the entry) is shown in dark type.

take pot luck (pot is the keyword. so the entry is at
‘pot”)
give someone a taste of their own medi- (medicine is the keyword. so the entry is
cine at ‘medicine’)

Each entry is listed under a keyword. The] [acid]

keyword is shown in dark type in the in-| an acid test

dex. a test which will really prove the value.
quality. or truth of something « The new
show was well received but viewing fig-
ures for the next episode will be the real
acid test.

Idioms are not usually listed in the index under words like ‘a’. ‘the’. ‘all’. ‘these’.
‘where’ or ‘no’. except when the whole idiom is made of such words. e.g. be all in. be
out of it.

Words are listed in the index in the same form as they appear in the idiom. For instance.
look up *pushing up the daisies’ at ‘pushing’or ‘daisies’. not ‘push’ or ‘daisy’.

When there are several idioms listed under one keyword. the entries are ordered as fol-
lows.

e entries beginning with the keyword

e entries beginning with ‘a’ + keyword

¢ entries beginning with ‘the’ + keyword

¢ all other entries in alphabetical order of the words they begin with

For example. the entries under the keyword ‘tongue’ are ordered like this;
tongue in cheek
tongue-in-cheek
a tongue-lashing
bite your tongue
find your tongue
get your tongue round/around sth
hold your tongue
loosen your tongue



trip off the tongue

Where British and American idioms have different spellings. e. g. take centre stage
( British) /take center stage ( American). the idiom is at the British keyword. but you can
look up the American spelling in the index to find out where it is.

[This is the basic form of the idiom.

Many idioms have different
forms. When that difference is just in one

possible] 1

word. it is shown like this.

When the difference is more than one
word, the alternative forms are shown on
different lines.

Words in brackets can be omitted. and
the meaning will be the same.

idioms with different forms in British.
American or Australian are shown on sep-
arate lines. There is a list of regional la-

paint the town rocﬂ informal

to go out and enjoy yourself in the eve-
ning. often drinking a lot of alcohol and
dancing « Jack finished his exams today
so he’s gone off 10 paint the town red with
his friends.

put/stick the knife in| British &

Australian . informal

to do or say something unpleasant to
someone in an unkind way - * No one in
the office likes you. you know. Tim. " she
said, putting the knife in. - The reviewer
from The Times really stuck the knife in,
calling it the worst play he'd seen in
years.

raise (sb’s ) hackles

make (sb's) hackles rise

to annoy someone & Hackles are the
hairs on the back of a dog’s neck which
stand up when it is angry. The
politician’s frank interview may have
raised hackles in his party. + The movie’s
pro-war message made many people’s
hackles rise.

have had it informal

to be so angry about something that you
do not want to continue with it or even
think about it any more - I've had it!
From now on they can clear up their own
mess. « (often + with) I've had it up to
here with lawyers!

\

bels on page xvii.

blow a raspberry British & Australian. ]

informal L

give a raspberry American, informal l

to make a rude noise by putting your
tongue between your lips and blowing



If an idiom is formal. informal, old-
fashioned. etc. . this is shown with a la-
bel. There is a list of register labeis on

page xviii.

‘sb’ means ‘somebody’. It can be re-
placed by a person’s name or by ‘him/
her/you/them/me/us’.

‘sth’ means ‘something’. It can be re-
placed by a non-human object.

‘your’ can be replaced by ‘his/her/their/
our/my’.

‘swh’ means ‘somewhere’. It can be re-

- (often + at) A boy of no more than six
appeared, blew a raspberry at me and
then ran away.

\b{o/go (out) on the razzle Brirish.

informal, old-fashion@

to enjoy yourself by doing things like go-
ing to parties or dances - We’re going
out on the razzle on New Year's Eve -do
you fancy coming?

the push

1 British & Australian, informal to end
someone’s employment - After twenty
years’ loyal service, they gave her the
push.

let ride

to not take action to change something
wrong or unpleasant « Don’t panic about
low sales. Let it ride for a while till we
see if business picks up.

blow stack/top informal
to suddenly become very angry » My
mother blew her top when she saw the
mess we’'d made in the kitchen.

be fresh from [swh| British

placed by the name of a place.

be fresh out of [swh] American &

Some idioms have more than one possi-
ble meaning. In such cases. the different
meanings are numbered.

o
e

Australian
to have just finished education or train-
ing in a particular school or college and
not have much experience - Our course
is taught by a young professor fresh out of
law school.

without fail

if something happens without fail. it al-
ways happens - Every Tuesday after-
noon, without fail, Helga went to visit
her father.

something that you say in order to em-
phasize that something will be done or
will happen « ‘You will meet me at the
airport, won’t you?’ * Don’t worry, Pl
be there without fail .’



Sub-entries

Sometimes idioms have a basic form but
are often found in slightly different con-
structions. If they are common. these
different constructions are shown in sub-
entries.

Xiii

Sometimes different parts of speech can
be formed from the basic idiom. In this
case. the main form is a verb phrase and

the sub-entry is an adjective.

have your head in the clouds
to not know what is really happening
around you because you are paying too
much attention to your own ideas
« He’s an academic. They've all got

their heads in the clouds.
with your head in the clouds] - He

was walking along with his head in the
clouds as usual when he tripped over a
paving stone. ’

catch sb’s eye

1 to be noticed by someone because you
are looking at them - She lit a cigarette
while he tried to catch the waiter’s eye.

2 to be attractive or different enough to
be noticed by people « There were lots
of dresses to choose from, but none of
them really caught my eye.

eye-catching - ’There is an eye-catching|

mural in the hall.

ppposites are shown as sub-entries. l strike a blow for sth/sb

The definitions

All definitions use simple words to make
them easy to understand.

Definitions show the most typical range
of objects for an idiom.

to do something to support an idea or to
change a situation to something which you
believe is good + He claims to be striking a
blow for gender equality by employing an
equal number of men and women. - This
latest agreement will strike a blow for free
trade within the EU.

{oppositz strike a blow against/at|

sth/sb - The court’s decision strikes a
blow against minority rights.

at the top of your voice

if someone says something at the top of

their voice. they say it as loudly as they

can|- ‘Stop it Nathan!’ she shouted at
the top of her voice.

on top of sth

if you are on top of [a situation,] you are




Definitions show the typical range of sub-

Xiv

jects for an idiom.

For adjectival idioms, the definition ex-

plains what the idiom usually describes.

The emotions or attitude of the person
using the idiom are explained in the defi-
nition.

Individual words in the idioms are ex-
plained when this helps to understand the

meaning of the idiom.

dealing with it successfully » We had a lot
of work to do. but I think we're on top of
it now.

see eye to eye
if see eye to eye. they agree
with each other - (often negative; often
+with)y He’s asked for a transfer because
he doesn’t see eve to eye with the new man-
ager. ’

day-to-day
a day-to-day |activity| is one of the things
you have to do every day, usually as part
of your work « (always before noun) It’s
Sheila who'’s responsible for the day-to-day
running of the school.

On yer bike! British & Australian. very
informal

an impolite way of telling someone to go

away|+ ‘Can you lend me some money?’
*On yer bike. mate!’

an eager beaver
someone who works very hard and is
eager to do things lg A beaver is a small

The history of idioms is explained when
this helps to understand the meaning of
the idiom.

animal which people traditionally believe]
to be hard-working. |+ Who's the eager bea-

ver who came in at the weekend to finish
this work off?

be in the doldrums

1 if a business. an economy or a person's
job is in the doldrums. it is not very
successful and nothing new is happening

_irﬂ, & The doldrums was the name for
an area of sea where ships were not able
to move because there was no wind.




Exampies

put a bomb under sth/sb British &
Australian
if you want to put a bomb under a per-
son or an organization. you want to

make them do things faster- f I'd like to}

put a bomb under those solici tors.J

Examples show how idioms are used in
natural speech and writing.

blow-by-blow

Very common collocations are shown in a blow-by-blow description of an event

dark type. ives every detail of how it happened
“smlblow-by-blow account]

of her car crash.

Grammar

The basic grammatical structure of an idiom is shown in its entry;

be man enough 10 do sth
[This idiom is followed by an infinitive. to be brave enough to do something « He
was man enough to admit he had made a
mistake.

be on the brink of doings?]

[This idiom is followed by an-ing form. to be likely to do something very soon
« The club’s manager dismissed reports
that he was on the brink of buying Peter
Beardsley.

tie yourself (up) in knots]
[This idiom is always reflexive. to become very confused or worried

when you are trying to make a decision
or solve a problem

This idiom is always used in continuous /lbo pushing up (the) dalshs] humorous
tenses.

to be dead - It won’t affect me anyway.
I'll be pushing up the daisies long before

it happens.
Idioms which are whole sentences start | {Act your age!
with a capital letter and end with a fult something that you say to someone who
stop or other punctuation. is being silly to tell them to behave in a

more serious way - Oh, act your age,
Chris! You can’t expect to have your own



way all the time.

: V[not look a gift horse in the mouth|

This idiom is always used in negative sen- if someone tells you not to look a gift

tences. horse in the mouth. they mean that you
should not criticize or feel doubt about
something good that has been offered to
you - Okay. it’s not the job of your
dreams buzt it pays good money. I'd be in-
clined not to look a gift horse in the
mouth if I were you.

Common grammatical features are labelled at examples which demonstrate them;,

a rich seam formal
a subject which provides a lot of opportu-
nities for people to discuss. write about or
make jokes about « |(often + of)| Both

wars have provided a rich seam of drama
for playwrights and novelists alike.

This idiom is often followed by the prep-
osition ‘of’.

This idiom is often followed by a question] not have the faintest (idea)

word. to have no knowledge of or no informa-
tion about something - ‘Do you know
where Anna is?’ ‘1 haven’t the faintest.’
(often + question worEl I haven’t the

faintest idea what you're talking about.

[ This idiom is often an order. get a move on informal
to hurry = Get a move

on, man! We don’t have all day.

This idiom is usually used in a passive]—_bring sb to book British & Australian
construction. to punish someone + |(usually passive)
A crime has been committed and who-

ever is responsible must be brought to
book.

This adjectival idiom is always used be-] UP-and-coming
fore the noun it describes. becoming more and more successful in a

job - {(always before nolm She founded

a summer school for up-and-coming musi-
cians.
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find your tongue (& FH O i%i%)

get your tongue round/around sth (iF B #h % &)
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paint the town rﬂ informal
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I have had it |{up to here)| informal
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Xxiii
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AXFENEAREENESFAPRA,
be man enough to do sth]
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