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Variation of phraseological unit (PU) components is a common phenomenon both
in the Russian and English languages. R.Moom points out that about 40% of stable
expressions either have lexical variations or may be easily transformed, 14% of such
expressions have two or more variants in their main, basic form (Moon 1998). R.Ekkert
stresses the fact that variation occupies a very important position in phraseology not only
because many phraseological units have two or more variants but also because of a great
variety of them. Of course the great importance of variation in phraseology must have its
reflection in phraseography (Dxkept 1987).

The problem of phraseological unit variation was in the focus of study of a number
of linguists. We can mention the latest works of such scientists as T.Fedukenkova,
R.Moon, the candidate theses of A.Zholobova (Fedulenkova; Moon 1998; Xono6oBa
2005).

Variation in phraseology may occur in different ways. It may affect separate
components of a PU or it may affect the whole PU.

Phonetic variations occur only in the Russian language: «cBucrets /cBuCTaTh/ B
KyJIaKk», «Iochinate ronopy /rnaBy/ memomy». As a rule, phonetic variation is connected
with sound interchange. Accentological variations are also characteristic of the Russian
language: «macth Ha cépame /Ha cepaue/, komy» (obsolete). The so-called spelling
variations are typical of the English language, in Russian we find only several examples of
them: «Merrie /Merry/ England», «the land of Cockaigne /Cockayne/», «number one
/Number One/», «arty and crafty /arty-and-crafty/» (jocular col.), «Jack in office /jack-in-
office/», «Jack and Gill /Jill/», «Jack Tar /tar/», «can’t fight his way out of a paper bag
/paperbag/» (Austral. col.) , «mpeBpaTtuThCs B CONSIHOM cTOM /cTONO/». AS it IS seen
from the above mentioned examples, variation may affect the spelling of a separate
component of a PU, its solid, hyphenated or separate spelling (but in such a case we deal
with the problem of distinguishing compound words from PUs), and also the spelling of
some components with the capital or small letter. The PU «Jack /a jack/ of all tradesy, in
which the proper name Jack and the common noun derived from it due to its wide use,
serve as variation components, is an interesting example.

Grammatical variations embrace morphological and morphologica-syntactical
ones. Morphological variations may be of different types: with the variation of Sg and PI:



«OTKpbIBaTh AMepuky /Amepuku/», «koBaTh aeHbru /mensry/» (low col.), «grow like a
weed /weeds/», «the era of good feeling /feelings/» (Amer.), it must be mentioned that in
Russian in comparison with English not only nouns but also adjectives may have the forms
of Sg and PI: «Biactu umymue /Bnacts umymuit/»; With suffixal modifications in Russian
only: «annubOanoBa /aHHHOaOBCKas/ KIATBa», «HH OJUH BOJIOC /BOIOCOK/ HE yHameT C
TOJIOBBI», «Pa3jIMBaThCs COJOBBEM /conoByIIKOi/»; With variations of verbal Number and
Time in English only: «there’s /there are/ as good fish in the sea <as ever came out of it>»,
«as ever is /was/» (col.).  There are two verbal forms of Aspect (Perfective and
Imperfective) in Russian only: «magate ayxom. ymacte /macte/ AyXOM», «IIOKa3bIBaTh
kiacc /Mapky/. mokasaTh Kiacc /Mapky/», «IIpuUCTaBaTh /MPUCTyNaTh/ ¢ HOKOM K TOPIY.
npuctath /mpuctynuth/ ¢ HO)koM K ropiy». Morphological-syntactical variations are
characterized by change of syntactic relations and part of speech reference: «Uymun
nonenyid /monenyit Mynel/», «alien enemy /enemy alien/», «the land of promise /the
promised land/», «the Procrustean /Procrustes’/ bed /the bed of Procrustes/», «a banquet of
Lucullus /a lucullan, Lucullean, Lucullian banquet/». The change of the pronoun
somebody position: in preposition in non-prepositional word combinations and in post-
position in prepositional combinations is typical of the English language: «be at smb’s beck
and call /be at the back and call of smb/», «step /tread/ on smb’s toes /on the toes of smb/»,
«sing smb’s praises /the praises of smb/». All mentioned types of variants can be termed
formal.

Lexical variation is the most common type both in Russian and in English. The
following types of units may function as variation components: Synonyms: «HacTaBJsTh Ha
ym [Ha pasym/ koro», «mporisaeTh /mpocMmoTpeTsh/ Bee Tnasawn, «close /shut up/ shop»
(col.), «be fond of /love/ one’s own way»; semantically similar lexemes with the same seme
(semes) in their significational-senotational macrocomponent of meaning: «mepembiBaTh
/mbiTH/ KOCTOUKHM KOMY», «eat the bread of affliction /humiliation, sorrows/», «a bit /a
piece/ of one’s mind»; components with hyper-hyponimic relations: «IIePECUUTHIBATH
pedpa /koctu/ komy», «sift the grain /wheat/ from the chaffy; words of the same thematic
group: «OeneH Kak LepkoBHas Kpbica /Mbiib/», «the King’s /Queen’s/ Englandy», «put a
/more often the/ cat among the canaries /pigeons/», «on cloud seven /nine/» (col.);
components based on metonymic relations (part and the whole): «xpomars Ha 06a KoseHa
/Ha obe Horm/», «Smb’s days /hours/ are numbered», «the question of the day /of the
hour/», «shoot off one’s face /mouth/», «show one’s face /joc. one’s nose/»; components
which are not semantically connected with each other: «6uth /kuners/ Kar04OM B KOM, Y

KOro», «o0bexaTh Ha KpuBOW /Ha ko3e, Ha Boponbix/ koro» (low col.), «live on air /on



nothing/», «a queer beggar /card, cove, duck/». Variable lexemes may also differ in
connotation component (components). For example, the use of stylistic synonyms , i.e. the
use of archaic, bookish units together with the neutral ones is typical of the Russian
language: «ckmaapiBaTh /cinarate/ opyxkuey», «ynud nouenyit /no63anue/». In the English
language variation components may belong to Americanisms or words used in Australia:
«stand /stick/ to /Amer. stand by/ one’s guns», «blow a fuse /Amer. one’s stake, Austral.
one’s boiler/» (col.). In such a case the question arises whether it is right or wrong to
consider them as variation components of PUs. R.Moon, stressing the extraordinary
complexity of this problem, is keen to consider such stable expressions as «the shoe is on
the other foot» (AmE) and «the boot is on the other foot» (BrE), «blow off steam» (AmE)
and «let off steam» (BrE), as synonymous ( Moon 1998:122). But in the majority of
unilingual and bilingual dictionaries these units are considered to be the variations of one
and the same PU.

As is seen in the above mentioned examples, nouns and verbs function as lexical
variations and this phenomenon is observed in both languages. Common verbs may vary
with phrasal verbs in the English language: «charge /fight with, tilt at/ the windmillsy,
«shorten /take in/ sail», «lay /play, play with, put, throw/ <all> one’s cards on the table»,
«come into /enter/ one’s head».

Adjectives as well may function as variation components both in Russian and in
English: «®oma HeBepHbIii /HeBepyrOLIHil/», «aHrenbckoe /aackoe/ TEpHCHHUE Y KOTO»,
«GKUBOM /BBIINTHIN/ IOPTPET KOTO» (col.), «Has3wpIBaTh BEIIM CBOMMH [HACTOSIIHMH,
CO6CTBCHHBIMI/I/ HNMCHaAMHM. Ha3BaTb BCUIIU CBOUMHU /HaCTOSIHH/IMI/I, CO6CTB€HHI>IMI/I/
uMeHaMny, «square /straight/ shooting» (Amer. col.), «bad /foul, Amer. jarg. warm/
language», «in a fine /pretty, sorry/ pickle» (col.), «hairbreadth /narrow/ escape». Variation
of the definite or indefinite article is typical only of the English language: «care killed a
the/ cat». We can also observe variation of a possessive pronoun (which has the form
one’s in the basic form of a PU) and the definite article: «one’s /the/ last cardy, «one’s /the/
latter endy, «sport one’s /the/ oak».

Variation of prepositions is more typical of English PUs, although there are also
some examples of such variation in Russian: «lucky at /in/ cards», «be on /Amer. in/ the
cards», «be slow in /on/ the uptake» (col.), «from /out of/ the jaws of death», «a land
flowing with /of/ milk and honey», «shake the dust from /off/ one’s feet», «xuura 3a /mon/
CEeMBIO TICUaTSIMHY, «HACBINaTh oM Ha /moa/ xBoct komy» (rude low col.), «ae6o ¢ /B/
OBYHMHKY Ka)kKeTcsi KoMy. He00 ¢ /B/ oBuMHKY moka3ajoch komy» (low col.), «ue ot /u3/

Mmupa cero». There are also some examples of pronoun variation in English, and of adverb



variation in Russian: «get his /theirs/» (jarg.), «kak Oyato /cioBHO, TO4HO/ TPOMOM
nopakeHHbIN KTo» (COl.), «kak /Oyaro, CIIOBHO, TOYHO/ OAHHBIN JIMCT IPUCTAI.

The so-called lexico-grammatical variations are found in the English language
only. We observe the interchange of different parts of speech, Participle | and Participle II,
Gerund, adjective and the negative particle or preposition in such PUs: «Jesus Christ!
/Jesus wept!, Jumping Jesus!/», «one’s cup is filled /full, full to the brim, overflowing,
running over/», «not to mince /without mincing/ matters», «have a bad /no/ head for smthy.

Variation in phraseology may affect both the composition and the form of a PU.
Such variation is called a mixed one. For example, we observe the combination of phonetic
and lexical variations in the PU «camuthest B nyxy /B Kajomry, rajiorry/», and the
combination of morphological and lexical variations in the unit «k uepty /4eptsam/ Ha
KyJHYKH [Ha pora/» .

In such cases the problem arises again how to treat such a phraseological unit: as
one unit with variation components, or as two synonymous stable word combinations.
E.1.Dibrova in her article “Syncretism of a phraseological sign” studies the borderline case
presented by the PU «Bucets /nepkatbest/ Ha Bonocke /Ha murouke/», when the PU as a
compound sign may combine both the category of differenciation (synonymy) and the
category of identity (variation) (JIuoposa 1989). The author stresses the fact that ‘...there
exists an integral zone in phraseology in which it is impossible to draw the line of
demarcation between phraseological synonyms and variations... In such a case variation
occurs as the phenomenon of structural-semantic identity, and synonymy - as the
phenomenon of relevance of this identity’ (JIu6posa 1989:21).

The number of variation components may be great among nouns and verbs:
«IOpOTH B30 /epyH/y, Yyllb, ramuMarthio, audb, axuHer/» (low col.), «mopo3 mo koxe
/mo crniuue/ mepet /momupaer, mpoaupaet, npobderaet, uaet/. Mopo3 Mo Koxe /mo cruHe/
noipai /mpoapait, nmpobexar, mories, mpoiei/» (Col.), «Baisath /momars, KOpuuTh/ Typaka
/Banbky/» (low col.), «dpocats /kuaath, HaOpackiBaTh, HABOAUTH/ T€Hb. OPOCHTDH /KHHYTH,
HaKWHYTh, HaOpocuTh, HaBecTu/ TeHB», «Care a bean /bit, brass farthing, button, curse,
tinker’s curse, tinker’s cuss, darn, dern, doit, farthing, fiddlestick, fig, groat, hang, hoot,
hoot in Hades, jack-straw, jot, one iota, penny, pin, rap, row of pins, straw, two straws,
thing, twopence, twopenny, two hoots, two hoots in hell, two pins, whoop, etc./» (col.),
«bear /have, keep/ in mind», «beat /knock, lick, whale/ the stuffing out of smb», «cut /hurt,
sting, touch/ smb to the quicky.

The so called optional components may be omitted in speech: «<oxna> xoxa j1a

KOCTH», «yKa3aTh <CBOE€> MECTO KOMY», «CTaBUTb B <OJHMH> PsiJl KOTO C KEM. ITIOCTAaBUThH B



<omuH> psix Koro ¢ kem» (pasr.), «neither fish nor fowl <nor good red herring>», «<well>
I’m jiggered!», «hit the <right> nail on the head». Both notional words and functional
words may occur as optional components: «epenonHATh yanry <TeprHeHus>», «HACTYIAaTh
Ha <IMOOUMYI0> MO30JIb KOMY», «110 CeHbke <u> IIamKa», «CaauThbCs Ha Xjed u <Ha>
Boay», «Sell one’s birthright <for a mess of pottage>», «be one’s own <worst> enemy», «it
IS <just> not on» (col.), «<down> on the nail». Optional components are also termed
quantitative, lexico-quantitative or variations of length and are considered to be a type of
phraseological variations (/Iu6posa 1989).

Mixed variations may include all the above mentioned variation types:
«HanpasysaTh /oOpamars/ <cBow> ctombl /maru/ Kyaa, K KOMYy», «CTOSATh /OCTaBaThCs,
TONTAaThCs, TaHIeBaTh/ Ha <omHoM> Mecte», «Send a cold shiver /cold shivers/ down /up;
up and down/ smb’s back /spine/», «look as if one <just> came /stepped/ out of a band-box
/bandbox/».

All variation components are delimited in the dictionaries with the help of the
oblique stroke, for example, «pbutblie B myxy /mymiky/ y xKoroy», «mousa /3emist/ yXomuT
lyckonb3aet/ u3-moa HOT KOro, 4bHX, y korow, «draw /pull/ the wool over smb’s eyesy»
(col.), «be pinned /tied/ to one’s wife’s apron strings /apron-strings/». Such a way of
variation presentation is considered to be the most economical and consistent. As far as the
problem of dictionary presentation of PUs with variation components is concerned, it is
usually solved by taking into consideration the frequency of occurrence of this or that PU
variation (which is already registered in unilingual dictionaries due to the numerous cases
of their use in speech).

Obtional components are presented in broken brackets: « <omuna> koxa 1a KOCTH»
(pa3r.), «yKa3aTb <CBO€> MECTO KOMY», «CaUTbCsA Ha CBOCTO <JTIF0OUMOT0> KOHBKa),
«cash in <one’s chips>», «push up <the> daisies» (pasr.), «<it is easy to> be wise
/prophesy/ after the eventy.
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