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COMPARATIVE IDIOMS WITH AN ORNITHONYM COMPONENT
DESCRIBING HUMAN APPEARANCE IN ENGLISH
AND UKRAINIAN

Summary. Phraseological units, as a significant component
of the word stock of any language and a linguistic universal,
continue to attract sustained scholarly interest within linguistic
studies. The article highlights comparative bird idioms
denoting human appearance in genetically and structurally
different languages — English and Ukrainian. The research
aims to analyse the semantic features and cultural connotations
of the comparative idioms with an ornithonym component in
the contrasted languages. The material for the analysis was fifty-
three comparative bird idioms describing human appearance
which were obtained through the sampling method from English
and Ukrainian dictionaries. The following methods were used
for the research: the descriptive method, the linguocultural
method and the contrastive method. The analysis made it
possible to classify the studied phraseological units into six
semantic groups: (1) overall appearance and clothing; (2) color
characteristics; (3) physical constitution and individual
physical features (parts of the body); (4) posture and manner
of movement; (5) physical condition and overall look (visually
perceived characteristics as markers of health, fatigue or
weakness); (6) voice features as a physical characteristic.
Our findings showed the first and third groups as the most
productive among them. Both common and divergent features
of the bird idioms denoting human appearance were identified.
Common is the use of such standard images as a crow, raven,
swan which argues the universal nature of certain symbols. At
the same time, each language demonstrates a unique system
of images: in Ukrainian, these are the images of a heron,
crane, nightingale, while in English, the images of a robin,
coot and peacock are used. We found out that birds as image-
bearers represent both positive and negative connotations but
in both languages negative connotations prevail in describing
appearance. Thus, comparative bird idioms function in both
languages not only as descriptive means but also as samples
of cultural stereotypes and evaluative patterns towards
human appearance. Our findings may be helpful for teaching
contrastive typology of the English and Ukrainian languages,
as well as in teaching English as a foreign language.

Key words: comparative idioms, ornithonym, human
appearance, comparing (contrasting), positive connotation,
negative connotation, English and Ukrainian languages.

Introduction. Phraseologisms are considered to be one
of the most representative language units reflecting the linguistic
worldview of every nation, its specific mentality, historical, cultural
and linguistic development. Comparative idioms are of particular
interest for analysis. K. Mizin states that “.. comparative

phraseology as a universal semiotic and semantic phenomenon is
a separate phraseological system of any language” [1, p. 62].

Comparative idioms can be defined as a special type
of phraseological units, which are “stable, reproducible, partially
or fully reinterpreted expressive language units which having
formal features of comparativity are represented by comparative
conjunctions or other comparative constructions” [2, p. 8]. Thus,
the cognitive mechanism of comparison through which “man has
long been comprehending the surrounding world and himself”
[3, p. 228] forms the basis of these phraseological units. Comparative
idioms are reproduced in the language according to a certain
syntactic model and perform reinforcing and emotional-evaluative
functions. Within them “lingual and extralingual universal factors
which are accumulated mainly by standard images” [1, p. 62] are
united. Among these standard images ornithonyms are widely used.

Review of recent research and publications. Research
studies by M. Kyrylyuk & N. Stavchuk (2018), 1. Kuznietsova &
0. Artemenkova (2019),N. Tymoshchuk (2019, 2022), T. Ivasyshyna
& 0. Demianenko (2023), O. Shulenok (2023) revealed scientists’
interest in the phraseological units with an ornithonym component
or so-called “bird idioms” including contrastive analysis of their
linguistic and cultural peculiarities in English and Ukrainian, as
well as scholars’ special attention to comparative phraseology
(K. Mizin (2007, 2009), N. Barannik (2014), K. Rodionova
(2017), etc.). However, despite the considerable number of works
devoted to the study of such phraseological units, a number
of questions still require further analysis. The current study focuses
on the comparative idioms with a bird component that describe
human appearance in English and Ukrainian. The study aims to
reveal the semantic features of such idioms in two languages, to
identify the underlying images and their cultural connotations, to
study common and divergent characteristics of these phraseological
units in English and Ukrainian. Thus, on the one hand, this
research provides deeper insight into understanding of cross-
cultural differences and similarities. On the other hand, grasping
the image underlying a phraseological unit contributes to a higher
level of language proficiency for the Ukrainian learners of English
and fosters greater interest in the language study.

This purpose of the article is to analyse comparative bird
idioms denoting human appearance in English and Ukrainian in
order to identify their semantic peculiarities, cultural connotations.
The following objectives were set to achieve this aim: to collect
and classify the ornithonym-based comparative idioms describing
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human appearance; to examine their semantic content and underlying
imagery; to compare the English and Ukrainian units and determine
their cross-cultural differences and similarities.

The material for the analysis was fifty-three comparative bird
idioms describing human appearance which were obtained through
the sampling method from Dictionaries of English Idioms [4; 5; 6]
and Ukrainian Phraseological Dictionaries [7; 8]. The data were
collected with the help of the following methods: the sampling
method was employed to select empirical material, the descriptive
method helped to determine the features of the selected idioms,
the linguocultural method was used to identify national and cultural
connotations, the contrastive method was aimed at identifying
common and divergent features of English and Ukrainian
comparative idioms.

Presentation of the main material. The analysis of comparative
idioms with an ornithonym component in English and Ukrainian
has revealed the names of birds as culturally rich image-bearers for
describing human appearance. This agrees with T. Ivasyshyna &
O. Demianenko’s standpoint that phraseological units with a bird-
name component add expressive emotionality to the language
creating a vivid range of associations [9, p. 106].

The semantic field of appearance includes comparative bird
idioms that describe a person’s physical features, outward look
and visually perceived characteristics. Thus, among the analysed
comparative idioms with an ornithonym component we can
single out the following semantic groups: (1) overall appearance
and clothing; (2) color characteristics; (3) physical constitution
and individual physical features (parts of the body); (4) posture
and manner of movement; (5) physical condition and overall look
(visually perceived characteristics as markers of health, fatigue or
weakness); (6) voice features as a physical characteristic.

(1) Overall impression of appearance is related to the perception
of such concepts as attractiveness (beauty) and unattractiveness, as
well as neatness and untidiness.

In the English language, the peacock, a bird known for its
bright, multicoloured plumage, is used as an image-bearer in
the idiom “as gaudy as a peacock”, describing a person dressed in
a flashy, tasteless manner. As we can see, the bird’s bright colouring,
paradoxically, becomes a marker of poor aesthetic judgment rather
than natural beauty. A semantically similar idiom is the expression
“to be/look like a jackdaw in peacocks feathers” but an image-
bearer in this idiom is the jackdaw. It is a plain, ordinary bird but
decorated with the plumage of a peacock, it becomes a symbol
of someone whose appearance is pretentious and inappropriate.
Both idioms share an ironic evaluative connotation suggesting that
excessive decoration makes an unpleasant rather than attractive
impression.

In Ukrainian, a semantically equivalent image is found in
the expression “six nigens pozmanvosanuti” which, like its English
counterpart “as gaudy as a peacock”, conveys the idea of a person
dressed in an excessively bright, tasteless manner. There is one
more Ukrainian synonymic bird idiom with the same image-
bearer: “supsoumucs sax nigenvb Ha spmapox”. The rooster, with
its vivid plumage, functions as a culturally recognisable symbol
of pretentious appearance in the Ukrainian linguistic tradition.

To depict an individual as physically unattractive, the negatively
connotated semantics of a duck’s appearance is conveyed in
the Ukrainian comparative bird idiom “suensoamu six xkauxa”. The
idiom “gpodiusa sx cosa” is also used to describe an unattractive

person. The owl is known not only as a symbol of wisdom (as in
English “as wise as an owl” and Ukrainian “zonogamuii sk cosa”),
gloominess (as in English “as grave as an owl” and Ukrainian
“nadymucs sx cuu”), nocturnal life (as in English “as sleepy as
an owl”) but also of a certain awkwardness and unattractiveness as
in the mentioned Ukrainian idiom. Thus, in this case we deal with
the opposition of explicit and implicit meaning. The antiphrastic
character of the phraseological unit “spodiusa six cosa” is clear
and produces a humorous, belittling effect. A similar ironic structure
to describe an unattractive person, namely to ridicule a person’s
dishevelled or pitiable appearance, we also observe in other bird
idioms but with another image-bearer: “kpacusa sx moxpa xypka”
and “eapnui sx obwunana eopona”. According to M. Holtsova,
such antiphrasis-based idioms “do not give information on
the comparison between objects, but instead serve basically as
a means of intensifying the denotative meaning of words and not
establishing a real comparison” [10, p. 50]. It is noteworthy that
Ukrainian idioms are characterised by a wide use of irony. This also
applies to comparative idioms with an ornithonym component.

In English, untidiness is represented through the idiom “as
shabby as a tailless sparrow”. The image-bearer is a sparrow
deprived of its most noticeable feature, thus, looking untidy
and pitiful. In Ukrainian, the expression of similar semantics is based
on another image-bearer “hen” which also conveys an unkempt,
shabby look: “oonizna sk xypka”. Of interest is the expression
“naue eycu nouyeaau” which is used in the Ukrainian language to
describe a state of general disorder and untidiness in appearance
(or surroundings). It is based on the similar image-bearer “geese”.

At the same time, in the English language, the image-bearer
“hen” is also observed in the expression “to look like a plucked
hen”. However, its semantics is narrower as this idiom is used to
denote a person who has had too much hair cut away or tweaked out
[5]. There is one more variant of this expression but with the image-
bearer “chicken”: “to look like a plucked chicken”.

The same image-bearer “hen”, namely the wet hen, represents
a generally pitiful, wretched appearance in the Ukrainian idiom
“(3aumoxanuti) ax amoxna kypka . This comparative bird idiom has
a partial equivalent in the English language “like a (dying) duck in
a thunderstorm”. It conveys a similarly negative visual impression
of a person who looks helpless, miserable or disoriented but it is
based on the image-bearer “duck”.

Among the analysed comparative idioms with an ornithonym
component, we observe the English idiom “as naked as a jaybird/
robin” which describes a person who is completely bare or stripped
of any clothing. The small, unprotected bird is used as a natural
symbol of vulnerability. In Ukrainian, a similar image is found in
the expression “eonuti sx nmawens”. It similarly uses the image
of a baby-bird to convey the idea of complete nakedness. However,
this idiom is rarely used to describe a person’s appearance, more
often its meaning is “a very poor person”. One more nationally
marked bird idiom that describes a person’s appearance in the aspect
of clothes we found in the English language: “to look like a trussed
chicken”. This expression is also of negative connotation and it is
used to depict a person whose clothes are far too tight, the image
referring to a chicken prepared for frying.

(2) The colour characteristics of appearance represent a further
semantic subgroup.

In English, “as black as a crow/raven” describes
an extremely dark complexion or colour of human’s hair on
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the basis of the universally recognised blackness of these birds.
The Ukrainian language offers the structurally and semantically
equivalent expressions ‘“wopnuti sk eanxa/kpyx” and further
intensifies the comparison through the numeral hyperbole “uwopruti
K cin eanok”. Thus, these bird-names function as cultural symbols
of darkness across both English and Ukrainian linguistic traditions.

Within this semantic group we observe phraseological units
revealing a distinctly national character. For example, a white-grey
colouring of somebody’s hair or paleness in the Ukrainian language
is expressed with the help of the bird idiom “sx 2016 cuguii/binui”.
In English, the comparative idiom with an ornithonym component
“as red as a turkey-cock” is used to describe a flushed, deeply
reddened face, usually associated with anger, embarrassment or
physical efforts. The pigeon and the turkey-cock with their colour
characteristics serve as vivid and culturally recognisable image-
bearers for these comparisons.

To this semantic group, we have also included two comparative
idioms with components that are not ornithonyms proper but are
associated with birds, namely with their anatomical features. In
the English language, yellowish or sallow complexion is described
with the help of the expression “as yellow as a crow s foot ”, an image
referring to the colour of the bird’s scaly foot. In Ukrainian, the idiom
“cuniti sx mou xypsuuti nyn” is used to describe an unnatural,
sickly colour of skin. This image draws on the characteristically
bluish-tinged colour of this part of the chicken’s body. These two
phraseological units are also nationally marked.

(3) Physical constitution and individual body features constitute
another productive semantic group within comparative bird idioms
in two languages.

In English, the idiom “as bald as a coot” denotes a person
who is completely bald. It is based on the image of a coot with
its distinctive white frontal shield which resembles a bald patch
[5]. The ironic expression “as fat as a hen in the forehead” is used
to describe a very thin person (since in reality a hen’s forehead is
very narrow). It deserves special attention as antiphrasis-based
idiom within the group of comparative bird idioms denoting human
appearance in the English language. These expressions are also
nationally marked.

In the Ukrainian language, we observe two synonymic bird
idioms that use the bird’s small size to characterise a person of short
or slight constitution but on the basis of different image-bearers:
“manenvkuti sx 2ony6” and “manenvkuil sk 20podeys . At the same
time, the size and light body of a sparrow are also metaphorically
linked to human slenderness: “xyouii six copobuux”. The idiom
“(cunu) sx y eopooys” further extends this associative chain,
using the suggested physical weakness of this bird to describe
a person with very little physical strength. One more physical
characteristic — exceptional height — is represented with the help
of the image of the crane: “sucoxuii sx scypasens”. A tall, slender
figure of this bird serves as a natural image-bearer for a very tall
person

Another Ukrainian comparative idiom “oui sx y cosu”
focuses on the owl’s large eyes as its distinctive feature to denote
corresponding physical features in a person. Similarly, the heron,
a tall wading bird with exceptionally long, slender legs, is used as
an image-bearer to describe a person’s legs in bird idioms “Hoeu
ak y uanni” and “doseonoea sx ma uanis”. Both phraseological
units have a mildly ironic, humorous connotation, as the heron’s

legs, while functional and even elegant for the bird itself, appear
disproportional and somewhat funny when associated with a human
being. It is noteworthy that all three Ukrainian idioms in this
subgroup are built on the same principle: the use of a bird’s most
visually distinctive anatomical feature as an etalon of comparison
with a corresponding human physical characteristic.

It should be noted that though the word “feather” is not
an ornithonym proper, it belongs to the same associative field
and functions within the same image-bearing system. The
expressions “as light as a feather” in English and “neexuii sx
nip inka” in Ukrainian are complete equivalents in the contrasted
languages. They draw on the near-weightlessness of a bird’s feather
and may be used to characterise a thin, lightweight person.

(4) Posture and manner of movement perceived as elements
of overall physical impression are also represented through
ornithonyms as image-bearers in the contrasted languages.

In English, the expression “as graceful as a swan” attributes
physical elegance and beauty of a movement to a person considering
the swan’s idealised image in the European cultural tradition.

In Ukrainian, we observe a semantically similar but structurally
different bird idiom with the swan as image-bearer: “imu (niuemu)
M08 1e6iob”. At the same time, the semantic space of the Ukrainian
language is characterised by two images with negative connotation.
To depict a person who moves clumsily and without grace,
the negatively colored semantics of a hen’s manner of movement is
conveyed in the idiom “nesepabuuii six kypka . Another expression
“xo0umo sk depkau” conveys an awkward gait through the image
of the corncrake, a bird which is also known for its clumsy terrestrial
movement.

(5) Physical condition and overall look, namely visually
perceived characteristics as markers of health, fatigue or weakness,
constitute another semantic subgroup.

In English, the idiom “like a chicken with the pip” describes
a person who looks unwell, the image referring to a sick chicken,
listless, ruffled and weary. The owl we fix as another image-bearer
in this subgroup: “as grave as an ow!” and “as sleepy as an owl”.
Both images draw on the bird’s nocturnal nature and characteristic
stillness to describe a gloomy-looking person or a tired, drowsy
individual.

To this semantic group, we also include the Ukrainian expression
“ax smoxna kypka” and its partial English equivalent “like a (dying)
duck in a thunderstorm” as due to their polysemy, these comparative
idioms can objectify various human traits and characteristics. These
two idioms we described above.

(6) Voice features as a physical characteristic is also represented
through ornithonym imagery in both languages.

The idioms “as hoarse as a crow/raven” in English and “kap-
Kkamu K 6opona” Ta “xpsaxae ax kauxa” in Ukrainian are based on
the association with the harsh, rasping sounds produced by these
birds. They are used to describe an unpleasant, rough voice. These
idioms are of similar semantics but have different structures in
the contrasted languages. In Ukrainian, not only a crow in used as
an image bearer but also a duck.

A contrasting positive image is also observed in both
languages. It attributes a melodic, pleasant voice to a person: “fo
sing like a bird” and “2o060pumv, nave nmawika webdeyumsy”,
In the Ukrainian language, we also observe the nightingale as
an image-bearer: “eogopums, Haye conoseil cnisae” and “sanu-
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gacmyves, Mog conosetixo a xamuni”. Both comparative idioms
attribute a special melodic sounding to a person’s voice or speech.
The use of the crow and raven as symbols of the unpleasant quality
of human’s voice in both languages confirms the cross-cultural
nature of this ornithonym image, while the nightingale as a symbol
of voice beauty is a culturally marked image-bearer.

Our observations based on the analysed material allow us to
conclude that ornithonym-based comparative idioms are quite
productive in describing various features of human appearance. Birds
as image-bearers represent both positive and negative connotations.
However, in both languages negative connotations prevail in
describing appearance. It may be explained by the expressive nature
of the phraseological units which, as a rule, focus on emphasising
deviations from the norm. As a result, comparative bird idioms
function in both languages not only as descriptive means but also
as samples of cultural stereotypes and evaluative patterns towards
human appearance.

It should be mentioned that studying the common
and divergent features of phraseological units of two languages
deepens the understanding of language as the cultural code
of a nation. Since comparison is one of the significant conceptual
categories that reflect the subtle intertwining of thinking
and language, the study of comparative idioms makes it possible
to study the stereotypes of thinking and worldview of a certain
linguistic group. Consequently, we consider these idioms to be
an effective illustrative material that can be used in the lectures
in “Contrastive typology of the English and Ukrainian
languages”, as well as the content of practical tasks within
this theoretical discipline. These materials can also be useful
for expanding students’ vocabulary and language awareness
in the practical course “Oral and written speech practice (the
English language)”, particularly while working on the module
“Appearance and character”.

Conclusion and perspectives of further research. To
summarise, comparative bird idioms can be regarded as specific
linguistic formulae and fragments of the worldview in which
the perception of reality by previous generations is encoded,
reflecting the cultural potential and mentality of a given nation.
The way of life of birds, their behaviour, characteristic features —
all this was conceived by human beings and often combined with
human imagination. In fact, although the image-bearers — the names
of birds often coincide in English and Ukrainian, at the same
time each nation has its own system of symbols and a peculiar
vision of the surrounding world. Thus, the analysis of the corpus
of English and Ukrainian comparative idioms with an ornithonym
component has revealed both common and divergent features
within this group and demonstrated similar evaluative patterns
which suggests a shared tendency to associate birds with expressive
characterisation.

The forthcoming point of the research is the one that aims
at further comparing and contrasting phraseological systems
of English and Ukrainian, namely the comparative bird idioms
denoting human character.
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Jlyk’sinyenko 1. TlopiBHsiibHI  ¢paseosorismu
3 KOMIIOHEHTOM OpPHITOHIMOM, 10 penpe3eHTyiTh
30BHilIHiCTL JIOAMHHM (HAa  Marepiaji  aHnIifcbKoOY

Ta YKPaiHCbKOI MOB)

AHoranisi. ®paszeonoriuni ofuHMLI, SIK BaroMa CKJIaoBa
CIIOBHHMKOBOTO CKJIary Oyb-1K0i MOBH Ta MOBHA yHiBepcais,
MOCTIHO TepeOyBaroTh y KOJI yBarw JIHIBICTIB. Y CTarTi
BHCBITJIFOIOTHCSI IOPIBHSUIbHI ()Pa3e0Iori3Mu 3 KOMIIOHEHTOM
OpHITOHIMOM, IO PENpPE3eHTYIOTh 30BHIIIHICTh JHOJUHH,
Yy pi3HOCHCTEMHHMX MOBaxX — aHDIIHMCHKIM Ta yKpalHCBKIiil.
Metoro pociijpkeHHss Oyllo TMpoaHali3yBaTH CEMaHTHYHI
0COOJIMBOCTI  Ta  KyJIbTYpHI  KOHOTAIlii  3a3HaueHUX
(dpaszeonoriaMiB y 3iCTaBIOBaHUX MOBax. JlOCIHiTKEeHHs
BUKOHAaHO Ha Marepiaji aHIJIOMOBHHX Ta YKpaiHOMOBHHUX
CJIOBHHUKIB, 3 SKHX METOIOM CYLIIbHOI BHOIpkH Oyio
o0paHO Kopmyc 13 T STHECATH TPbhOX MOPIBHIIBHUX
3BOPOTIB 3 KOMIIOHEHTOM OPHITOHIMOM, IO PEMPE3CHTYIOTh
30BHILIHICTh JIIOMUHHU. Y TIpOIeCi JOCHTIKeHHS Oylo
3aCTOCOBaHO ONHCOBUH, JHTBOKYJIBTYPOJIOTIYHHH
Ta KOHTPAaCTHMBHMW MeToau aHamidy. [IpoBeneHuil anami3
JIO3BOJIUB KJIaCU(iKyBaTH TOCIIHKYBaHI OMUHUII 38 IIICThMa
ceMaHTHYHUMH rpynamu: (1) 3araibHe BpaKCHHS Bij
30BHIIIHOCTI Ta OJATY, (2) KOJIOPUCTHYHI XapaKTEPUCTHKH,
(3) OynmoBa Tina Ta okpemi ¢i3uuHi pucu, (4) mocrasa
i mMaHepa mnepecyBaHHs, (5) (Qi3MYHHUII CTaH 1 3arajbHUM
BUIVISA, (6) XapaKTePUCTHKH TOJNOCY K (Di3HYHOT O3HaKH
JIIONUHU. 3’5ICOBAHO, 110 HAWOLIBII MPOJYKTUBHUMH Cepejl
HUX € Teplia Ta TPeTs Ipynd. BUSABICHO SK CHIIBHI, Tak
i BIAMIHHI pPHUCH JOCHIDKYBaHMX OXUHUI. CHiTbHUM
€ BHKOPUCTaHHS Takux 0Opa3iB-€TaJoHIB, SK BOpPOHA,
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KpYK, 71e0iJb, 10 CBITYUTh MPO YHIBEPCAJbHUU XapakTep
[ICBHUX CHMBONIB. BomHOouac KOXHa MOBa [IEMOHCTPYE
caMOOyTHIO cHCTeMy o00pa3iB: B yKpalHCBKIli aKTHBHO
BHKOPHUCTOBYIOThCS 00pa3u yarli, )KypasJisi, COJIOBEHKa, TOi
SIK B aHIIMCHKIHM — BUIBIIAHKHY, JINCKH, TaBU4a. BcranosieHo,
110 ITaXH K 00pa3u-eTaIOHH PENPE3CHTYIOTH K TO3UTHBHI,
TaK 1 HeTaTHBHI KOHOTAIIi1, IPOTe B 000X MOBaX y 3MaJlFOBaHHI
30BHIIIHOCTI TEpeBaKalOTh came HeraTuBHi. OTpuMaHi
Pe3yABTATH IMiITBEPKYIOTh, 1[0 MTOPIBHSILHI pa3eosiorizMmu
3 KOMIIOHEHTOM OpHITOHIMOM € HE JIHIIE OMHCOBHMH
3aco0amu, a i 3pa3kaMu KyJIbTYPHUX CTEPEOTHITIB 1 OIIHHUX
Moiereil Moo 30BHIIIHOCTI JIFOMHH, IPUTAMAHHUX KOXKHI
i3 JOCIHIDKYBaHUX JIHTBOKYJIBTYp. OTpHMaHi pe3yibTaTu
MOXXYTh CTaTH y TPUTOAI ISl BHKJIAAAaHHS MOPIBHSUIBHOI
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TUTIONIOTIT aHIIHChKOT Ta YKpAiHCBKOI MOB, a TaKOX
y MPAKTHUIl HABYAHHS aHIIIHCHKOT MOBH SIK 1HO3EMHOT.

Ku1rouogBi cJjioBa: nopiBHsUIbHI ()pa3eosori3Mu, OpHITOHIM,
30BHIIIHICTD JIFOMUHH, TOPIBHIHHS (3iCTaBICHHS), TO3UTHBHA
KOHOTAIIisl, HEraTUBHA KOHOTAIlis, aHIIIHChKa Ta yKpaiHChbKa
MOBH.

Jlata mepimoro HaXOIKEHHS CTaTT
1o sumanas: 17.02.2026

JlaTa MpUAHATTS CTATTi O APYKY
micng penensyBanns: 13.03.2026
Jlara myOmikanii (OMpHITIOTHEHHS)
crarti: 29.04.2026




