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Abs tract

While exploring the mo ti va tio na li ty of Czech phra seo lo gi cal units, this article
focuses undivided attention on ‘the mo ti va tion of word col lo ca tions’ induced by the
relation between in di vi dual com po nents and the phra seo lo gi cal whole, paying no
regard to mo ti va tion inspired by phonetics, word formation, or se ma sio lo gy/ono ma -
sio lo gy. It is generally acknow led ged that, in most cases, phra seo lo gi cal units are not
directly and mea su ra bly motivated by their com po nents. Our aim is to evidence that
direct mo ti va tion can be traced in some phra seo lo gi cal groupings per for ming the de -
no mi na ting function and in phrasemes com pri sing a par ti cu lar formal structure which
will be described and supported by examples.

It is an ar duous, if not for mi da ble, task to pro pose an ex haus tive
de fi ni tion of the term phra se me (the phra seo lo gi cal ex pres sion; the
phra seo lo gi cal unit; the phra seo lo gism). So far the Czech lin guis tic
com mu ni ty has not reached com ple te con cur rence in de ter mi ning the
fun da men tal as pects of phra se mes and their ty po lo gy. Vo lume 4 of
Slovník české fra zeo lo gie a idio ma tiky thus says: 

Tra di tio nal ly and in earlier usage, the area of ex pres sions in clu ded in pro po si tio -
nal phra se mes has been re fer red to by a di stur bing motley of various de si g na tions,
today fairly opaque and fra g men ta ry, con ve y ing little meaning. Mainly, they mu tu al -
ly overlap, not being able to de si g na te many types of ex pres sions wha t so e ver; va rie -
ga ted as they may be, they are nomi na ti ve ly in suf fi cient (Čermák 2009, p. 1241). 

In Nový en cyk lo pe dický slovník češti ny, Čermák says: 

The tra di tio nal and wi de spre ad de li mi ta tion of p.i. [phra se me and idiom – M.K.]
as a fixed re pro duci b le co m bi na tion of words whose meaning is partly, or com p le te ly, 
de ri va b le from the meaning of its co m po nents is inap pro ria te because it does not

cover all types and all planes. Yet in prin ci p le, it is true that a com bi na to ry unit that is
ana ly sed fo r mal ly through ex p la i ning its formal fe a tu res, is called the frazém (phra se -
me), whereas the se man tic ana ly sis re gar ding the re le vant se man tic fe a tu res ju sti fies
the term idiom (Čermák 2017). 

This pa per, si mi lar to e.g. Z. Hlad ká’s Příruční mluvnice češti ny
(1997), sees a phra seo lo gi cal unit as a fixed com bi na tion of a mi ni -
mum of two words con veying a mea ning as a who le (for the most part
un de ri va ble from the mea ning of its cons ti tuents), with at least one of
its com po nents in a par ti cu lar func tion being so le ly re du ced to this
com bi na tion or a few others. As con co mi tant mar kers may ap pear me -
ta pho ri ca li ty; ex pres si vi ty; or oc cur rence of ar chaisms.

Spe cial at ten tion is gi ven to the mo ti va tio na li ty of mea nings com -
mu ni ca ted through Czech phra seo lo gi cal units. Mo ti va tion in this res -
pect is only un derstood as the mo ti va tion of word col lo ca tions, i.e.
mo ti va tion ap pli ca ble to the re la tion between the com po nents and the
phra seo lo gi cal who le, not in the least mo ti va tion af fec ted by pho ne -
tics; by word for ma tion; or by se ma sio lo gy/ono ma sio lo gy (cp. Hlad ká 
2017a). Our main fo cus in pur suit of this aim we re phra se mes fea tu -
ring (or as a who le de no ting) fairy crea tu res. All of the phra seo lo gi cal
ex pres sions quo ted in this ar ti cle (and si gnal led by ita lics) we re ex -
cerp ted from the lists and dic tio na ries of Czech phra seo lo gy in clu ded
in the fi nal bi blio gra phy.

Sta ting that, as a rule, the mea ning of a phra seo lo gi cal ex pres sion
can not be de du ced from the mea nings of its com po nents at the same
time im plies that in some ca ses the glo bal mea ning of a phra seo lo gi cal 
unit can be di rectly mo ti va ted by in di vi dual com po nents and the re fore 
it is de ri va ble from the mea nings of the se seg ments, though in a ve ry
li mi ted num ber of ex cerpts. Di rect mo ti va tion of phra se mes con tain-
ing (or as a who le ex pres sing) a de no mi na tion of a fairy crea ture is
evi den ced, on the one hand, by some phra seo lo gi cal com pound lexe -
mes with a de no mi na ting func tion, and on the other hand, by a phra se -
me type with a par ti cu lar for mal struc ture which will be des cri bed
sub se quen tly. Let us start with the for mer.
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In pre sent- day lin guis tics, de si gna tion (de no mi na tion) is lin ked
with the ve ry ap pel la tive act (the as si gna tion of a lin guis tic form to
a par ti cu lar con tent) as well as with the re sult of the ap pel la tive pro -
cess (the no mi na tive unit): hence not only words but es ta blished col lo -
ca tions (in clu ding phra seo lo gisms) are de no mi na tions (cp. Hlad ká
2017b). As the fra zeo lo gie a idio ma ti ka (phra seo lo gy idio ma tic) en try 
in Nový en cy clo pe dický slovník češti ny has it: 

Being a mu l ti - word and fixed ap pel la tion sup po r ted by se mio tics and psy cho lo gy, 
the phra se me serves its primary no mi na ti ve function [...] (Čermák 2017). 

Ac cor ding to Česká lexiko lo gie (1985), a pu bli ca tion co- au tho red
by J. Fi li pec and F. Čermák, the mea ning of col lo ca tio nal idio ma tic
de no mi na tions is re la ted to en ti ties (per sons; things; etc.), qua li ties;
pro ces ses; sta tes; and con di tions; and the mea ning con veyed by pro -
po si tio nal idio ma tic de si gna tions then cor res ponds to events. 

Yet idio ma tic ap pel la tions also include ex pres sions that de no mi na te re la tions;
fun c tions; operations; deixis; mo da li ty; etc. (J. Filipec and F. Čermák 1985, p. 188).

If this pa per is fo cu sed on phra se mes with a de no mi na tive func tion
(in brief, phra seo lo gi cal ap pel la tions), this term re fers to the nar ro wer
con cep tion, i.e. only to com mu ni ca ting a mea ning which cor res ponds
with en ti ties (i.e. subs tan ces). With re gard to the ex pres sio nal as pect
(na me ly the lin guis tic rea li sa tion), it is a mul ti- word de no mi na tion of
a fairy crea ture itself (in some ca ses a de si gna tion of other en ti ties, as
will be ex po sed fur ther), which, at the same time, func tions as a se con -
da ry ap pel la tion, not pri mal. Only thus can its phra seo lo gi cal im pli ca -
tion be com ple ted and the ex pres sion in ques tion can be ter med fra -
zeo lo gické sous loví (phra seo lo gi cal unit).

Phra seo lo gi cal units with an ap pel la tive func tion are evi den ced
e.g. by the ex cer ped ex pres sions ze lený mužík or vodní mužíček [green
ma ni kin, wa ter sprite]. Both of the se ex pres sions of fer a se con da ry de -
no mi na tion of a fairy crea ture known as wa ter elf (whe re the ex pres -
sion vodník (wa ter elf) is the pri ma ry ap pel la tion, that is to say an ex -
pres sion de no ting a hi ther to not de no mi na ted en ti ty). As ano ther
exam ple of a si mi lar type can serve phra seo lo gi cal units král pe kel /

kníže pe kel né (King of Hell / Prince of Hell)1, a se con da ry ap pel la tions 
for Lu ci fer/Sa tan as Lord of De vils (whe re the ex pres sions Lu ci fer/
/Sa tan are pri ma ry de no mi na tions), or zlá moc (Force of Evil),2 a se -
conda ry de no mi na tion of a de vi lish/dia bo lic crea ture (whe re the ex -
pres sions čert/ďábel (fiend/de vil) are pri mal ap pel la tions)3. The se
phra seo lo gi cal de no mi na tive grou pings are not trans fe red to anyone
el se, i.e. to the real- world beings4 but they de note only fairy crea tu res
or di vine (bi bli cal) beings alone. The ap pel la tive trans fer to anyone el -
se is ef fec ted so le ly through pri ma ry ap pel la tions, i.e. by the ex pres -
sions vodník and čert, which ho we ver, being one- word ap pel la tions,
are not phra se mes.

The abo ve men tio ned phra seo lo gi cal units as a who le are se con da -
ry de no mi na tions of fairy crea tu res pro per. Some other ex cerp ted
phra seo lo gi cal ex pres sions may con tain an ele ment de no ting a fairy
being, the phra se me as a who le is a se con da ry ap pel la tion of a diffe-
rent en ti ty, e.g. dvaatři cet loupežníků (thir ty- two ban dits) for ‘a pack
of cards’; král zvířat (king of ani mals) for ‘the lion’; lidský duch for
‘me ntal strength, abi li ty, or in tel li gence’; etc. Though di rect mo ti va -
tion can be con si de red only in the case of phra seo lo gi cal col lo ca tions
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1 The component kníže is in this phraseme re pre sen ted by the meaning panovník
(ruler). Cp. Slovník spisovného jazyka českého 2011, the entry kníže.

2 The component moc is in this phraseme represented by the meaning “incarnated
su per na tu ral force, power”. Cp. Slovník spisovného jazyka českého 2011, the entry
moc.

3 R. Večerka (2006, pp. 176-177) says that the word čert was newly established as
a surrogate (alternative) appellation of the Devil whose real name was forbidden lest
he should be raised. Later on, the very appellation čert became taboo at secondary
level, as in plain speech people started to use other expressions, e.g. rohatej (the
horned one); ten s kopytem (the hoofed one); etc. In this paper, the expressions čert
and ďábel are considered as synchronous items and since our concern are not biblical
but fairy-tale creatures, both de no mi na tions are treated as synonymous and primary.

4 Real creatures are from the real world, whereas fairy creatures are beings from
a fictional world. The dichotomy of real creatures versus fairy creatures and real
world versus fairy world is used in cor re spon den ce with the terms of Lubomír Doležal 
(2003).



de no mi na ting the fairy crea ture itself. When phra seo lo gi cal ex pres -
sions de note other en ti ties than fairy beings, they are fi gu ra tive ap pel -
la tions and di rect mo ti va tion is out of ques tion. This can be exem pli -
fied by the abo ve men tio ned ex pres sions: dvaatři cet loupežníků fi gu -
ra tive ly de no ting a pack of cards; král zvířat figu ra ti ve ly de no ting the
lion; lidský duch de no ting men tal strength, abi li ty, or in tel li gence; etc.

A spe ci fic case are ap pel la tive col lo ca tions král ne beský (King of
Hea ven) (a se con da ry de no mi na tion of God or Christ) and královna
ne bes (Queen of Hea ven) a se con da ry de no mi na tion of Vir gin Ma ry).
In the se phra seo lo gi cal units, the words král or královna re fer to the
ru ler and this mea ning is not ne ga ted even in the mea ning of the phra -
se me as a who le. The glo bal mea ning of phra seo lo gi cal units is so le ly
ex ten ded by the at tri bu tive ex pres sions ne beský, ne bes spe cifying
whe re the the ma ti sed beings reign. The se are not fairy- tale crea tu res
but de vine fi gu res. The Chris tian de fi ni tion of God is ‘the King ru ling
in Hea ven’ and Vir gin Ma ry is de fi ned as ‘the Queen of Hea ven’. The se
two ex pres sions can be spe ci fed as di rectly mo ti va ted and such col lo -
ca tions can be de fi ned as phra seo lo gi cal ex pres sions that, as a who le,
do not de no mi nate fairy crea tu res but bi bli cal fi gu res. It should be no -
ted that a si mi lar, though not iden ti cal, im pli ca tion ari ses in the abo ve
men tio ned phra se mes re fer ring to fiend/de vil: král pe kel / kníže pe kel -
né or zlá moc. Chris tian theo lo gy the ma ti ses “de vil” in ter pre ting him
as a real ly exis tent im ma te rial being whose ac ti vi ties spread evil
(usual ly cal led Lu ci fer or Sa tan). Fairy ta les, by con trast, in tro du ce the 
crea ture of “fiend” which is con nec ted with va rious at tri bu tes, in clu -
ding evil and pre sence in hell. In the com mu ni ca tion out side the re li -
gious sphe re, ho we ver, the de no mi na tions “fiend” and “de vil” can be
per cei ved as sy no nyms.

A com ple te ly dif ferent re ference oc curs in the fol lo wing ap pel la -
tive col lo ca tions ex cerp ted from Czech phra seo lo gi cal dic tio na ries:
lesní muž; lesní žín ka; mořská pan na; ba ba Ja ga, děd Vševěd; ba ron
Prášil; brouk Pytlík; oškli vé kačátko; ko cour v botách; zla tá ry ba; and
zlatý pták (wood troll; wood nymph; mer maid; crone; wi se old man;
yarn- spin ner; know- it- all; ugly duckling; Puss in Boots; goldfish; gold 

bird; res pec ti ve ly). If the se are used to de no mi nate fairy- tale crea tu -
res, they are pri ma ry ap pel la tions: the re is no other ex pres sion to de -
note the se fi gu res as hi ther to not de no mi na ted “rea li ty”, with their ap -
pel la tive col lo ca tions con cur ren tly (perhaps only par tial ly) ex pres sing 
or de fi ning their mea ning (like e.g. green ma ni kin or wa ter sprite and
other phra se mes in the ear lier men tio ned pa ra graph. Ap pel la tive grou -
pings de no ting fairy crea tu res des cri bed in this pa ra graph are not
phra seo lo gi cal items, be cause they are not se con da ry ap pel la tions. It
is ne ces sa ry to note that in the case of fairy fi gu res lesní/divá žín ka
(wood nymph/dryad) and ba ba Ja ga, their one- word eqi va lents can be 
used instead of ap pel la tive col lo ca tions – je zin ka/di vožen ka for ‘lesní
žín ka’ and ježiba ba for ‘b aba Ja ga’; and instead of the col lo ca tion děd
Vševěd, only the shor ter va ria tion Vševěd/vševěd can be used. The se
equi va lents are pro du ced through word for ma tion (by mo difying the
struc ture of the exis ting words with their mo ti va tion being as cri bed to
word for ma tion), yet as one- word ap pel la tions they are not phra seo lo -
gi cal ex pres sions and do not ap pear in any of our ex cerp ted col lec tions 
or lists of Czech phra seo lo gy (not even as a com po nent of a dif ferent
phra se me. Let us go back to all de no mi na tions of fairy crea tu res co ve -
red in this pa ra graph. If the se terms are used to de note any thing other
than fairy crea tu res pro per (i.e. to name real- world beings), it is the
case of se con da ry ap pel la tion and such grou pings then pos sess phra -
seo lo gi cal qua li ty. Ne ver the less, it can not be re co gni sed as di rect mo -
ti va tion, for it is a fi gu ra tive ap pel la tion, e.g mořská pan na ‘any per -
son who is keen on swim ming in the sea or wa ter in ge ne ral’; brouk
Pytlík ‘a stu pid, con cei ted and stuck- up per son’; etc. Let us men tion
he re the re mai ning ex cerp ted col lo ca tions. In Czech phra seo lo gy, the
ex pres sions hloupý Hon za (Sim ple Si mon) and chy trá horákyně (ap -
prox. Cun ning Girl) are not only re pre sen ted by the se col lo ca tive de -
no mi na tions, but are in cor po ra ted in “bro a der” phra se mes which the -
ma tise a par ti cu lar mark of the se fairy- tale beings, even those re fer red
to by the phra se me as a who le (e.g. tvářit se ja ko hloupý Hon za ‘look
like a Sim ple Si mon’; cho vat se ja ko chy trá horákyně ‘be a cun ning
girl’, etc.) A ‘br o ader’ phra se me al so in clu des the ex pres sion ‘Red Ri -
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ding Hood’: Je to stále ja ko o Čer ve né karkulce which means ‘It is al -
ways the same’. The ex cerp ted phra se mes fea tu ring the se grou pings
are not and can not be de no ted as phra seo gi cal col lo ca tions.

The ap pel la tive func tion as des cri bed in our pa per is al so per for -
med by the so bri quets of his to ri cal per so na li ties – the mo narchs – Král 
železný a zlatý (The Iron and Gol den King) ‘Přemysl Ota kar II’; and
Zimní král (The Win ter King) ‘Fr ed eric Elec tor Pa la tine’, im pli ca ting
se con da ry (and fi gu ra tive) de no mi na tion of real fi gu res. The mo ti va -
tion of the mea ning of the who le phra seo plo gi cal unit through in di vi -
dual com po nents re pre sents di rect mo ti va tion, for the gi ven phra seo -
lo gi cal ap pel la tion is fi gu ra tive, not trans fer red.

We pre sume that di rect mo ti va tion of the phra se me mea ning
through in di vi dual com po nents can be spe ci fied al so in some ex pli cit
si mi les. Ne ver the less this can not be ap plied to all es ta blished (phra -
seo lo gi cal) si mi les. Ex pres sions of this type have to main tain the fol -
lo wing structure whe re the forward slash / marks in ter chan gea ble for -
mal va riants; and pa ren the ses are used to mark omis si ble com po nents:

(VFcom / INF(to be / to have)) + ADJ / S + jako + BS,
where:
VFcom is re pre sen ted by the to-be copula in the 3rd person sin gu lar, the

present tense active (i.e. je); 
INF(být) directly re pre sents the in fi ni ti ve být (to be); 
INF(mít) directly re pre sents the in fi ni ti ve mít (to have); 
ADJ. re pre sents the ad je c ti ve; 
S re pre sents the sub stan ti ve in any case;
The word jako (like/as) re pre sents tetrium com pa ra tio nis;
BS re pre sents the fo un da tion word (i.e. the word de no ting a fairy creature) in

any formal, sy no ny mic, or spe e ch - part ma ni fe sta tion.

The afore men tio ned struc ture must con cur ren tly com ply with the
fol lo wing con di tion – the “ja ko BS” seg ment must not con vey the
mea ning “a great amount of so mething”. Such a case would only be
in ten si fi ca tion of a the ma ti sed qua li ty – with the help of the foun da -
tion word. In Czech phra seo lo gy, this type of phra se mes is evi den ced

e.g. by the foun da tion word čert, such as Je to tvrdé ja ko čert (it is as
hard as de vil) ‘it is ve ry hard’; být hořký ja ko čert (to be as bit ter as
fiend) ‘to be ve ry bit ter’; být di voký/vzteklý ja ko ďábel (to be as wild/
/furious as de vil) ‘to be ve ry wild / fu rious’; etc.

If the es ta blished (phra seo lo gi cal) si mile has any other form than
the one des cri bed abo ve, it is not di rectly mo ti va ted by its in di vi dual
com po nents. It can be ex plai ned by the struc ture for mal ly ve ry si mi lar
to the abo ve men tio ned type, though not iden ti cal:

VF (se) [re fle xi ve pronoun] / INF (se) + jako + BS,
where: 
VF (se) re pre sents a (re fle xi ve) verb in the finite form;
INF (se) re pre sents a (re fle xi ve) verb in the in fi ni ti ve.

The gi ven struc ture is e.g. re pre sen ted by the fol lo wing phra seo lo -
gi cal ex pres sions: Ne se se ja ko královna (she is wal king like a queen]
‘she is haughty’; cho vat se ja ko šašek (to be have like a silly billy) ‘to
be fun ny’; kou kat ja ko drak (to look like a dra gon)‘to have a ha te ful
look’ etc. The marks im li citly com mu ni ca ted through the mea ning of
the phra seo lo gi cal unit as a who le, i.e. hau ghti ness; ri di cu lousness;
spi te ful look are not ex pli citly re fer red to. The re fore in such ex pres -
sions, the mea ning of the phra se me as a who le can hardly be des cri bed 
as pri ma rily mo ti va ted by in di vi dual com po nents.

It can be con clu ded that the pri ma ry mo ti va tion for de no ting the
mea ning of a phra seo lo gi cal unit through in di vi dual com po nents can
be found in some phra se mes with the ap pel la tive func tion. It is evi den -
ced, for exam ple, by the se con da ry (i.e. phra seo lo gi cal) col lo ca tion
de no mi na ting vodník. In ex pla na to ry dic tio na ries, it des cri bed as
a green crea ture, li ving in wa ter, and this de fi ni tion is re flec ted in the
phra seo lo gi cal grou pings ze lený mužík and vodní mužíček. Ano ther
exam ple is the phra seo lo gi cal col lo ca tion re fer ring to čert. In ex pla na -
to ry dic tio na ries it is de fi ned as a su per na tu ral being dwel ling in hell
and per so nifying evil, as re flec ted in phra seo lo gi cal ex pres sions kníže
pe kel and zlá moc. A si mi lar si tua tion can be de cri bed in the case of se -
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con da ry ex pres sions de no mi na ting bi bli cal beings Bůh/Kris tus (God/
/Christ) and Pan na Ma rie (Vir gin Ma ry), whose Chris tian de no mi na -
tions are re flec ted in such phra seo lo gi cal grou pings as král ne beský
and královna ne bes. The di rect mo ti va tion of phra se me mea ning
through in di vi dual com po nents is al so evi dent in phra se mes con vey-
ing ex pli cit com pa ri son, name ly through a par ti cu lar form – (VFcom/
/INF (být/mít)) + ADJ/S + ja ko (as/like) + BS. If the re are any dif -
feren ces from the gi ven struc ture (in the group of phra se mes with
a foun da tion word re fer ring to a fairy crea ture) the re la tion between
the com po nents and the phra se me as a who le can not re sult from pri -
ma ry mo ti va tion.
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