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Abstract 

The German language has plenty of idioms. Idioms represent an area of language 

full of figurativeness. It is not possible to cover all existing idioms in this paper 

and therefore this paper concentrates on one area of idioms with parts of the 

human body. The student may have trouble understanding the language if they do 

not know its idiomatic expression. The aim of this paper is to advance knowledge 

and to understand, what idioms are and how to use them. This paper can help 

students to improve their language proficiency.  

Keywords: idiom, idiomatic expression, figurative meaning 
 

Introduction 

In the studies of language, the students may learn grammar and vocabulary. 

However, without a working knowledge of idioms, slang, proverbs, his speech 

remains awkward and stilted. The study of idioms should not be neglected. Such a 

study should be made part of, and integrated with the regular teaching of grammar 

and vocabulary.  

German idioms and idiomatic expressions are widely used in all social 

circles and circumstances, as well as in conversation, in media and literature. 

Understanding German idioms can be confusing for non-native speakers, 

especially students.  Idioms have always been difficult to understand. Sometimes, 

they have problems with the idioms.  

According to the curriculum, lots of idioms can be found in the prescribed 

textbooks for undergraduate students, except for the First year undergraduate. In 

this paper, German idioms deriving from body parts which are commonly used und 

frequently found in the textbooks are presented, together with its literal translation 

and figurative meaning.  

Aim of Research 

 The aim of this paper is to help the Myanmar students who are learning 

German as a foreign language to understand the figurative meaning of an idiom 

and to familiarize with commonly used idiomatic expressions, especially regarding 

the parts of human body.  More importantly, it also intends to use idiomatic 

expressions correctly by learning German idioms.  

Data and Method 

The required data for this paper have been collected from the textbooks, 

dictionaries and the different types of books on idioms by Myanmar and German 

authors. The descriptive method was used in this paper.  

Research Question 

 The research questions for this paper were: 

1. What does the idiom mean as a figurative meaning? 

2. Why should the students learn German idioms? 

 

Literature Review 

 In idiom studies, German idioms have been approached from different 

perspectives, mostly in the field of translation. With regard to this paper, a book 
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entitled ―*smrefpum;tvuFm‖ by U Hla Kyaing (2002), the different types of 

dictionaries and the prescribed books were used. 

 Idioms can be considered as a part of a language. An idiom is an expression 

containing several words which have direct meaning for each word, but together, 

they express a different meaning peculiar to that language, which are defined in the 

book Langenscheidt Großwörterbuch (2008, p.567) as ―eine sprachlicher Ausdruck 

(aus mehreren Wörtern), dessen Bedeutung man nicht aus den Bedeutungen seiner 

Bestandteile ableiten kann. ‖.  

 Longman Idioms Dictionary (1998) defines them as ―a sequence of words 

which has a different meaning as a group from the meaning it would have if you 

understand each word separately‖. In other words, an idiom is an expression which 

has a meaning different from that of the joined meanings of its component parts.   

 In the book ―jrefrmpmokawoepmwrf;rsm;‖ by ygarmu©a'gufwmcsKdcsKdwifh 

(jrefrmpm) (2011, pp.93-106) it was suggested that learning idioms is one of the 

effective ways to study Myanmar language. Some idioms arranged in categories 

are also presented in that book. In the study of idioms regarding the body parts, the 

book ―bmomtjrif pmaytjrif‖ by armifcifrif ("EkjzL) (2009, pp.10-27) was 

also studied.  

Findings  

 Idioms cannot be translated literally and they have figurative meaning. As 

every language has idioms, there are also many idiomatic expressions in German 

language. Among them, only idioms with the parts of the human body have been 

discussed in this paper. 

The Head  

Head is uppermost part of the human body and seat of intellect (Holman, p. 

288). Some idiomatic expressions in German language are concerned with 

sensation or thought or intellectual power. For example, the German idiom ―sich 

über etwas den Kopf zerbrechen‖ has a figurative meaning ―to cudgel one‘s 

brains/OD;aESmufajcmufatmifpOfpm;&onf/‖. Some expressions based on movement 

or position of head can also be found in figurative meaning.  

For example, ―den Kopf in den Sand stecken‖ (literal translation ―to bury 

one's head in the sand/OD;acgif;udkoJxJwGifwnfhxm;onf/‖) means ―to ignore a 

danger or a problem/acgif;a&Smifonf/‖ for adequate equivalent. There are also 

some idioms with head which are as a rule figurative in their meaning. They are 

shown in the following table.  

 

German Idioms Literal Translation English / Myanmar 

Equivalent 

den Kopf hängen lassen Someone hangs his 

head.  

to be despondent 
arQmfvifhcsufrJhaeonf/ 

einen klaren Kopf haben to keep a clear head to remain level-headed 
acgif;at;at;xm;onf/ 

etwas mit seinem Kopf 

bezahlen 

to pay for something 

with one‘s head 

to pay for something with 

one‘s life 
toufudkavmif;aMu;xyf onf/ 

jemandem raucht der 

Kopf 

Someone‘s head is 

smoking.  

It‘s got one‘s head spinning.  
acgif;rD;awmufonf/ 

kein Dach über dem not to have a roof to be homeless 
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German Idioms Literal Translation English / Myanmar 

Equivalent 

Kopf haben over one‘s head  tdk;rJhtdrfrJhjzpfonf/ 

sich etwas durch den 

Kopf gehen lassen 

to cross one‘s mind  to have some thoughts about 

something 
jyefvnfpOf;pm;awG;awmonf/ 

The Face 

 Face is an important part of the body, because we speak face to face, when 

we communicate with each other. As a figurative meaning to this there is an idiom 

in German language. The German idiom ―das Gesicht verlieren‖ is literally 

translated as ―to lose one‘s face‖, but the meaning is ―to be humiliated, to do 

something which makes other people stop respecting you/ rsufESmysufp&mudpö 

wpfpHkwpf&mjzpfonf/ ‖. The expression ―jemandem etwas ins Gesicht sagen‖ (to tell 

someone something to his face) means ―to tell someone directly about himself / 

wpfpHkwpfcktaMumif;udkwdkuf&dkufajymqdkonf/ ‖.  

 We can also read feelings from someone‘s face. Face can reflect the inside 

feeling. So the German idiom ―sein wahres Gesicht zeigen‖ (to show ones true face) 

is ―to show one‘s true color/ Zmwd½kyfay:vmonf/‖ in English and Myanmar. In 

terms of the body part face, there are also some idioms as follows.  

German Idioms Literal Translation English / Myanmar 

Equivalent 

andere Gesichter sehen 

wollen 

to want to see new 

faces 

to want to have a change  
tajymif;tvJwpfckvdkvm;onf/ 

Gesichte haben to have faces to have visions 
pdwful;pdwfoef;&dSonf/ 

jemandem ins Gesicht 

lügen 

to lie to one‘s face to tell a bare-faced lie 
rsufESmajymifwdkufonf/ 

zwei Gesichter haben to have two faces  to have two sides to one‘s 

character 
p½dkufESpfrsKd;&dSonf/ 

The Facial Features  

It includes several features such as facial hair, eye, nose etc. Here German 

idioms with some facial features are presented. Some are explained with the 

examples and some are shown in the table.  

The Facial Hair 

Facial hair is any or all of fine filaments growing unaccountably from the 

skin of the human head. Based on this, man use idioms with hair to express the 

uncertainty. For example, when we say ―an einem Haar hängen‖, we don‘t mean 

that ―it hangs on a hair‖, but rather that ―it is not a sure thing to say/ 

raocsmra&&mjzpfonf/‖. Normally, a human hair has a very thin size. The German 

idiom ―etwas um Haaresbreite entgehen‖ literally means ―to escape by a 

hairbreadth‖ and figuratively means ―to have a narrow escape/ oDoDav;uyfvGwf 

onf/‖. There are also some German idioms which are referred to a figurative 

meaning to a thin hair.  

The Eyes 

Eye is an organ of sight (Holman, p. 214). Based on this ability, there are 

many idioms. Some of the examples are ―etwas springt in die Augen‖ (to stare 
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something in the face or to be obvious/ jrifuGif;a&SUa&mufvmonf/ ), ―vor etwas die 

Augen verschließen‖ (to close one‘s eyes to something/ rjrif[efaqmifonf), ―ein 

Auge zudrücken‖ (to overlook an error leniently/ rjrif [ef^rod[efaqmifonf/). 

We can use eyes not only as an organ. Eyes can open our knowledge and eyes are 

also window into the soul. The German phrase ―jemandem die Augen öffnen‖ 

literally translates as ―to open one‘s eyes‖, but the meaning is ―to educate 

someone/ vrf;ñTefjyoonf/‖.  

The Ears 

 Idioms using ear figuratively refers to its ability, hearing. For example, the 

German idiom ―die Ohren spitzen‖ literally means ―to sharpen the ears‖. As an 

English and Myanmar equivalent, it means ―to try to get news from a distance/  

em;pGifhonf/ ‖. If someone listens carefully, we can also use the idiom ―lange 

Ohren machen" (to make long ears/ tm½Hkpdkufem;axmifonf/). Based on the ability, 

there are also some idioms as follows:  

1. jemand kommt etwas zu Ohren (it has come to my ears) means ―to 

know the one‘s secret / owif;aygufMum;onf/‖. 

2. jemandem sein Ohr leihen ( to lend someone his ear ) means ―to listen 

what someone like to tell / olwpfyg;ajymvdkonfudkem;axmifay;onf/‖. 

3. etwas noch im Ohren haben (to have something in ear) means ―to hear 

again something/ jyefvnfMum;a,mifaeqJjzpfonf/‖. 

The Nose 

 Nose, one of the five senses, is an organ of smelling. But most of idioms 

using nose do not express smelling. They just describe about mocking, lie and 

roughness to someone. If you translate ―jemandem eine lange Nase machen‖ (to 

make someone a long nose), word by word, you could hardly guess that the 

expression actually means ―to mock someone /oa&mfonf/‖. When you say ―jem- 

andem eine Nase drehen‖, you don‘t mean ―to roll one‘s nose‖, but rather ―to lie 

someone/vdrfvnfvSnfhjzm;onf/‖. The German idiom ―jemandem die Tür vor der 

Nase zuschlagen‖ is ―to close the door before the nose‖, which translates as ―to 

behave roughly with someone/½dkif;jypGmqufqHonf/‖.  

The Mouth 
 As an organ for speaking, man uses the idioms with mouth for speaking 

figuratively. The German phrase ―den großen Mund haben‖ (to have a big mouth) 

means ―to be a show-off/<um;0gajymqdkonf/‖. This German idiom „jemandem 

Honig um den Mund schmieren‖ literally means ―to smear someone around the 

mouth‖. Its figurative meaning is ―to say as someone likes/ ajr§mufyifhajymqdkonf/‖.  

 We can also use the mouth for eating. That‘s why some idioms refer to this 

meaning. For example, the German expression ―jemand läuft das Wasser im Mund 

zusammen‖ (to flow the water together in the mouth) means ―it makes my mouth 

water/oa&,dkonf? oa&usonf/‖.  

 German idioms with facial features can be found in the following table. 

There are also some facial features like eyelash, tongue, which are not included to 

the above explanation. But in terms of body parts, here especially facial features, 

they are also collected from the books. 
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Body 

parts 

German Idioms Literal Translation English / Myanmar 

Equivalent 

Hair 

 

aufs Haar genau to a hair‘s breadth to be exact  
wdusaocsmonf/ 

ein Haar in der 

Suppe finden 

to find a hair in the 

soup 

to find a snag  
tjypf&Smonf/ 

jemandem die 

Haare vom Kopf 

fressen 

to eat the hairs from 

someone‘s head 

to eat a lot of food when 

someone else has paid for 

it 
olwpfyg;auR;vQif 

trsm;BuD;pm;onf/ 

Eyes 

jemandem ein 

Dorn im Auge 

sein 

to be a thorn in 

someone's eye 

to be a thorn in 

someone's side 
rsufpdqHyifarG;pl;onf/ 

kein Auge zutun to close no eye not be able to sleep 
tdyfr&jzpfonf/ 

keine Augen im 

Kopf haben 

to have not eyes in your 

head  

to be careless 
owdrxm;rdonf/ 

seinen Augen 

nicht trauen 

not to trust your eyes very surprised or shocked 

to see something 
r,HkEdkifjzpfonf/ 

Ears 

ganz Ohr sein to be all ears listen to someone with 

interest  
*&kwpdkufem;axmifonf/ 

Nose 

jemandem etwas 

unter die Nase 

reiben 

to rub someone under 

the nose  

to be pleasent to 

someone  ,Ofaus;ysLiSmpGm

qufqHonf/ 

an der Nase 

herumführen 

to show someone 

around the nose  
to give someone the run-

around 
em;vSnfhyg;&dkufvkyfonf/ 

Mout

h 

den Mund halten to hold the mouth not to say your opinion  
a&iHkEIwfydwfaeonf/ 

einen großen 

Mund haben 

to have a big mouth to be cheeky 
tajymBuD;onf? 

vlyg;0onf/ 

jemandem den 

Mund verbieten 

to forbid the mouth of 

someone  

to be silenced 
a&iHkEIwfydwfaeonf/ 

The Neck 

 Neck is the part of the body connecting the head to the rest of the body. It is 

found out that some idioms are used with a figurative meaning, based on the 

position of neck.  

For example: 

German Idioms Literal 

Translation 

English / Myanmar Equivalent 

Hals über Kopf neck over heads in a hurry/rush 
ta&;wBuD;? tvQifpvdk 

jemandem auf dem 
Nacken sitzen 

to sit on one‘s 
necks 

to breathe down one‘s neck 
ukyfcGpD;onf(twif;tMuyfjyKaponf/) 
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jemandem den 
Nacken beugen 

to bend the neck to bow  
'l;axmuftnHhcHonf/ 

jemandem im Naken 
sitzen 

to sit in the neck to be on one‘s tail 
aemufa,mifcHvdkufonf/ 

so einen Hals haben to have such a 
neck 

to be angry 
pdwfqdk;a'goxGufonf/ 

The Shoulders 

 Shoulder is the joint near the neck that attaches the arm to the human body, 

allowing it to move around. We use the shoulder to carry something. The figurative 

meanings of some idioms are also referred to that. The German idiom ―etwas auf 

fremde Schulter abladen‖ literally means 'to unload something on someone else‘s 

shoulder,' but the English and Myanmar equivalents are ―to carry a load on one‘s 

shoulder/tjypfyHkcsonf/‖.   

 The German phrase ―jemandem die kalte Schulter zeigen‖ (to show 

someone the cold shoulder) means ―to reject/ignore somebody/jiif;y,fonf/‖. The 

German expression ―etwas auf die leichte Schulter nehmen‖  (take something on 

the light shoulder) means ―to take something lightly/tav;teufrxm; 

bJaqmif&Gufonf/‖ in English and Myanmar. 

The Back 

 The human back is the large posterior area of the human body 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_back). In the German language, there are 

also some idioms with the human back, which have the figurative meaning of 

supporting, cover, betrayal and neglect. These idioms are shown as follows: 

German Idioms Literal Translation English / Myanmar 

Equivalent 

jemandem den 

Rücken stärken 

to strengthen one‘s 

back 
to support someone 
wpfpHkwpfa,mufudkyHydk;ulnDonf/ 

jemandem in den 

Rücken fallen 

to fall into one‘s back to betray someone 
opömazmufonf/ 

jemanden/etwas im 

Rücken haben 

to have 

someone/someting in 

the back 

to support/cover someone/ 

something 
wpfpHkwpfa,mufudkyHydk;ulnDonf/ 

mit dem Rücken 

zur/an der Wand 

stehen 

to stand with one‘s 

back to the wall  

to be in a bad situation 
tcuftcJBuHKawGYonf/ 

The Arm 

 In this section, the German idioms with the arm are presented. Parts of the 

arm also include 'hand' and 'finger'. Some idioms with these body parts can be 

found in the following examples, especially to describe management, skill, 

engagement, friendship and relationship and so on. 

  

Body 

Parts 

German Idioms Literal 

Translation 

English / Myanmar 

Equivalent 

Arm 

jemanden mit 

offenen Armen 

empfangen 

to receive someone 

with open arms 

to welcome someone  very 

warmly 
wpfOD;wpfa,mufudkvdIufvJSpGm 

BudKqdkonf/ 

jemandem unter to grab someone to help someone  
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Body 

Parts 

German Idioms Literal 

Translation 

English / Myanmar 

Equivalent 

die Arme greifen under the arms wpfOD;wpfa,mufudkulnDonf/ 

Hand 

etwas in die 

Hand nehmen 

to take something 

in hand 

to take control 
wpfpHkwpf&mudk 

pdwfBudKufpDrHaqmif&Gufonf/ 

etwas mit der 

linken Hand 

machen 

to do something 

with the left-hand 

to be skillful to do 

something  
wpfpHkwpf&mudk 

uRrf;usifydkifEdkifonf/ 

für jemanden die 

Hand ins Feuer 

legen 

put one‘s hand in 

the fire for someone 

to vouch for someone 
wpfOD;wpfa,mufudktmrcH 

onf/ 

jemandem die 

Hand fürs Leben 

reichen 

to give someone the 

hand for life 

to engage someone 
r*FvmjyK&ef urf;vSrf;onf/ 

zwei linke 

Hände haben 

to have 2 left-hands to be not skillful in doing 

something 
wpfpHkwpfckudk uRrf;usif 

ydkifEdkifjcif;r&dSonf/ 

Finger jemanden um 

den (kleinen) 

Finger wickeln 

to wrap someone 

around your (little) 

finger 

to influence a person so 

that he/she does everything 

for someone 
wpfOD;wpfa,mufudkvdk&m 

BudK;qGJEdkifonf/ 

Thumb jemandem die 

Daumen drücken 

to put the thumbs 

for someone 

to wish somebody luck, to 

cross your fingers for 

somebody 
wpfOD;wpfa,mufudkatmifjrif 

&efqkawmif;ay;onf/ 

The Leg 

 We need the legs to go from a place  to another place. Leg is also an active 

organ of the body like hand. Based on this, some idioms with the body part leg 

means ―the changes of places and situation‖. 

1. Beine kriegen (to get legs) means ―something is lost/aysmufqHk;onf? 

aysmufqHk;onf/‖; 

2. lange Beine machen (to make someone long legs) means ―to run 

away/ta0;odkYxGufajy;onf/‖; 

3. mit einem Bein im Grabe stehen ( to have one foot in the grave) means 

―to be close to die /ocsKØif;odkYajcwpfzufvSrf;aeonf/‖;  

4. wieder auf die Beine kommen (to come again upon the leg) means ―to 

recover from something/jyefvnfusef;rmonf? evefxl;onf/‖. 

 Some idioms carry a negative meaning. For example, The German phrase 

―jemandem ein Bein stellen‖ means literally ―to put someone one leg‖. However, 

its figurative meaning is ―to get someone off the ground/ajcxdk;onf/‖. ―die Beine 

unter den Tisch stecken‖ (to put the legs just under the table) means idiomatically 

―not to help someone/wpfOD;wpfa,mufudktultnDray;bJaeonf/‖. 
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Body 

Parts 

German Idioms Literal Translation English / Myanmar 

Equivalent 

Knee 

jemanden in die 

Knie zwingen 

to force someone to 

their knees 

to conquer someone 
tEdkif&onf/ 

weiche Knie haben to have weak knees to feel weak with fear or 

nervousness 
aMumuf'l;wkefonf/ 

Foot 

jemanden auf dem 

falschen Fuß 

erwischen 

to catch someone on 

the wrong foot 

to meet somebody 

unprepared 
rarQmfvifhbJ½kwfw&ufqHka

wGYonf/ 

kalte Füße 

bekommen 

to get cold feet  to abandon a project 

because of anxiety 
pGefYvTwfonf/ 

Discussion  

 Idioms are a part of a language. To better understand the language, idioms 

and idiomatic expressions should also be studied. Idioms cannot be translated 

literally. It is important to know its figurative meaning so that we can use an idiom 

correctly. The German language is rich in idioms. Through this paper, idioms 

regarding the body parts which are commonly used in the prescribed books and in 

everyday conversation are presented, with literally translation and an equivalent in 

English and Myanmar.  

 As a result, some idioms could easily be understood, because they have an 

exact equivalent in other language. Some idioms need the literal translation to 

understand, in the case of not finding a proper equivalent. However, the literal 

translation of the idiom can cause confusion, because its meaning is not predicated 

from the meaning of their constituents.  

 It is possible to speak German without using idioms, but we cannot fully 

express the sayings and understand others, if we do not know the most common 

idioms. It could be difficult for the students who are learning German as a foreign 

language to understand the meaning of an idiom. However, they should learn the 

idioms. Idioms give a deeper insight into the German language and the culture, 

because many German idioms have origin in the history, literature, religion, 

customs and traditions. Furthermore, learning German idioms can enhance your 

language skills and provides different advantages such as better understanding and 

new vocabulary.  

 

Conclusion 

 Idioms are commonly used in the German language, both in speech and in 

writing. Learning German idioms can help improve the understanding of the 

language and make the language proficiency of the students lively and complete 

like a native speaker. In this paper some German idioms with body parts has 

presented. In future studies, it is suggested to study the origins of the idioms and 

the idioms which are most commonly used in everyday life. This paper can be 

assumed to be useful and helpful to the students.  
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