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Abstract

In studies of the cognitive processing of idioms, the role of
mental imagery in understanding idioms remains a
controversial issue. Cacciari and Glucksberg (1995) conducted
an experimental study to investigate whether generating
mental images of idioms can facilitate their comprehension.
Their results appeared to reject both the possible connection
between the literal mental image of an idiom and the
figurative meaning of the idiom, and the facilitatory effect of
mental imagery on comprehension. Our study aims at
exploring the facilitatory role of mental images in
understanding unknown idioms. We used a paraphrase
verification task for transparent and opaque unknown idioms
translated from foreign languages into Bulgarian. The results
demonstrate that literal mental images of transparent unknown
idioms can facilitate their comprehension in terms of error
scores in a simple paraphrase verification task. No facilitation
effect for opaque unknown idioms was obtained. This points
towards a link between the literal mental images of transparent
idioms and their figurative meanings.

Introduction
The bulk of cognitive research on idioms is devoted to
comprehension processes. Some have investigated the
contribution of the literal and figurative meanings of idioms
in the comprehension process, and whether both meanings
are computed serially or in parallel (Needham, 1990;
Estill&Kemper, 1982; Glass, 1982; Swinney&Cutler, 1979);
other studies have shown that at some recognition point
literal processing stops and the figurative interpretation
becomes available (Cacciari&Tabossi, 1988;
Tabossi&Zardon, 1993; Titone&Connine, 1994). Another
research area explores the tenet that conceptual metaphors
constrain or mediate our understanding of idioms
(Gibbs&O’Brien, 1990; Nayak&Gibbs, 1990; Gibbs, 1992).
Finally, researchers have also studied the strategies that
people use to understand tropes and idioms, for example,
using the semantics of the constituent words, analogies,
metaphorical extensions, etc. (Cacciari, 1993; Flores
d’Arcais, 1993). However, relatively little attention has been
paid to the role of mental imagery in the process of
understanding figurative language. In some theoretical
frameworks, imagery is regarded as an important component

in discovering the figurative meaning of tropes and idioms
(Lakoff, 1994; Paivio&Walsh, 1998), although experimental
studies have produced contradictory results
(Gibbs&O’Brien, 1990; Cacciari&Glucksberg, 1995).

Following Lakoff and Johnson’s framework (1980), Gibbs
and O’Brien (1990) argue that the meanings of idioms are
motivated by conceptual metaphors. For example, the idiom
spill the beans is motivated by the CONDUIT metaphor which
specifies the conceptual mapping that THE MIND IS A

CONTAINER and IDEAS ARE ENTITIES. Their claim is that
people have conventional images and knowledge for the
meanings of idioms. To test this, in Gibbs and O'Brien's
experiment, subjects were asked to form a mental image of
an idiom and describe it verbally. The results suggest that
these images have a dynamic nature and people are able to
determine the causes and consequences of the actions in
them. The data obtained also confirm the expectation of a
high degree of consistency in mental images for idioms with
similar figurative meanings. Thus, Gibbs and O’Brien
(1990) emphasize that conventional images are
“unconscious, automatic, and independent of modularity”
(p. 39). They do not propose any algorithm of constructing
mental images for idioms but they investigate “the products
of speakers’ mental images for idioms as a way of
discovering the knowledge and information that potentially
motivate the figurative meaning of idiomatic phrases in
English” (ibid.). Finally, they do not claim that people use
mental imagery during ‘normal’ idiom comprehension given
that idioms are processed very rapidly. It is children and
non-native speakers of a language but not experienced
speakers that may form mental images as a way of
understanding idioms.

Contrary to the findings of Gibbs and O’Brien (1990),
Cacciari and Glucksberg (1995) claim that the images
associated with idioms do not reflect their meanings,
moreover, forming mental images does not facilitate the
comprehension of idioms. They argue that people cannot
bypass the literal meaning when processing idioms and
forming a mental image, and that it is much easier to form a
literal image of an idiom than a figurative abstract one. In
this case the images that reflect the literal meaning of an
idiom could not refer to the underlying conceptual
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