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Abstract

This paper discusses the Russian terms vokabula and leksema, as well as related concepts introduced
to lexicography and semantics by a group of Moscow-based researchers led by Jurij D. Apresjan
(commonly known as the Moscow Semantic School) and by Igor Mel¢uk (the author of the Mean-
ing <> Text Theory and, alongside Aleksander Zholkovsky, the primary proponent of the Explana-
tory-Combinatorial Dictionary). The Russian term leksema and its equivalents in other languages
(Eng. lexeme, Fr. lexéme, Ger. Lexem, Sp. lexema) are firmly anchored in Apresjan’s and Mel¢uk’s
lexicographic theory and practice and have been widely accepted by the international lexicographic
community. In contrast, the Russian term vokabula has not even been accepted by Russian lexi-
cographers, let alone the international lexicographic community. This paper explores the reasons
behind this discrepancy, which can be attributed to the nature of the lexical parallels in Russian
and other languages (Eng. vocable, Fr. vocable, Ger. Vokabel, Sp. vocablo). Related issues in this
paper include the widely used Russian term slovarnaja stat'ja (Eng. dictionary entry, Fr. article
de dictionnaire, Ger. Worterbuchartikel, Sp. articulo lexicogrdfico) and the Russian term lemma
(Eng. lemma, Fr. lemme, Ger. Lemma, Sp. lema), as well as the German term Stichwort (Eng. key-
word), the former in the context of computational linguistics and the latter in the context of general
lexicography. As a result, we propose names for Apresjan’s and Mel¢uk’s term vokabula in German
(namely, Stichwort or Lemma) and English (namely, keyword or lemma).
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Introduction

This paper begins with the definitions of the Russian terms lekserma and voka-
bula, as well as related terms. These were introduced to Russian lexicography
and semantics in the 1970s by a group of Moscow-based researchers led by Jurij
D. Apresjan (commonly known as the Moscow Semantic School) and by Igor
Mel¢uk (the author of the Meaning <> Text Theory and, together with Aleksand-
er Zholkovsky, the main proponent of the Explanatory-Combinatorial Dictio-
nary - see Mel¢uk & Reuther, 2020). The two terms were not equally accepted by
the scientific community. The Russian term lekserma and its equivalents in other
languages (Eng. lexeme, Fr. lexéme, Ger. Lexem, Sp. lexema) — firmly anchored
in Apresjan’s and Mel¢uk’s lexicographic theory and practice - have been widely
accepted by the international lexicographic community, albeit not always with
the same clarity of definition or consistency of usage found in the work of Apres-
jan and Mel¢uk. They are often used as quasi-synonyms of the term word. Not so
the Russian term vokabula. Anchored in Apresjan’s and Mel¢uk’s lexicographic
terminology, this term has not even been accepted by the wider Russian lexico-
graphic community, let alone lexicographers and linguists worldwide. We will
argue that this is due to the nature of the lexical parallels’ in Russian and other
languages (English vocable, French vocable, German Vokabel, Spanish vocablo).
Data from large corpora of Russian and German, as well as general dictionar-
ies of Russian, German, French, Spanish and English, will be used to support
this claim. This paper will also discuss the widely used Russian term slovarnaja
stat'ja (Eng. dictionary entry, Fr. article de dictionnaire, Ger. Worterbuchartikel,
Sp. articulo lexicogrdfico) and the Russian term lemma (Eng. lemma, Fr. lemme,
Ger. Lemma, Sp. lema), as well as the German term Stichwort (Eng. keyword),
the former in the context of computational linguistics and the latter in the con-
text of general lexicography.

The paper is organized as follows: Section 1 is documentary in nature and
includes some commentary. Subsection 1.1 covers Apresjans definitions; Subsec-
tion 1.2 deals with a recent handbook article on “Lexeme” in the authoritative ESLL
(Encyclopedia of Slavic Languages and Linguistics Online, see Greenberg & Greno-
ble, 2020-); Subsection 1.3 covers Mel¢uk’s definitions. Subsection 1.4 provides
an intermediate summary. Section 2 is a corpus- and dictionary-based research

1 The term lexical parallel is used as defined by Dubichynskyi & Reuther (2020). It refers to
two or more words in different languages that are phonetically and/or graphically similar, and that
have either the same, or partly different, or completely different lexical meaning. These are called
full, partial, or false lexical parallels, respectively.



Remarks on Ju. D. Apresjan’s lexicographic terminology... NEO.2025.37.18 p.3/20

into the topic addressed in the title: leksema and vokabula from a multilingual
perspective. Subsection 2.1 compares corpus and dictionary data on Russian
leksema and vokabula, on the one hand, and on German Lexem und Vokabel,
on the other hand; Subsection 2.2 contains general dictionary data on English
vocable, French vocable and Spanish vocablo. The short Section 3 is devoted to
the related terms English lemma and keyword, German Lemma and Stichwort,
which are widely used in general, computational and corpus linguistics. This
leads to Section 4, in which we propose names for Apresjan’s and Mel¢uk’s term
vokabula in German (Stichwort or Lemma) and English (keyword or lemma).
The paper ends with the Conclusion and the Bibliography.

Section 1: Russian, French and English terminology

1.1 Apresjan (2009; 2014): the Russian terms leksema and vokabula

Let us begin with Apresjans definition of the term leksema as the core concept
of his “Conceptual apparatus of systemic lexicography” (Apresjan, 2009, p. 509;
translation mine — T.R.%):

“A leksema is a word in one of its senses, together with all its inherent proper-
ties in this sense, essential properties being those to which the rules of the given
language refer. [...] It is the leksema, not the word, that is the real lexical unit of
the language, since normally every polysemic word is used in an utterance in one
of its senses. Unlike the meaning, the lexeme is a multifaceted unit of language: it
has a signifier (phonetic shell), a signified (meaning) and a syntactics (features of

»3

combinability).

2 For the sake of accuracy and transparency, the relevant Russian terms appear in italics and
transliteration, rather than in translation from the original Russian.

3 The original Russian text reads as follows: «J/lekceMa — C7I0BO B OHOM W3 €r0 3Ha4eHMIIL,
HO BO BCeil COBOKYITHOCTH IIPUCYIIMX €My B 9TOM 3Ha4eHUM CBOVICTB, IIPUYEM CYIECTBEHHBIMU
CBOJICTBAMM IPU3HAIOTCA Te, K KOTOPBIM OOpPAIalOTCs IpaBmia AaHHOTO S3bIKA. [...] VIMeHHO
JleKCeMa, a He CJI0BO, ABJIETCS PeajIbHOI JIeKCIYeCKOil eMHMLIE A3bIKa, IIOTOMY YTO B HOpMe
KaX[joe MHOTO3HAYHOE C/IOBO JCIIONIb3YeTCSA B BBICKA3BIBAHMM B KaKOM-TO OJHOM M3 CBOUX
3HaueHMil. B oTiMume OT 3HaYeHMsA, JIeKCeMa — MHOTOCTOPOHHAA efVHMIIA A3bIKA: y Hee ecTb
o3navamoiee (poHernyeckas 060109Ka), 03HAYaeMOe (3HayeHMe) U CUHTAKTUKa (0CO6eHHOCTH
COYETAEMOCTI)».



NEO.2025.37.18 p.4/20 Tilmann Reuther

Apresjan’s definition of the leksema highlights the traditional structuralist
concept of the dual nature of the linguistic sign: the signifier (Rus. oznacajuscee
and the signified (Rus. oznacaemoe). This concept was enriched by Mel¢uk’s syn-
tactics (Rus. sintaktika) as the third component of the linguistic sign in Mean-
ing <> Text Theory (Mel¢uk, 1974).

This definition of leksema relies on the concepts of word (Rus. slovo) and mean-
ing (Rus. smysl), as well as the ability to identify the (signified) meaning of one
(signifying) element within the (signified) meaning of a (signifying) utterance.
Further on, the concept of polysemy (Rus. mnogoznacnost') of words is crucial for
linguists when compiling dictionaries. Apresjan also mentions his approach to
linguistic modelling - the concept of interaction between the lexemes of the lex-
icon and the rules of grammar. However, the term vokabula was not included in
the “Conceptual apparatus” of (Apresjan, 2009). It can be found later in (Apres-
jan, 2014, pp. 7-8):

“Vokabula and leksema

The basic unit of description in the AS [= Aktivnyj slovar' russkogo jazyka / Active
dictionary of Russian — T.R.], as well as in any other explanatory dictionary, is
a single word, or a vokabula. [...]*

The second very important unit of the dictionary is the word in one of its inherent
senses, or the leksema. More precisely, a leksema in the AS is understood as a word
taken in one of its senses and with the totality of the linguistically essential prop-
erties inherent to the word in this sense. Linguistically essential properties are
properties on which some rules of a given language are based. [...]. They include
the stylistic properties of a leksema, its phonetic properties, the specific prosody of
the leksema, its grammatical forms, if they differ from the grammatical paradigm
of the whole word, the possible meanings of grammatical forms, the dictionary
meaning (tolkovanie) of the leksema, its regular modifications in certain contex-
tual conditions, some information about the realities behind the given leksema,
the government properties of the leksema, [...], non valency-controlled syntactic
constructions characteristic of the leksema, its lexical-semantic combinability and,

4 Speaking about the vokabula as the basic (!) unit of description in the Active Dictionary of
the Russian language, Apresjan contradicts his own words (,,It is the leksema, not the word, that
is the real lexical unit of the language’, see above) and Mel¢uK’s approach (see below). For more
details see also Footnote 12.
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finally, its lexical world, i.e., synonyms, analogues, conversions, antonyms and

derivatives.”

As can be seen, Apresjan provides a lot of information about the concept of
leksema. In contrast, the term vokabula remains rather underdefined, as does
the related term word (Rus. slovo).°

1.2. Spencer & Wiemer (2020): lexeme and “vocable” in ESLL

For the sake of comparison, and to demonstrate the international recognition of
the approach of Apresjan and Mel¢uk (for the latter, see Section 1.3), the follow-
ing two paragraphs are taken from Spencer & Wiemer’s (2020) recent encyclope-
dic article on “Lexeme” in the ESLL (Greenberg & Grenoble, 2020-):

“Like Zaliznjak (1967), Apresjan and his collaborators conceive of lexemes as
abstract units represented by word forms or phrases (i.e., analytical/periphrastic
expressions), called “lexes”, organized in paradigms (Mel¢uk, 2006, p. 21). Lex-
emes are opposed to “vocables” (Rus. vokabuly). The latter in practice correspond
to dictionary entries (as defined, e.g., in Katamba 1993, pp. 17f.): a polysemic
vocable is a signifiant that comprises as many lexemes as the number of meanings

5 The original Russian text reads as follows: «Boxabyma n nekcema. OCHOBHOI efUHNIIEN
omucanusi B AC, KaK U BO BCSAKOM JPYIOM TOJKOBOM CIOBape, SIB/SIETCS OTHEIBHOE CIIOBO,
wi Bokabyma. [...] Bropoil BaxHeiiulell eguMHMIEN CIOBaps CYMTAETCS CIOBO B OJHOM U3
NpUCYHIIMX eMy 3Ha4YeHui, unm nekceMa. bonee TouyHo, mop nekceMoit B AC MOHMMAETCS CI0BO,
B3ATOE B OffHOM M3 JIMEIOLIMX y HEro 3Ha4YeHWil, HO BO BCEil COBOKYIHOCTM IPUCYLINX €My
B 9TOM 3HAYEHUM JIMHIBUCTUYECKM CYILIECTBEHHDBIX CBOVCTB. JIMHIBUCTIYECKN CYILECTBEHHBIMU
CUNTAIOTCS CBOJCTBA, HA KOTOpbIe OMMPAIOTCS KaKue-TO MPaBIIa HAHHOTO s3biKa. [...] K Hum
OTHOCATCS CTWINCTUYECK)E CBOJICTBA JIEKCEMbI, ee (pOHETUUECKVe CBOVICTBA, crieruudeckas
IPOCONNS JIEKCEeMBI, ee IrpaMMaTideckye (pOpPMBI, €CIM OHM OTIMYAITCA OT IPaMMATHYECKOI
HapafurMbl BCETO CI0BA, BO3MO)KHbIE 3HAYEHNs IPAMMATIUeCKuX HOpM, CTIOBapHOE 3HaUeHMe
(TO/IKOBaHME) JIEKCEMBI, €r0 3aKOHOMepHbIe MOAM(UKALUN B ONpee/IeHHbIX KOHTEKCTYalIbHBIX
YCIOBMAX, HEKOTOpble CBEJEHNMS O CTOAIIMX 3a NAHHOI JIEKCEMOIl pealusxX, yHpasAloLiye
CBOJICTBA JIEKCEMBL, [...], XapaKTepHbIe [/ IeKCeMbl HeBaTeHTHbIE CHHTaKCUYeCKIie KOHCTPYKIHIL,
ee JIEKCYKO-CeMaHTIYeCKast COYeTaeMOCTb I, HAKOHeL], e IEKCUYECKIUIT MIUP,  IMEHHO CYHOHVIMBI,
aHaJIOrM, KOHBEPCUBBI, aHTOHMMBI U IePUBATBI».

6 In Meaning <> Text Theory. “word” is not a term, or at least should not be used as such,
due to its ambiguity: 1. polysemous word (= vocable in MTT terminology) vs. 2. lexeme (Fr. accep-
tion d’'un vocable; Eng. wordsense in MTT terminology) vs. 3. wordform (element of a lexeme,
one of its lexes in MTT terminology). The term “vocable” has been put forward precisely in
order to avoid this ambiguity. For a recent discussion of the term word in linguistic typology, see
Haspelmath, 2023.
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[read: senses!” — T.R.] defined by the metalinguistic paraphrases; the paraphrases
have to reveal how the meanings are connected (Melcuk, 1995¢, p. 500 n3; 1997,
p. 346; see Polysemy). From this it follows that homonymous units belong to dif-
ferent vocables. This is summarized in the following definition:

A lexeme is a minimal unit of lexicographic description; it corresponds to a dic-
tionary entry. A lexeme is a word in a specific sense, with all its syntactic and
morphological peculiarities (characteristic precisely of this sense). A vocable is
a family of lexemes such that: (i) their signifiers are identical; (ii) their signifi-
ers [read: signifieds! - T.R.] contain a non-trivial common component. Two lex-
emes belonging to the same vocable are in relation of polysemy; two lexemes hav-
ing identical signifiers but belonging to two different vocables are in relation of
homonymy. (Mel¢uk, 1995a, p. 132 nl; see also Mel¢uk, 1974, p. 141 nl; 1995b,
pp. 4155, 1997, pp. 102f,, 329; 2006, p. 21; Mel¢uk & Zholkovsky, 1995, p. 51 n2)”

Obviously, Spencer & Wiemer (2020) use the English term lexeme in a natural
way as the equivalent of the Russian term leksema, while putting “vocable” in
quotation marks before using it — in the second paragraph - as the plain English
equivalent of the Russian term vokabula. The authors also link the terms lexeme
and vocable to the notion of dictionary entry: a vocable is said to correspond “in
practice” to a dictionary entry, while a lexeme is said to be “the minimal unit of
lexicographic description”®

7 In Meaning < Text Theory, as generally in linguistics, different meanings of a polysemic
word are called (word) senses. On behalf of “lexes” see Footnote 13 below.

8 It is worth noting that Spencer & Wiemer use the three terms (signifié — meaning — sense)
synonymously, and that they fail to mention a third component of the linguistic sign, the so-called
syntactics (of the lexeme). Further on, Spencer & Wiemer (2020) discuss details that are not directly
relevant to our exploration of this paper’s main topic. However, I believe they are interesting in their
own right and worthy of a mention as a side note:

“Since a lexeme is a word (vocable) with a specific meaning, and paradigms are built on lexemes
(not on vocables; [...]), we are left with the question how lexical meanings are identified and formu-
lated. This is where most theories, and thus approaches to the lexeme, differ. According to the ear-
lier tradition (cf. Reformatskij, 1967), the meaning of a lexeme is effectively just what is left when
we eliminate the grammatical meanings from the meanings of wordforms. This presupposes that
the grammatical meanings of a given language are known and that a distributional analysis of all
wordforms in the language (including their morphemic structure and their syntactic distribution)
is possible, allowing us to isolate sets of forms with an identical lexical meaning (e.g., Zaliznjak,
1967; Kempgen, 1981 on Russian; Laskowski, 1984, pp. 22-26; 1987; 1998, pp. 42-52 on Polish).
What all these approaches have in common is that they start from inflection and paradigmatically
organized wordforms (however, Laskowski, 1984; 1998 explicitly accounts for noninflected word-
form classes) but do not appeal to lexical semantic representations.”
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1.3. Mel’¢uk: lexie, article de dictionnaire, vocable in DEC and ESLL

Along with Russian, French is the best represented language in terms of lexico-
graphic theory and practice of the Meaning <> Text Theory. See, for example,
the four volumes of DEC, the Dictionnaire explicatif et combinatoire du frangais
contemporain, i.e., the French version of the Explanatory-Combinatorial Dic-
tionary (Mel¢uk et al. (1984, 1988, 1992, 1999)). The theoretical foundations
were set out in Mel¢uk, Clas & Polguére (1995). As can be seen below, Mel¢uk,
Clas & Polgueére (1995, pp. 15-16) proposed the French term (la) lexie as a hyper-
onym of the Russian term leksema:’

“La lexie est I'unité de base de la lexicologie — en fait, son objet central et méme, en
schématisant un peu, son seul et unique objet. [...] Le concept de lexie est une for-
malisation et, simultanément, une généralisation de la notion de moT. Il nest pas
dans notre intention dentreprendre ici une analyse poussée de cette notion, méme
si Jon sait bien que le mot est une unité centrale de la langue: [...] on trouvera une
étude détaillée de la question et des propositions de définitions dans Melcuk, 1993,
Partie I, p. 97 ssq”

Again, as before with Apresjan and Spencer & Wiemer, the understanding
of the term word is taken to be intuitively clear and prior to the definition of
the term lexie. Further on, lexie is revealed to be synonymous with unité lexicale,
and hyperonimous to lexéme and phraséme:

“Pour le moment, il nous suffit de dire qu'une lexie (n1: Nous utilisons le terme lex-
ie tel que propose et défini par B. Pottier (1991)) ou unité lexicale est soit un mot
pris dans une acception bien spécifique (= lexéme), soit encore une locution, elle

aussi prise dans une acception bien spécifique (= phraséme)”*°

Later in their book, in Chapter IV on the macrostructure of the dictionary,
Mel¢uk, Clas & Polguere (1995, pp. 155-156), explain the connection between
the terms lexie and article de dictionnaire.

“Lunité de base du DEC, comme nous l'avons déja dit, est la lexie; chaque lexie est

décrite dans un article de dictionnaire spécifique. Une lexie ne correspond qua

°  As we will see below, Fr. lexie (= Fr. unité lexicale) is a hyperonym of Fr. lexéme (Rus. lekse-
ma) and of Fr. phraséme (Rus. frazema).
10 A Jater term that was proposed instead of the too general phraséme is locution = idiom.
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un seul article de dictionnaire, et vice versa, un article de dictionnaire correspond

toujours a une seule lexie”

In a further step, the French equivalent of the Russian term vokabula is estab-
lished: the authors refer to it as (le) vocable, and to its corresponding lexicograph-
ic description as le superarticle de dictionnaire:

“On constate, cependant, que, dans de nombreux cas, des lexies ont un méme sig-
nifiant et, en plus, manifestent entre elles des liens sémantiques assez évidents. Par
exemple, on a en francais au moins trois lexies ayant le signifiant /lapg€/ qui sont
sémantiquement liées: LAPIN (animal) (Le lapin mange des carottes), LAPIN (vian-
de de cet animal) (une excellente terrine de lapin) et LAPIN (fourrure de cet animal)
(un manteau en lapin). Cest le phénomeéne bien connu de la polysémie [...] Le
DEC, [...] aura au moins trois articles différents pour les trois lexies LAPIN illus-
trées ci-dessus — trois articles différents réunis cependant sous le méme vocable
LAPIN. Dans le DEC, donc, un vocable nest pas un article de dictionnaire mais un
ensemble d’articles apparentés par leur sémantisme et leur forme — un superar-

ticle?

More recently, in their ESLL, article on the Explanatory-Combinatorial Dic-
tionary Mel¢uk & Reuther (2020) used the term “vocable” in quotation marks.
Building on the well-established term lexical unit (abbreviated LU), they intro-
duced the term (lexicographic) superentry to refer to the collection of dictionary
entries describing the vocable:

“The target of a lexical entry in the ECD is, as stated above, a “monosemous LU” -
a lexeme or an idiom. Each LU is described by one dictionary entry, and each
entry describes one LU. But what about “polysemous words,” which are so numer-
ous in any language? This brings us to the notion of “vocable,” i.e., a lexicographic
superentry: if a lexeme is analogous to a “word sense,” then a vocable corresponds
to a “full word?”

A “vocable” is the set of all LUs such that
(i) all of them have an identical signifier, and

(ii) any one of them is semantically linked to all the others”

The background for the quotation marks will be the subject of discussion in
Section 2 below.
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1.4. Intermediate summary

Let us summarize what has been discovered so far.

- The term leksema as defined by Apresjan and Mel¢uk is a key concept in lex-
icology'' and is directly linked to the corresponding concept of dictionary
entry (Rus. slovarnaja stat'ja) in lexicography.

- In Apresjan’s approach, “the basic unit of description in the AS is the vokabu-
la?, whereas Mel¢uk holds that “I'unité de base du DEC est la lexie*

- The Russian term leksema has equivalents in other languages, such as Eng. lex-
eme, Fr. lexéme, while the Russian term vokabula (cf. Latin vocabulum) has
evolved as a technical term in Russian linguistics and has been assigned ter-
minological equivalents in French (le) vocable and in English (the) vocable.

- The French term (la) lexie has no generally accepted equivalent in other lan-
guages. Spencer & Wiemer (2020, see above) put “lexes” in quotation marks.**

- The French term lexie is said to be synonymous with Fr. unité lexicale; its
equivalent in English is lexical unit (Rus. leksiceskaja edinica).

— The Russian term slovarnaja stat'ja has the commonly known equivalents arti-
cle de dictionnaire in French and dictionary entry in English.

- The innovative French term (le) superarticle (de dictionnaire) has its equiva-
lent (lexicographic) superentry in English, whereas there is no such established
equivalent in Russian.'*

11 However, note that the older Russian term leksiko-semanticeskij variant slova, which was
abandoned by the Moscow Semantic School in favor of leksema, can still be found in the works of
influential Russian lexicographers.

12 The difference in wording between Apresjan and Mel¢uk must not be overestimated. It
stems from a difference in the perspective of linguistic modelling, which is evident in almost all of
their work. Apresjan often “looks in the direction” of linguistic analysis from Text to Meaning. In
the case of the dictionary, he starts with a word and all its possible usages, moving towards defining
separate meanings, while keeping them under the “umbrella” of one vokabula as long as possible,
i.e., for as long as polysemy can be argued for (homonymy being the alternative case for establishing
two vokabuly). Mel¢uk’s modelling always (!) proceeds in the direction of synthesis from Meaning
to Text. This means moving from a semantic representation (of what the speaker wants to say)
to identifying lexical units and grammatical relations that express this Meaning as a Text. In this
approach, the dictionary contains all the necessary information about lexical units, which, under
the condition of polysemy, come as a set called a vocable. However, both Apresjan and Mel¢uk share
the concept of two major inherently connected components of linguistic description: the lexicon
and the grammar.

13 In Meaning <> Text theory the term lex is defined as an ‘element of a lexeme, and not as
the English equivalent of lexie, which is called a lexical unit in English.

14 One could think of slovarnaja sverxstat'ja or slovarnaja superstat'ja.
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Section 2: The multilingual perspective

In this section, we will examine the favorable and unfavorable conditions for
the existence and/or emergence of equivalents of leksema and vokabula in four
major European languages (English, French, German, Spanish).

2.1 Data from corpora and general dictionaries on Russian
vokabula / leksema and German Vokabel /| Lexem

All four words are attested in corpora of Russian and German, respectively, as
well as in general dictionaries of the two languages.

In Russian, the item vokabula is attested in the National Corpus of the Russian
Language (ruscorpora.ru) and in general dictionaries, where it is found with one
archaic sense (see below). As will become clear, this sense is different to that
introduced by Apresjan and Mel¢uk for the lexicographic term.

In German, the item (die) Vokabel is equally attested in corpora — we will
refer to Cosmas II corpus (cosmas2.ids-mannheim.de) — and is found in general
dictionaries in two senses. In one of these senses, Ger. Vokabel is widely used in
the teaching and learning of foreign languages, referring to a word that the stu-
dent should learn, always in pair with an equivalent in the student’s mother
tongue (and usually written down for memorization and repetition in a special
notebook called Vokabelheft). The question is whether there is enough “favorable
space” for another language-related sense of Vokabel? Referring to corpus data
and dictionary data, we will argue that there is not.

The following quantitative data were taken from the subcorpora specified as

“Corpus name: main” in the Russian National Corpus, and W Archiv der Geschrie-
benen Sprache; Korpus W-iffentlich - alle offentlichen Korpora des Archivs W (mit
Neuakquisitionen); Archiv-Release: Deutsches Referenzkorpus DeReKo-2025-1 in
the Cosmas II corpus:

Russian vokabula

Russian leksema

German Vokabel

German Lexem

Request

28.02.2025
Documents found: 61
Examples found 81

Request

01.03.2025
Documents found: 84
Examples found: 678

Request
01.03.2025
Examples found:
26.434

Request
01.03.2025
Examples found:
356
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While leksema (678 examples found) and Lexem (356 examples found) appear
to be closely related in Russian and German, the data for vokabula (81 examples
found) and Vokabel (26434 examples found) are strikingly different in the two
languages. The timelines of the Russian and German items provide more details:
vokabula was popular in the 19th century, specifically from the 1820s to the 1870s,
and is rarely used nowadays, whereas Vokabel has steadily increased in populari-
ty from the 18th century to the present day.

16 — Query 1
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Further on, in the dictionaries, the Russian word vokabula is monosemic and
marked as archaic. The German word Vokabel is polysemic with one sense as
provided above that is roughly equivalent to the archaic sense of the Russian
word vokabula. Detailed lexicographic definitions'® and examples from texts are
given below:

15 The original definition of Russian vokabula, taken from the four-volume Small Academ-
ic Dictionary of Russian, reads as follows: “Yemap. VIHocTpaHHOe C/IOBO € IIEPEBOJOM Ha PORHOIL
A3BIK KaK IIpeJMeT 3aydmBaHMA Ipu obydeHum Kakomy-m. ssbiky. (http://feb-web.ru/feb/mas/
mas-abc/default.asp). The German definition of Vokabel is taken from the online resource Der
deutsche Wortschatz von 1600 bis heute (https://www.dwds.de/wb/Vokabel).
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vokabula Vokabel
definition |Archaic. A foreign word with | 1. Einzelnes Wort einer fremden Sprache
a translation into a person’s
mother tongue as an object of | 2. Bezeichnung, Ausdruck
memorisation in foreign lan-
guage teaching and learning
examples | Ucen'e vokabul, grammatiki | 1. Bei solch’ tollen Temperaturen Vokabeln

i razgovorov slo samo po sebe
v klasse; no doma ja nicego
ne ucil naizust’ “The study of
vocabulary, grammar, and
conversations went on by itself
in class; but at home I learned
nothing by heart’ [S. Aksakov,
1856];

Cto éto ty francuzskie vokabuly
ucis'? — kivaul Ivan na tetrad-
ku, lezavsuju na stole ‘So you’re
learning French word lists? —
Ivan nodded toward the note-
book lying on the table

[E Dostoevskij, 1880].

2. “Katastrophal” - das war die meistge-

pauken? [Niirnberger Nachrichten]; Eine
neue Vokabel aus der Wirtschaftswelt ist
in Ruflland in aller Munde, obwohl noch
die wenigsten etwas mit ihr anzufan-
gen wissen: der Voucher, auch Privatis-
ierungsscheck genannt. [Siiddeutsche Zei-
tung]; Dabei wird neben Grammatik und
Vokabeln auch der kulturelle Hintergrund
unterrichtet. [News].

brauchte Vokabel unter den Aktienana-
lysten, als sie die Gewinnprognosen des
Siemens-Konzerns fiir das gerade erst
begonnene Geschiftsjahr 1996/97 ver-
[Niirnberger ~ Nachrichten];
Nicht eben das, was man sich unter der
Vokabel “Sofortvollzug” vorstellt, den die
Stadtentwdsserung  fordert.  [Studdeut-
sche Zeitungl; Das Wort “loschen” ist
die meistgebrauchte Vokabel der the-
atralischen gesellschaftlichen Bestandsauf-
nahme “Letzter Aufruf’. [News].

nahmen.

As a result, general dictionaries report the archaic Russian monosemic item
vokabula and its polysemic German phonic equivalent Vokabel. The latter has
two senses: Vokabel 1, which is related to language teaching and learning and
is similar in meaning to vokabula, and Vokabel 2, which means ‘denomination,
expression.

Adding the Russian linguistic term, as defined above by Apresjan and
Mel¢uk (A&M), as a second lexeme vokabula 2 would result in a polysemic
Russian word vokabula with both archaic and modern senses. The “semantic
bridge” between these two senses is ‘word of a language’ (a proof of their poly-
semic nature). The rest of the two senses, however, is to a certain degree anton-
ymous, cf. ‘one word in one language with its translation into another language’
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for vokabula 1 versus ‘set of formally identical and semantically closely related
lexemes of one language’ for vokabula 2.

For the German word Vokabel, A&M’s meaning is not attested, and I believe
that there is an unfavorable condition to establish, along with Vokabel 1 and
Vokabel 2 as defined above, a third lexeme Vokabel 3 with A&M’s terminologi-
cal meaning. Vokabel 1 is so well known and frequently used that another lan-
guage-related, and to a certain degree antonymous (see above for vokabula 2)
lexical unit Vokabel 3 would confuse many general language users, as well as
specialists. However, the remaining problem is how to express the meaning of
A&M’s term vokabula 2 in German.

After turning to French and Spanish, as opposed to English, an alternative for
both German and English will be given in Section 4 below.

2.2 French vocable, Spanish vocablo, English vocable

In this subsection we will demonstrate how French and Spanish differ from
English in terms of the acceptability of the phonetic equivalents of vokabula 2.

2.2.1 French vocable
Checking authoritative online dictionaries of French, the Larousse, the Robert,
and the Oxford French Dictionary reveals the following:

Larousse en ligne https://www.larousse.fr/dictionnaires/francais/vocable/82341)
1. Mot, terme d’'une langue considéré surtout sous le rapport de sa significa-
tion, de son individualité lexicale (petit, petite, petits sont trois formes d’'un
méme vocable).
2. Nom du saint ou du mystere sous le patronage duquel une église est placée.

Robert en ligne https://dictionnaire.lerobert.com/definition/vocable
Mot d’'une langue, considéré dans sa signification, sa valeur expressive.

Oxford French Dictionary online
1. (mot) term;
2. Religion chapelle sous le vocable de chapel dedicated to.

As can be seen, all definitions refer to the hyperonym mot (word), and
the meaning of vocable 1 in Larousse is the closest to A&M’s lexicographic term
leksema. This is a favorable precondition for the integration of A&M'’s term as
a sense of vocable into the French language.


https://www.larousse.fr/dictionnaires/francais/vocable/82341
https://dictionnaire.lerobert.com/definition/vocable

NEO.2025.37.18 p.14/20 Tilmann Reuther

2.2.2 Spanish vocablo

For Spanish, the reference sources are three dictionaries, the Spanish Wiktion-
ary online, the Diccionario del estudiante Real Academia Espariola online, and
the Oxford Spanish Dictionary online:

Spanish Wiktionary online https://es.wiktionary.org/wiki/vocablo
Unidad minima del lenguaje escrito o hablado que puede darse separada-
mente

Diccionario del estudiante Real Academia Espariola online https://www.rae.es/dic
cionario-estudiante/vocablo
Palabra (sonido o conjunto de sonidos dotados de significado que constituyen
una unidad indivisible del discurso, y su representacion grafica). EI vocablo
“futbol” proviene del inglés “football”. ;Cudl es el significado de este vocablo?

Oxford Spanish Dictionary online
(formal) word vocablos extranjeros

As can be seen, the Spanish item vocablo is a synonym of palabra (word). In
the Diccionario del estudiante Real Academia Espafiola online, there is a quasi-lin-
guistic definition of what a word (palabra) is: “Word (sound or set of sounds with
a meaning that constitute an indivisible unit of speech, and its graphic represen-
tation)” This fact is a favorable condition for the integration of A&M’s term as
a sense of vocablo into the Spanish language.'

2.2.3 English vocable
The Oxford dictionary (for British English) and the Merriam Webster Dictionary
(for American English) both refer to the hyperonym word:

Oxford dictionary of English online
a word, especially with reference to form rather than meaning.

16 Indeed, Alonso Ramos (2004), in her book related to the framework of the Explanatory-
Combinatorial Dictionary, defines vocablo as a lexicographic term in line with A&M’s definition
(“vocablo or polysemic word”): “Asi, un vocablo o palabra polisémica como dar agrupara lexemas
que tienen un comportamiento libre, es decir, que son escogidos segun su sentido, y otros lexemas
que son restringidos, es decir, que son controlados por otros ya escogidos previamente en el dis-
curso. En otras palabras, un vocablo puede estar constituido por lexemas auténomos o libres y por
lexemas colocativos”


https://es.wiktionary.org/wiki/vocablo
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Merriam-Webster online https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/vocable#
dictionary-entry-1
term, specifically: a word composed of various sounds or letters without
regard to its meaning. The birds” phrasings are both melodic and mechanical,
cyclical and spontaneous, like the wordless vocables of scat singers [New York
Times, 11 Feb. 2020].

As can be seen, both dictionaries offer only one meaning, which - although
referring to word - is much narrower than the meaning of A&M’s lexicographic
term. In English, vocable is exclusively related to the form of a word, i.e., to its
signifier, and not to the signified. This is an unfavorable condition for the inte-
gration of the word vocable in A&M’s sense into the English language. Never-
theless, it is found as a term in quotation marks (Mel¢uk & Reuther, 2020, see
above). An alternative name will be presented below.

To conclude this section, it became clear that the French vocable and the Span-
ish vocablo, both of which refer to word/mot/palabra as hyperonyms, can easily
be used as lexicographical terms: word/mot/palabra refer to form and meaning,
the traditional dual nature of lexical items. This creates favorable conditions
for the integration of A&M’s term into French and Spanish. On the contrary,
the definition of vocable in English does not include the signified component
of word (cf. ‘a word composed of various sounds or letters without regard to its
meaning’), resulting in unfavorable conditions for the integration of vocable in
A&M’s sense into the English language.

Section 3.
A short exploration of the terminology of traditional,
computational and corpus linguistics: lemma, keyword

In order to solve the problem of how the meaning of A&M’s term vokabula can
be expressed in English and German, let us briefly consider two examples of ter-
minology from computational and corpus linguistics.

Firstly, the term keyword has been used in lexicography for centuries, as has
its German equivalent Stichwort. However, until now, neither keyword nor Stich-
wort have been used as equivalents of Russian vokabula.

Secondly, the recently updated version of the Russian National Corpus uses
the term Rus. lemma (written in Cyrillic as zemma) for the top search box in


https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/vocable#dictionary-entry-1
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the Russian user interface in parallel with Eng. lemma for the top search box
in the English user interface. This demonstrates the complete integration of
the term lermma into both Russian and English. However, lemmma has not yet been
suggested as a potential equivalent to vokabula in English.

In the next section, we will suggest German and English terminological equiv-
alents of the lexicographic term Rus. vokabula (Fr. vocable, Sp. vocablo) in A&M’s
sense which make use of Ger. Stichwort (alternatively, Lemma) and Eng. keyword
(alternatively, lemma).

Section 4: A traditional and a corpora-oriented proposal for
equivalents of Apresjan & Mel’¢uk’s term vokabula/vocable
in German and English

Obviously, the term Stichwort can be used to refer either to one lexeme, or to
the set of lexemes that fall “under the umbrella” of a vokabula in the sense of
A&M’s term, cf. the following example: “Zum <Unter dem> Stichwort HASE findet
man im Worterbuch drei Bedeutungen.” (Rus. “Vokabula HASE imeet v slovare tri
znachenija.” — for English, see below). Consequently, when it comes to the term
dictionary entry, the term Stichworteintrag can be used referring to the “name
of the umbrella” where all information about one or more lexemes that fulfil
the definition of A&M'’s term vokabula is stored. Cf. “Der Stichworteintrag HASE
enthdlt drei Unterartikel zu drei verschiedenen Bedeutungen des Wortes Hase.” In
other words, a Stichworteintrag is a dictionary entry for either a monosemic or
for a polysemic word.

What remains to propose is a more favorable name for A&M’s notion of voka-
bula in English. In my opinion, this could be either the traditional term keyword
or the international term of Greek origin Eng. lemma (Rus. lemma, Fr. lemme,
Ger. Lemma, Sp. lema, etc.).

If we agree to this solution, the quotation from Mel¢uk & Reuther (2020),
cited in Section 1, Subsection 1.3, would read as follows:

“The target of a lexical entry in the ECD is, as stated above, a “monosemous LU” -
a lexeme or an idiom. Each LU is described by one dictionary entry, and each
entry describes one LU. But what about “polysemous words,” which are so numer-

ous in any language? This brings us to the notion of keyword (or lemma), i.e.,
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a lexicographic superentry: if a lexeme is analogous to a “word sense,” then a key-
word (or lemma) corresponds to a “full word.”
A keyword (or lemma) is the set of all LUs such that
(i) all of them have an identical signifier, and
(ii) any one of them is semantically linked to all the others”

An alternative approach is to do without keyword and lemma and stick to (lex-
icographic superentry), cf.: ... if a lexeme is analogous to a “word sense,” then
a superentry corresponds to a “full word.”

A superentry is the set of all LUs such that
(i) all of them have an identical signifier, and
(ii) any one of them is semantically linked to all the others”

Consequently, the translations of the German sentences above are the follow-
ing: “In the dictionary, the keyword <lemma, superentry> HASE has three mean-
ings”; “The superentry HASE contains three subentries for three different meanings
of the word Hase.”

That concludes my contribution as a linguist and a native speaker of Ger-
man. It is for linguists and native speakers of English to decide on the solution
for English.

Our findings presented in Sections 2 to 4 are as follows:

1. Firmly anchored in Apresjan’s and Mel¢uk’s lexicographic theory and prac-
tice, the Russian term leksema and its lexical parallels (Eng. lexeme, Fr. lexéme,
Ger. Lexem, Sp. lexema) have made their way into international lexicographic
terminology.

2. The Russian term vokabula can easily be integrated into the French and Span-
ish linguistic terminology but meets resistance in German and English. Luck-
ily enough, Ger. Stichwort and Eng. Lemma, in our opinion, fulfill favorable
conditions for their integration as equivalents of A&M’s Russian term vok-
abula into German and English. In combination with the terms Ger. (Wor-
terbuch)eintrag and Eng. (dictionary) entry, we consider Ger. Stichwortein-
trag and Eng. superentry as favorable terms for the complete information for
all lexemes that fall “under the umbrella” of a Rus. vokabula, Ger. Stichwort,
Eng. lemma.
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Conclusion

Given the data on Russian, English, French, German and Spanish, the terms
Rus. leksema - Eng. lexeme — Fr. lexéme — Ger. Lexem — Sp. lexema are full termi-
nological lexical parallels. On the contrary, the words Rus. vokabula - Eng. voca-
ble - Fr. vocable - Ger. Vokabel - Sp. vocablo have a historical background, dating
back centuries before their terminological sense was first introduced by Apres-
jan and Mel¢uk for Russian. The lexical parallels of Rus. vokabula - Fr. voca-
ble - Sp. vocablo proliferated easily into French and Spanish terminology, leaving
the English equivalent “vocable” halfway in quotation marks, and the German
Vokabel undocumented.

The situation in English and German is the following: In modern English,
vocable is defined as ‘a word, especially with reference to form rather than mean-
ing. In modern German, Vokabel is defined as a one-to-one correspondence
between two words, one in a foreign language, and one in a learner’s mother
tongue. Both definitions contradict the idea of vokabula as a set of lexemes in one
and only one language.

In order to integrate the concept of vokabula into German and English termi-
nology, the following is proposed: The terms Ger. Stichwort (alternatively, Lem-
ma), and Eng. keyword (alternatively, lemma) can refer either to one lexeme, or
to the set of lexemes that fall “under the umbrella” of a vokabula in the sense of
Apresjan & Mel¢uk’s terminology; consequently, Ger. Stichwort or Lemma and
Eng. keyword or lemma, should be used as equivalents of the terms Rus. voka-
bula - Fr. vocable - Sp. vocablo. Further on, Ger. Stichworteintrag (alternative-
ly, Lemmaeintrag) and Eng. superentry (as proposed by Melcuk) can be used,
referring to the “name of the umbrella” where all information about one or more
lexemes that fulfil the definition of A&M’s term vokabula is stored."”
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