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FOI‘ eword

The Chinese language is rich in vocabulary, phrases and
idioms. As a form of set phrases, Chinese idioms are in wide
use and occupy an important place in the language as a
whole. Concise yet meaningful, they illustrate certain specific
facts, carry certain moral teachings or suggest certain
particular images, thus constituting a unique characteristic of
the Chinese language.

Chinese idioms, which emerged and developed in the long
years of Chinese history, mostly consist of four characters
which go together and virtually function as a set term. When
used properly and cleverly in everyday conversation, speeches
or writings, they add to the appeal of the language and make
it more to the point and achieve what cannot be achieved by
other ways of expressing the same thought.

A correct understanding of their meaning is the key to the
correct use of Chinese idioms. While some can be taken
literally, others cannot be interpreted or used correctly
without first delving into their real meaning and origin.

Being numerous and having backgrounds that can be
traced back to ancient times, Chinese idioms are partly
derived from oral language and partly — perhaps in the case
of a greater percentage of them — from ancient historical
records, literature and other writings. The latter category,
with which this book chiefly deals, embraces those coming
from parables or fables, historical stories or anecdotes, and
fairy tales or legends. -

Chinese historical records of the remote past abound in
wise fables, didactic parables and thought-provoking tales. A
case in point is the works of the philosophers of the various
schools prior to the Qin Dynasty (221-207 B.C.). Many of
the fables and tales contained in them are summarized in a
few words, such as “The Harmful Horse in the Herd” (see p.
182 of this book) and “A Roc Can Fly Ten Thousand Miles”
(see p. 293). Some idioms deal with historical events or
anecdotes, such as “Calling Thrice at the Thatched Cottage”



(see p. 26) and “Throwing Down the Pen and Joining the
Army” (see p. 99). Quite a number of Chinese idioms
belonging to the above categories carry a philsosophical note
and draw on practical experiences, which make them
significant even for contemporary life. There are also some
idioms which have been taken from well-known ancient
works and have thus become maxims.

The present book, a continuation of Best Chinese Idioms
published in 1984, contains 203 Chinese idioms which are in
common use and behind each of which there is a story or an
anecdote. Generally speaking, the stories and anecdotes are
based on the original versions in classical Chinese but, where
necessary, abridgement and modifications are made and brief
descriptions of their backgrounds given. Many of the Chinese
idioms are accompanied by English equivalents. Chinese
phonetic spelling (pinyin) is given to each title, and for
readers who are not familiar with this system the appendix
“Guide to Chinese Phonetic Alphabet” at the end of the
book may prove useful.

The table of contents in this book has been arranged
according to the number of strokes of the first Chinese
character in each title. There is an index at the end of the
book compiled alphabetically, using the pinyin system.
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