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PREFACE

The general Chinese view of chengyu (literally “‘established
speech™) is that it expresses the essence of the language, adding
to it beauty and colour by virtue of its richness and originality.

But the expression chengyu may not have an exact equi-
valent in other languages. What exactly is chengyu, how can it
be defined? To this question most users of Chinese have no
definite answer, nor are they keen to seek it, so long as its lack
does not hinder their use of the language.

Since we are dealing with the translation of Chinese into
English, it is reasonable to look first at the English word idiom,
which in almost all cases is expressed as chengyu in Chinese, just
as chengyu is translated into English as idiom. Is there a differ-
ence between the two, or are they exactly equivalent and inter-
changeable in every case?

According to several popular English dictionaries, the defini-
tions for the word “idiom” are given as follows:

Webster— 1. a. the language proper or peculiar to a people

or to a district, community or class
b. the syntactical, grammatical or structural
form peculiar to a language
2. an expression established in the usage of a
language that is peculiar to itself either in
grammatical construction or in having a mean-
ing that cannot be derived as a whole from
the conjoined meanings of its elements
3. a style or form of artistic expression (as in
painting, writing, composing) that is char-
acteristic especially of an individual, a period
or movement, or a medium or instrument
. language of a people or country
. specific character of this

Oxford—

N =



3. form of expression peculiar to a language
or person, peculiarity of phraseology ap-
proved by usage though having meaning not
deductible from those of the separate words

4. characteristic mode of expression in music,
art, etc.

Chambers— 1. an expression with a meaning that cannot

" be guessed from the meanings of the individ-
val words :

2. the expressions of a language in general—
the English idiom

3. an individual style in music, etc.

Longman— 1. the language peculiar to a people, country,
class, community or, more rarely, an individ-
ual

2. the structure of the usual patterns of express-
ion of a language

3. a construction, expression etc. having a
meaning different from the literal one or
not according to the usual patterns of the
language

4. a writer’s characteristic use of words; a
characteristic style in music, art, etc.

The 1980 edition of Britannica Book of English Usage
gives only one, namely, “An idiom is a phrase which is an estab-
lished and correct part of a particular lJanguage but which makes
little sense, if taken literally.”

The 1979 edition of Longman Dictionary of Idioms states
that: “An idiom is a fixed group of words with a special different
meaning from the meanings of the separate words.”

It is, therefore, clear that the word “idiom” in current
usage chiefly refers to “a set phrase”. This predominant feature
in the English language, of course, can also be found in Chinese
chéngyit -but it forms only one of the latter’s many features.
Its definition in Chinese is much more complicated. Some people
say that it means shiyte (#3E idiom, idiomatic phrase), suyii ({535
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common saying, folk adage) and ydnyii (383Eproverb, saying,
adage, saw); others think that it should include yuydn (# S fable,
allegory, parable), ditngii ( & allusion, literary quotation);
and still others claim that it includes xiyii ( & zEidiom), mingydn
(45 well-known saying, celebrated dictum, famous remark),
géyan ( ¥ maxim, motto, aphorism), xiehouyii ( Bi#%3E the
second part of a two-part allegorical saying that actually carries
the message, though sometimes unstated), 1y ({35 slang),
fangyan (/7 Sdialect), etc. Some people even assert that it should
not exclude shiytt (4iiZE technical terms) and bidoy¥ and kduhao
( E=ZE + 11%% slogan, poster, watchword).

Furthermore, there is the question of national characteristics.
Some think that those expressions which originated from alien
culture should not be considered Chinese chéngyi, for instance,
“HPRA”, AR, A AE 7, ORI 7 and B3
#1% ” (which came from Buddhism) and * KEZ(Fw ”,
C_FHE T EEEEE O CESEFRGR and “UTFESF
LARR AR "(which came from a foreign language). Those who are
opposed to this view argue that such expressions have become
so commonly used that they can be regarded as part of Chinese
chéngyii.

In view of the complexities and controversies involved, it
may be necessary to consult the three popular and authoritative
lexicographical works so far available here: Cihai, Ciyuan and
Xiandai Hanyu Cidian (85> 05 - BL{CEEZEFRH). Cihai counts
chéngyil as “a kind of shuyii; set phrases or word groups that
are of customary usage. The formation of chéngyd is of great
variety and the origins of various chéngyii are also diversified.
Some of them can be understood from the surface meanings of
the words they are composed of ( B54%&F#L » FEHP{E ); others
can be understood only if their origins are known ( “F¥kfER -
FIHEE ). Ciyuan puts chéngyit as “‘old sayings of common
usage and those phrases or clauses which are set in form to
express a complete idea.” Xiandai Hanyu Cidian defines chéngyii
as “‘set phrases or clauses that people have customarily used for
ages in terse forms and with incisive meanings.”
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In comparing the definitions of the word “idiom” in English
and chéngyil in Chinese, we find that they are not exactly the
same. The only element that is in common is that they are more
or less established by usage and accepted through practice. The
-Chinese chéngyi involves much more. It seems to bear more
historical colour, carries more literary allusions (inciuding those
from fables and legends) and is rendered more through analogy,
whether metaphor or simile.

This feature of Chinese chéngyd, invites the compilation of
a book like this which can supply stories to tell the origins of
chéngyii. What, then, shall be the title of this book? Since there
is no exact equivalent of chéngy# in Enpglish, the nearest word
can only be “idiom’. So for lack of a better word, this book is
called One Hundred Chinese Idioms and Their Stories. And the
guiding principle in choosing the chéngyi that should go into
the book is that they must have an interesting story behind
them. Naturally, therefore, the readers will find that many com-
monly used chéngy# are not included in this volume, simply
because their source is not from a story. For the same reason,
popular quotations from famous essays or poems are often not
included. It goes without saying this book cannot be a compre-
hensive one, being limited in its size.

As to the source or origin of a Chinese chéngyit, the com-
piler in most cases gives only that which has been recognized
to be so. This is by no means to ignore recent findings that some
chéngyii can be traced back still further to an easlier source. For
instance, “ A"A[[7] A fizE ” used to be attributed to The Book of
Han ( & - B k45 ), but now it has been found to have its
source in the Warring States Records ( BB - #K ).

Though the expressions chéngyli are considered to be more
or less set or established in form or structure, variations are not
rare. Variants are sometimes seen with the mere change of one
word or replacement by a synonym or a nomonym or even
change of the word order. F(_)r instance, “EE#3F "~ can be
written as “ RAFAHE 7, “ BOAEM”, s “ BmER 7 “ BEGE
8>, as “ E e . In this way sometimes the original meaning

12



