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Introduction

Whenever the “cat gets your tongue” or a situation
demands meaning “in a nutshell,” there can be no better
way to “say it with words” than injecting an idiom into the
conversation. The Chinese language is especially rich in
idioms where a suitable phrase can be found for nearly
every occasion.

It goes without saying that the expression contained
in idioms is innately linked to their native culture and,
although they are a refined method of expressing a
specific meaning, the richness of this form of language
can be greatly enhanced by an understanding of the
historical background and origin of the phrase.

Chinese idioms abound in stories, many of which are
now forgotten or unknown to Chinese speakers today
even though the idioms themselves are still being used
every day.

Originally published in a weekly column in Shanghai
Daily, this collection of one hundred Chinese idioms
details the stories behind each one and offers a humorous
and fascinating insight into the cultural history of China.

From paper tigers to praying mantis, to the music of
nature and heavenly robes, these tales have not only
shed light on the traditional Chinese way of thinking, but

also illustrated many of its ancient customs.



So for those who delight in history and are eager to
gain a better understanding of the Chinese culture and
language, the book Chinese Idioms and Their Stories
provides an excellent way of “killing two birds with one
stone.”



14

17
20

23
26
29
32
35

38
41
44
47

~ O~ ~ ~ @ ~

~ ~  ~ ~

Contents 7

3B & 3¢ (an ta sud ji) A winged steed

F & F 4% (bdi bu chuan ydng) Shooting a willow
leaf

3£ |7 H# (b@in mén nong fi1) Respecting rank

7| JF 4 & (bié kai shéng mian) Drawing new
faces

X 7R JE 7 (bing bu yan zha) Nothing is too deceitful
in war

14 -+ 3£ 37 (b6 shi mdi I{i) A donkey receipt

3% % ¥ (bd bié qian Ii) A lame tortoise triumphs
at last

7574 2% | (cang hdi sang tidn) Forever changing
%17 % K (chéng mén shi hud) City gate on fire
¥ $5 78 # (chéng ddo fu zhé) Following the track
J& T35 % (chin wdng chi hdn) Lips and teeth

M -E4e 7 (céng shan ra lid) Following good
advice

4%, % &) (dé Idng wang shii) Insatiable desire
# #5 B (dong shi xido pin) Imitating beauty
% 2F 7% 2% (dui nid tan qin) Lute before cattle

% J& b Fr (fu di chou xin) Removing burning
firewood from beneath a boiling pot



50
53

56
59
62
65
68
71
74
77
80
83
86
89
92

95
98
101
104
107

109
112

~ ~ N~ N~ ~ ~ N ~ ~N —~N ~ -~

~ ~ ~ ~ ~

7B /K AL (Fu shui ndn shoéu) Spilt water lost

2.1 %7K (g@o shan lit shui) Finding source of
inspiration

X B, 42 %3 (goéu weéi xu diao) Wagging the dog
HRER 52 (hdn dan xué bu) Learning to walk

B £ & K (hua hii 1&i quén) Be tiger or dog

& 7, % BF (hua I6ng didn jing) Eyes of the dragon
&) #¢ 7% Z_ (hudi shé tidn zu) The feet too far

A, K FF X (jT quén shéng tian) Relative power
IR %, = & (jidto tu san ki) The wily hare
4354 # (jin chéng tang chi) Fortress tactics
43 %471t (jin néng mido ji) A pouch of ploys

I KA 4 (jin shui 16u tdi) Waterfront towers
ZR2HLOR & (ju i bu ding) Two minds’ folly

%) K 4| (ké zhou gid jian) A lost sword

B 2 #. -} (kun shou yéu déu) Like a cornered
animal

M 5 %, (1an ya chong shu) Playing off-key
7% ﬂy‘b\ (I6o ma shi ta) Trust an old horse
% "% 1% (180 shéng chéng tdn) A mere platitude
R % &) (1& bu si shii) Forgetting one’s home

Z } FE-F (lidng shang jiin zi) Gentleman on the
beam

#5774 )X, (lidng xil ging féng) Clean hands
J&.5, 1 F (Iu si shui shéu) Who will take the deer?



115
118
121

124
127

130

133
136
139
142
145

148
151
154
157
160

163
166
169
172

~ ~ ~ — ~— ~ —~ ~ ~— -

~ ~  ~ ~

7&-TE 4% 5% (lud yéang zhi gui) Paper price soars
% Y% X, /9 (mén chéng féng yii) Tempest in a line

%.,3% B 7% (mdo sui zi jian) Promote yourself in
due modesty

[ i 3= 7 (mén ting rud shi) Crowded courtyard

A2 4% 7 7] (mé léng liting ké) Pleasing both sides
the best way to survive

B, 3 3 (nido jin gong cdng) When birds are
gone

55| E (pdo zhudn yin yu) Ploys to collect gems
% % T HF (po fii chén zhou) The no-way-out order
A3 F8 % (qi gl xiang dang) Uniting flags, drums

B JEXET (qi hii ndn xi@) Plight of riding a tiger

¥ #& T 3 (qi 1t wdng ydng) Pick a path and stay
on course

AU X (qgi rén you tian) Easing anxious states
F 7 3£ 4R (gian wan mai lin) True value of neighbors
2AIP 3 %5 (qidn 1 ji giéng) The Guizhou donkey
§§ (* (gidng nu zht mo) A powerful crossbow

A ﬂ:é___l’_ (qing yun zhi shang) Meteoric rise in
rank

#H Z A Z. (qing jin ru wéng) Torture by own design
/r’rﬂfi—'h (qing zht ndn shii) Not enough bamboo
rén jié di ling) Inspiring greatness

% (
(sai weng shi ma) Relativity of hidden
values

EHRY



175

178
181
184
187
190
193
196
199
202
205
208
211
214
217

220
223
226
229

232
235
238

— — O~ — o~~~ o~~~ o~

~ ~  ~ ~

Z % JF (s@n gu mdo ) Three calls at the
thatched cottage

= AR JE, (s@in rén chéng hii) Lies tumning into truths
7, % B % (si hui fu ran) Dying ashes flare up

v9 @ 2% % (si mian chi gé) Mournful songs

F 12 43, (shéu kéu rd ping) Tight-lipped counsel
F #kf¥ %, (shou zhi dai tu) Hare-brained
JKiE o G (shui di shi chu@n) Art of water torture
FKIR K # (shui shén hud ré) Water or fire option
K 4y & (tai gong dido yu) Fishing hookless
ﬁ\i‘hﬁw’b (tan shéng pa si) Imperial indulgences
¥4 % £ (tdng bi ddng ché) The praying mantis
¥ WRIHBE (tdng ldng bl chdn) Wasted warnings
X F 3 (tian lué di wang) Dragnet of deception
X R % (tian yT wa féng) The heavenly dress

4k #F MR 4T (tié chli chéng zhén) Li needled into
action

«‘J‘ifb‘a\i E‘% (téu shu ji qi) Spare a rat for a vase
=, %% )28 (wdn bi gut zhéio) Defending the stone
LM% & (wan wi sang zhi) Folly of the senses
t%’%]\ff— (wdang ydng bu ldao) Never too late to
fix

2 451k /8 (wang méi zhi ké) The power of illusions
J&.4m B 97 (wei rd I8 ludn) An eggy tale of risk

wk e 2 Bh (wei rd ji 1éi) Chicken ribs maneuver



241
244

247
250
253

256
259
262
265
268
271
274
277
280
283
286

289
292
295
298

~ — — o~~~ o~~~

~ ~ ~  ~—

K 748 & (wéi yii chéu méu) Duke’s poetic advice

EN#7 <2 12 (wo xin chdng dén) Biding time for
revenge

My vA 2 2% (wi yi 18i ju) Birds of a feather
7}E] A, j‘\ (xiang jian tai ji) From brotherly beans

JA A R AF (xiong ybu chéng zhu) Life lesson
from artist

= ﬂyﬂﬂx (xudn lidng ci gu) Studies can be painful
- & 44 (yan ér dao ling) Stealing a bell

v+ /N4F %, (yé gong hdo I6ng) A dragon passion
""—E’J 1% A (yT ming jing rén) The first sweet song
— %4 (yT nud gidn jin) Worth weight in gold
— £ Z %% (y1 qil zhi hé) Outspoken to death
—v}[E B (y1 yé zhang mu) Leaf of sad illusion
4% 98 1E B (yin zhén zhi k&) Poisoned wine relief
sl 7@‘4‘—\ (you rén you yu) Master of his cleaver
B.N#%.L) (yu gong yi shan) Moving mountains

rfﬁ%i%?}ﬂ% (yu bang xiang zhéng) Third party
thinking

A% A0 4X J8, (yué zii dai pdo) Stay out of the kitchen
E] 7}37)’}5‘ (zi xiing mdo dun) Spear and shield
ﬁﬂi%@ (zhao san mu si) Monkeying around

WE (zong hu gut shan) Setting the tiger
free



S aX
) ﬁ\cpw \/y\wv

=L

&= ©REFE

0 < /@bv// & *n /VGW
A/ .

~T

Y



2 EZE % (an td susd ji) A winged steed

A father and son both came to fame in ancient China because of
their relationship with horses. Today, they are still well known to
most Chinese thanks not only to the domestic animals, but also to
this popular idiom called An Tu Suo Ji.

Bo Le, who lived during the Spring and Autumn Period (770-476
BC), was a specialist at judging horses.

It is said that at just one glance, Bo could spot a “winged steed”
(an exceptional animal that could run nearly 500 kilometers a day)
from a thousand galloping horses.

So today, his name is frequently used to praise people who
have a “good eye” at discovering talented young singers, dancers,
athletes, artists, scientists or anyone who has an unusual gift in a
specific field.

Bo had a son. Unlike his father, the son had no outstanding
qualities at all and was known as a good-for-nothing.

However, like his father, the son is also remembered today by
many because of his involvement in this idiom, which translates
literally “looking for a steed according to a picture.”

As the best horse breeder of his time, the senior Bo was not only
respected by his peers but also by the duke of the State of Qin. One
day, the duke said to him: “As you are getting advanced in age, have
you ever thought of passing down your exquisite skills to anyone?”

“Yes, Your Excellency,” answered Bo. “But regrettably my only
son is really a dumb boy and knows little about horses. So, I will

probably have to write down all my know-how and experiences if



they are to benefit future generations of horse breeders.”

With encouragement from the duke and after months of toil,
Bo finished his book on horses. When the son saw it, he read a
few pages on how to determine which horses could be tamed
into “winged steeds.” According to the book, a potential “winged
steed” should have a strong brow and deep-set eyes. There was
also a graphic in the book depicting this part of such a steed.

After copying the picture, the son decided to go out to find a
“winged steed” so that he could become a master horse breeder
like his father.

However, after wandering around for a whole day, he failed to
find a single horse that fitted the description and the picture.

On his way home, the son suddenly saw a big toad sitting on the
roadside. He found that the toad had a strong brow and deep-set eyes
similar to the ones in the picture. He was overjoyed at his discovery
and ran into his father’s room shouting: “Dad, Dad! I’ve just found
a winged steed!” “Really? Where’s it,” the father asked suspiciously.

“Just in front of our house. Come on, Dad, let’s go and have a
look.” Going outside, the son pointed to the toad and said that the
amphibian fitted the description of a “winged steed” in the book,
except for its legs, which did not look quite like those of a horse.

Letting out a long sigh, the senior Bo said: “My son, you did
very well. But the only problem is that the ‘winged steed’ you have
found can only hop around and you will never be able to ride it.”

Today, people often cite this idiom to describe any single-
minded dogmatist who brings back a “toad” when asked to find a

“winged steed.”
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BEH 4% (bai bu chuan ydng) Shooting a willow leaf

There must be hundreds of ways to evaluate a sharp-shooter. But
for the Chinese, the sole qualification for an expert marksman is
Bai Bu Chuan Yang or “to pierce a willow leaf with an arrow from
the distance of 100 paces.”

The expression is derived from a story about a legendary archer
named Yang Youji.

Yang lived in the State of Chu during the Spring and Autumn
Period (770-476 BC). He started to practice martial arts and
archery when he was just a child. As he grew older, Yang became a
top archer in his home district.

One day, Yang watched a group of young archers compete near
his home. First, they shot a target erected beneath a willow tree at
a distance of about 50 paces. Most seemed to do quite well, so it
was difficult to judge who was the best archer.

Yang then suggested someone paint a willow leaf red and then
the competitors shoot at the leaf from the distance of 100 paces.
One by one, the archers tried and failed to hit the red willow leaf
which was quivering in the gentle breeze.

“Let me have a try,” Yang finally said.

Taking the bow, he held his breath and concentrated on the
crimson willow leaf. When he slowly released his grip, the arrow
flew through the air with a powerful whoosh and pierced a hole in
the painted leaf.

Loud applause burst from the onlookers.

However, one of the young archers dared Yang to shoot down



more willow leaves to prove he was really a sharpshooter. Yang
agreed.

He collected 100 arrows and then shot them one after another.
All the people present were awed to see that out of the 100 shots,
Yang had 100 bull’s eyes.

Since then, this idiom has become a widely quoted expression
to describe an expert marksman regardless of whether he uses an

arrow, a stone, a knife, a gun or a rocket.






BE15E 2 (bGn mén nong i) Respecting rank

To explain the origin and meaning of the Chinese idiom Ban
Men Nong Fu, or flaunting one’s proficiency with an axe in front
of Lu Ban, we must first introduce two great names in Chinese
history.

One is Lu Ban, a legendary master carpenter, and the other
is Li Bai, one of the greatest poets the Chinese nation has ever
produced.

Lu lived in the State of Chu around the time that the Spring
and Autumn Period (770-467 BC) was replaced by the Warring
States Period (476-221 BC). As a carpenter, Lu was exceptionally
dexterous with all kinds of tools, including axes.

To help his state battle its enemies, the carpenter invented
various weapons, such as tactical push-hooks for fighting on
boats and scaling-ladders for attacking walled cities. In addition,
he created a number of carpenter’s tools and helped build many
famous bridges and palaces in the state.

Lu was remembered by successive generations as the best
carpenter in Chinese history and the father of Chinese carpentry.

Li Bai (701-762 AD) was a highly-gifted poet during the Tang
Dynasty (618-907 AD), the golden age of Chinese poetry. After his
death, people built a beautiful tomb for him in Caishiji, a craggy
bank along the Yangtze River in today’s Anhui Province.

Almost every day, throngs of his admirers visited the tomb.
And, more often than not, they scribbled one or two poems on the

tombstone as if visiting it gave them some fleeting inspiration.



