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FOREWORD

Everyday expressions are, as the term implies, habits of speech in
extremely common use in everyday life. A grasp of certain everyday
expressions is naturally necessary for Chinese people to express
themselves in their own language, but it is also important for foreigners
who are studying the Chinese language.

The difference between everyday expressions and proverbs and
allusions is that the latter two derive from ancient classical works and
incidents, whereas everyday expressions spring from among the common
people. The language of the common people often has a strong and
earthy flavor, and a robust power of expression. With their vivid
imagery and pithy phrasing, such everyday expressions are indispensable
for everyday social exchanges. It can be said that when speaking Chinese
one cannot do without them, and that an appropriate application of
everyday expressions enriches one’s power of verbal expression and
makes communication with others more effective.

There are, of course, many ways to learn everyday expressions —
in the classroom, through reading literary works and through everyday
personal contact. All these methods are feasible, but they have their
limitations: The teacher’s explanations may tend to emphasize the
semantics involved; reading literary works can provide the context to
expressions, and using everyday expressions in personal communication
can illuminate and put into focus the environment in which they are or
should be used. However, these approaches can only show the student
the “how but not why” of everyday expressions. A mastery of such
ingredients of conversational speech and facility in their use can only be
attained through a knowledge of their origins and course of evolution.



The starting point of the method of compilation of this book is
precisely the origins and course of evolution of the everyday expressions
— a comprehensive selection — contained in it. The author is well —
versed in folk expressions, and the choice of everyday expressions has
been ingenious in its originality in that they are not only genuinely
colloquial but also each has a charming and lively tradition. Discovering
these traditions, the reader will understand the origin of the expressions
and be helped to get a better understanding of the speech of ordinary
people and aspects of Chinese tradition.

This book follows the mode of the series Easy Way to Learn
Chinese. The text has been rendered into idiomatic and fluent English
by an Englishman well acquainted with the Chinese language, and
explanations have been appended of obscure sections. In addition,
unorthodox readings of certain characters have been rendered in pinyin
notation. We hope that the illustrations accompanying the passages add
to the book’s attractiveness, and increase the reader’s pleasure in
“relaxed learning.”
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Shangdang

Many years ago, a certain rich family surnamed Wang
opened a pawnshop in a city. Wise management ensured the
steady growth of the shop’s business. Its capital, in which each
member of the family had a stake, increased by leaps and
bounds, and eventually the members of the family grew tired of
looking after the business, and hired a manager to do it for them.
Thenceforth, they were freed from care and exertion, and spent
their days in pursuit of leisure.

During the Guang Xu reign period (1875-1909) of the Qing
Dynasty, there was a manager of the pawnshop named Shou
Zhu. This man had no inclination for business; he was more in-
terested in books, and had once been an editor. The Wangs, cal-
culating how to make their pawnbroking business profitable once
more, brought the items which they did not use at home and
pawned them at their own pawnshop. Of course, they set their
own prices, and the counter clerk had to give them whatever they
asked — not a cent less. Within only a few months, there was
very little capital left in the business, as the Wangs had cheated
themselves. Shou Zhu had no choice but to borrow money from
other establishments. But with no replacement of capital, how

3



eeug kA # L%

could the loans be repaid? In less than a year, this once-thriving
pawnshop closed down.

Seeing this, the local people coined a phrase, satirizing the
Wang family for cutting the ground from under their own feet:
“Wang from Qinghe going to his own pawnshop. ” In those days,
pawning articles was called “shangdang” (“going into hock”). As
the Wangs’ pawnbroking business had gone bankrupt as a conse-
quence of their own self-deceit, this expression became a syn-
onym for being cheated and suffering loss.



