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Chinese culture, deriving its origins from the distant past, is broad,
profound and comprehensive. It covers all fields of human endeavor
including science, art, religion, law, politics, morality, medicine and social
system. Chinese culture, with a long, long history, remains flourishing
and thriving after weathering dynastic vicissitudes over 5,000 years. The
continuity and propagation of Chinese culture have now become our
common mission. Overseas compatriots scatter around all parts of the
globe. Since most of them reside overseas for a long time, it is not easy for
them to get an in-depth understanding of Chinese culture. To fill this gap,
OCAC has invited scholars and experts at home to compile the children’s
songs, Chinese riddle-phrases, Chinese riddles, and Chinese sayings.
Written in plain language and easy to understand, the series suits overseas

compatriots with various levels of Chinese proficiency.

The progress and survival of overseas compatriots and the prosperity
of their communities depend on the effectiveness of education. The main
purposes of OCAC to compile Chinese teaching materials are to promote
understanding of Chinese culture and to enhance the Chinese proficiency
of overseas youths. It is hoped that they can obtain enlightenment from
historical experience and wisdom from the essence of Chinese culture
so that they may help lay a more solid foundation for promoting world
peace and disseminating Chinese culture through cultural integration and

assimilation.

OCAC, Republic of China (Taiwan)
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EditorgsiNote

Chinese yan-yu or sayings are set phrases of popular. They are earthy,
simple, lively and vivid, but at the same time express deep truths. They
often use concrete images from everyday life to express metaphorically the
underlying principles of human affairs and relationships. Vivid metaphors
and rhymes make them easy to pronounce and easy to remember. For this
reason they are widely used by people to express feelings on a particular
subject or support a particular viewpoint.

These sayings have grown out of the collective experience of the Chinese
race and reflect the wisdom, thought, attitudes and Weltanschauung of
Chinese people. They also reflect the development and evolution of
Chinese morals and social order. In addition, the study of Chinese sayings
can enhance one’s enjoyment of reading, raise his level of comprehension,

and improve his expressiveness in writing and speaking.

OCAC has had the good fortune of being able to enlist the service of
Professor C.K. Wang as editor of Chinese sayings. Professor Wang has
compiled a basic selection of most often used riddle-phrases and provided

clear, concise explanations for each.

Professor Wang obtained his doctoral degree from Cambridge University
and has read extensively in the field of Chinese folk literature. The
volumes of Chinese songs and Chinese Riddles which he edited for The
Overseas Chinese Library have been enthusiastically received abroad. We
feel that these volumes of Chinese sayings will be a valuable addition to

2 ()

The Overseas Chinese Library Series.
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You can’t clap with one hand.
It takes two to make a quarrel. Also, it's difficult
to accomplish anything single-handedly.
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Man, like ginger, grows sharper with age.
Ginger grows more pungent with age.
Man as he grows older becomes more experienced
in the ways of the world and goes about doing things
in a more practiced way.
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What doesn’t enter the ear doesn’t disturb
the heart (mind).

If you don’t hear it (rumors, gossip, bad
news, etc.), it won’t bother you.
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A late summer rain brings on the autumn.

As autumn approaches, it seems that often
the rain precipitates the chill of fall weather.
This phrase can be used to denote the
demarcation of change.
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The heart should be warm and the head cool.
One needs to approach a task with a cool head and objective
attitude but at the same time with enthusiasm and zeal.
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Poverty is no obstacle, only lack of ambition.
If a man has a sense of purpose, he can build
a future in spite of poverty.
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To put out a long line to catch a big fish.
To use a long-term or far-reaching plan
to obtain greater results.
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ydng mdo chi zGi yang shén shang
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bén lai jia ji sudn zai chéng bén zhong

ér you xido féi zhé chéng

The wool comes off the lamb’s back.
Gifts given to a person or money spent on his behalf
is actually paid for or provided by that person himself.
For example, free gifts with purchases are included in
the price of the purchase.
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A dead man leaves his name;

a dead panther leaves its skin.

When a man dies he leaves a name for posterity like the
panther leaving its beautiful skin.
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hui dé ddo tidn de bdo you

Heaven helps the good and the lucky.
Heaven will naturally take care of good
people in times of danger or need.
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A fish doesn’t thrive out of water nor grass in a frost.
A fish out of water and grass in a frost will both die.
All men have their Achilles’ heel.
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b rd géi Xd ydo de rén yi didn didn

. Itis better to give a mouthful to the hungry
than a peck to the well-fed.
It is better to give a litlle to one who is in
need than much to one who has plenty.
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Men united are as awesome as a pack of tigers.
Men united become a power as awesome as a group of tigers.
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All words passing the ears cannot be trusted.

Gossip and rumors have low credibility.
One cannot place trust in them.
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Dig where it’s soft; build where it's hard.
Utilize natural conditions and adapt the
method to suit the situation.
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Once words have left a man’s mouth, he can’t catch
them even in a chariot.

Four horses refers to the four-horse chariot. Once words
are spoken, they cannot be recovered. One should
honor his word and not attempt to go back onit.
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The fragrance of flowers is carried by the wind; stories
of good deeds are passed on by men.
Without the wind we would’t smell the flowers; if men
didn’t talk about them, we wouldn’t hear of good
deeds. (Promotional work is important.)
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Sloth is ridiculed, not rags.
People don’t laugh at the poor, just the indolent.
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ér ba kud ydo gud qu de gong ji

The hero doesn’t talk of valorous deeds of yore. ]
Those of true ability don’'t bask in past glories SRS
but strive for new accomplishments.
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Fish for three days and dry the nets for two.

This describes a person who is not persevering
in what he does.
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The canker of care cannot be cured by medicine.
Suspicion or mental anxiety is not easy to get rid of.
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The newly appointed official starts off
with the heat of three torches.

This refers to a show of energy and
enthusiasm in the beginning.
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The more people, the more they gossip;
the more wisteria, the more it twines.

A group of people produces much idle gossip.
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The heavens are high without speaking;
the earth is thick without words.

If one has real accomplishments,

one doesn’t need to brag about them.
They are self-evident.
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To see the willows on the east bank but not the iy
peach blossoms on the west bank.

To only see one side of things or to see only the
good points of one side but not those of the other.
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Put down the slaughter knife and become a Buddha on the spot.
Borrowed from Buddhism, this phrase is now in general use to
mean if a person given to evil ways repents and reforms, he can
immediately be accepted into the ranks of the good.
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shi ji shang bu xing dong

To draw the bow without shooting an arrow.
To bluff or to make an empty threat or promise.
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To hold up a chicken’s feather as the commander’s arrow
The commander’s arrow was used as a token of authorit
by field commanders in old China. This phrase is used to
describe one who takes some casual words of a superior
and uses them as having the authority of an order.
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Without compass and square,

one can’t make circles and right angles.
Without definite guidelines it is impossible
to do anything successfully.
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Heaven is high up and the emperor far away.
Heaven and the emperor are the highest authorities, but because
they are both far removed, one is fairly free to do as he pleases.
(Used to describe a person who is beyond someone else’s control.)
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Bad dogs fear the stick, bad men fear confrontation.
A hard-line, uncompromising approach must be
used against the bad elements in society.
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Insatiable like a snake swallowing an elephant.
Insatiable greed in a man is like a snake swallowing an elephant.
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One cold day won't freeze the ice three feet thick.

One cold day won’t cause the river or lake to freeze over with
three feet of ice. This is used to refer to an event being the
result of a long period of gestation, or the accomplishments of
an individual being the result of a long period of work.
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Even the saints error

Even the best of men are not perfect
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Don’t pass up opportunity;
the time will not come again.
Opportunity knocks but once.
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fan ér yin ci  shéu hai

The clever brought down by cleverness.
Cleverness used in the wrong direction

(as it is so tempting to do) may be one’s undoing.
To be too clever for one’s own good.
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To cut tangled hemp with a sharp stroke of the knife.
To use quick or decisive action to resolve a complicated problem.
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yi zhi  bén rén ting bad jin hdo hua

A spring breeze won’t blow into an ass’s ear.
A dull person doesn’t recognize good advice (or a compliment).
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Reward promotes courage.
Man will risk great danger in the hopes
of substantial gain.
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fan ér qgidng xiGn wid gdo bié rén

The villain accuses first.
This phrase describes one who commits a wrong
and then charges another with the offense.
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One mountain won’t hold two tigers.

Two strongmen cannot operate in the same territory.
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The thousand words in one day must bring an injury.

If one talks too much, he will surely harm himself or
someone else.

53



PR N T AN -

meéi ZUuo kui Xin shi

oK tas L L P
u

pa gui jido mén

R H e EY Fr RS By Fooo

mé ybu zud wé bé liang xin de shi

>k 9 AT ot T 7 9 u 2
Moz F SN féu t ’H"v }'ﬁ ‘K’Lt“ A BB e
jia o]1] hui Xin X0 shén me bid ydng pa

If you haven’t done anything to be ashamed of,
you won’t be afraid of ghosts knocking at your door. ;
If one hasn’t a guilty conscience, he won’t jump at shadows.
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% Don't speakinflexible words n e
" _orwalk to the end of a road.

. Always leave an out.

Don’t push yourself into a corner.
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Rather broken jade than a whole tile.
To sacrifice for an ideal rather than live by underhanded means.
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Look for the character of a man and the heart of speech.
Look for a man’s character not just at his appearance; listen for
the underlying intent of what one says and not just the words.
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To only see the trees but not the woods. r
To not be able to see the forest for the trees. M 8
To see only part but the whole fact.
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The greedy fish is easily hooked.
Those who always have an eye out for a petty
advantage are easiest cheated by others.
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Good wine will bear keeping.
Things of real quality will stand the test of time.
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When the tree falls, the monkeys will scatter.
When a man falls from power, his followers will desert him.
Rats flee from a falling house.
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Men trip and horses stumbile.
All men occasionally make mistakes or suffer defeats.
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Those who hunt rabbits don’t complain about their being too many;
those who like fish don’t complain about the odor.
One doesn’t complain about the quantity or quality of what one likes.
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Water doesn’t flow on level ground;
men don’t cry out if there’s no injustice.
If things are fair and equitable,

there will be no ouicry.
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Grab any doctor in an emergency.

This phrase is used to describe how one looks anywhere or
indiscriminately accepts advice when the situation is critical.
To grab at straws.
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Jump in the Yellow River and it still won’t wash clean.
The water of the Yellow River is turbid, so washing in it will
not get anything clean. This phrase is used to describe a
situation where one has been unjustly accused or suspected
but there is nothing he can do to clear his reputation.
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shi  rén lai ba ji  fang  beéi

Thunder coming too quickly for one to cover his ears.
As quick as lightening. This describes something happening
so suddenly people haven’t a chance to take precautions.

68



— BRY AR L oL

yi zhdo bé shé vyado

+ é e

shi  nian cdo shéng

Mo R R B — R 2 B

bé&i shé vydo gud yi ci zhi  hou

T+~ F2 WA Bl R &L 0 HRke TR L
shi niGn néi kdn ddo cdo shéng yang zi  xiGng shé
NN SR 1 S

xin li dou  hui

;IH: W T Smr Wy

B 3\2 Lz K7

> >E R4 = i
52 RS o 432

réng ran  jué de

Once bitten by a snake,

one will jump at the sight of a rope for years.
Once having had a bad experience,

one will be overly wary for years.
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When you water a tree, water the roots.
When you want to solve a problem, get to the root of the matter.
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Dripping water will eventually cut through rock.
If one is persevering, what one does, however smaill,
will eventually add up to a substantial accomplishment.
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Looking from one mountain, the next looks taller.
The grass always looks greener on the other side of the fence.
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The grass on top of the wall bends with the wind.
To sit on the fence. To play Mr. Facing-Both-Ways.
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To wield one’s axe before Lu Ban.

To show off one’s mediocrity in front of one who turns
out to be an expert. Lu Ban was a master carpenter
of the Spring and Autumn Period (770-476 B.C.).
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zud6 hdo zhin bé gong

Check the roads before going into the mountains;
check the wind before going to sea.
Make adequate preparations before setting about something.
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There are ears on the other side of the wall;
there might be someone ouvutside the window.
Walls have ears.
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The hero falls from his horse;
the swimmer drowns in the river.
Overconfidence in one’s ability brings on disaster.
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Hesitation when decisiveness is called for is sowing seeds for havoc.
Indecisiveness may breed serious trouble.
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A horse slips and Kkills itself on level ground;

a man drowns in shallow water.

Under normal conditions when things are going smoothly,
it is easy to have a false sense of security,

become careless, and make a serious error.
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If you doubt, don’t employ; if you employ, don’t doubit.
Don’t use a man you don’t have confidence in; if you put a
man in a position of responsibility, don’t constantly question
his actions. Be sure of your man and then trust him.
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When the child is in convulsions,
the doctor is slower than molasses in January.

Ji Jing Feng is a Chinese medical term denoting infantile
convulsions resulting from high fever. To have to deal with
a phlegmatic character when one is in a panic.
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Xidn bi X0 you xu dud si  fadng chéng
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shu lin yé bi xd  yobu xu dud  sha zU chéng
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bi ya shi li gl dan chéng bu lido da sh_i

Oné filament isn’t a thread; one ireé isn'ta V\;OOd.
If one’s influence or power is weak and without
support, one’s purpose cannot be realized.
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yi  héu hui jé cha xd dud de zi .
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cln ra gl cang
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zhi fa cht lao Ii

LA~ B &L F R HEL e

yi héou hui  you da shou hud

If one seed is planted, ten thousand grains will go in the bin.
Sow and you shall reap.
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A child pilferer of pins grows into a cutpurse.
A small crack will become a fissure (which suggests
that small problems should be nipped in the bud).
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Zi zhi  ling mado dudn
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ba gdn yudn gdo @ féi

ERE A RN L S R L D
zi ji de

zhi dui néng li mé ydu xin  Xxin

R B RS FrofE R Fe oo

ba gdn fdng shou zud da shi

He knows his feathers are short and dares not fly high.
This describes one who lacks confidence
and is afraid of great undertakings.
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Words spoken are but wind, written are a record.
What is merely said may be denied;
what is written down is substantial evidence.
Put it in writing.
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bi ya rén pin  xing dudn zhéng
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ba

pd bié rén shud xian hud

A siraight man doesn’t fear a crooked shadow.
If a man is upright, he need not fear backbiting.
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zhi yin  moéu rd shé de pd  xing
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ba [ou shéng sé ba lia hén ji

A snake makes no sound; a plot casts no shadows.
Plots and schemes are as insidious as a snake.
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To compare with others makes one want to stamp his foot.
In comparison with others one feels exasperation and
vexation at seeing them beter off.
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lang zZi hui tou jin bd  hudn
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you dang ba wil zhéng
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bi jin Zi hai  bdo gui

The return of the prodigal son is worth more than gold.
The reform of the wastrel is more precious than gold.
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