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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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For convenience we have used “riddle-phrase” as a translation for xie-hou yu.
There seems to be no equivalent for this unique type of linguistic construction in
English. The expression xie-hou was used by classical writers to a construction in
witch the first part of an often quoted phrase was used as a substitute for the last, as if
in English one were to use the phrase “let there be” as a substitute for the word “light.”

In the vernacular language, xie-hou yu has evolved somewhat from the xie-hou of
classical Chinese. The first phrase is in the form of a riddle, e.g. “a monk holding an
umbrella ” (he shang da san #= % 474> ) and one is supposed to guess the answer,
“no hair no sky” (wu fa wu tian 7% £ X ) . The intended meaning is contained
in the second phrase and first phrase is disregarded. Often, as in the above example,
the second phrase contains a play on word. Here fa ( % * hair) is a pun of fa (% °
law ) . Thus the desired interpretation is the often used phrase wu fa wu tian & %
# K, meaning in flagrant disregard of the laws of man and the will of heaven, or
absolutely lawless.

In other instances, the first phrase is a graphic illustration of the second phrase, e.g.
“a deaf man trying to teach a mute” (long zi jiao ya ba 3 F2{™: ¥ ) — “one can’t
speak (tell it right) nor can the other hear (understand)” (yi ge bu hui shou yi ge bu
hui ting — AR &R 0 — AR EIE)

The last phrase is sometimes unspoken but if there is doubt as to the other party’s
being familiar with the phrase or if there is more than one answer to the riddle, the
second phrase will be supplied after a slight pause. In writing, the two phrases are
separated by a dash.

Although the intended meaning is contained solely in the second phrase and the
first is disregarded, the use of such words as dog, rat, or turtle in the first phrase is
generally considered disparaging. Xie-hou yu with their lively metaphors and clever
puns can brighten one’s writing or speech if used adroitly. They also display some of
the richness, wit, and humor of the Chinese cultural heritage.

OCAC has had the good fortune of being able to enlist the service of Professor
C.K. Wang as editor of Chinese Riddle-phrases. 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 Riddle-
phrases will be a valuable addition to The Overseas Chinese Library Series.
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A B #7589 Fo & 3 4. & B s @y o
yong fa yan de shou dudn i

A watermelon in the oil crock — round and slippery.

This involves a pun on yuan-hua, meaning smooth and evasive,
slick and sly. This describes a person who is slick and irresponsible in
dealing with things.
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A rat réhni g“across the street — everyone shouts “kill it”.
This describes a public enemy who arouses the wrath of all.
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Xing rong mou rén bido midn c¢i  shan nei Xin  qué hén cdn rén

The cat weeping for the mouse — pretended mercy.
This is the Chinese equivalent of crocodile tears.
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wang gdu Zui li pao gd tou
JL % < 4 r
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tou qi sud hado
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goéu ai chi gd tou

LT % ;
EL hes CBL A R Ry SRR
wdang ta zui li dia gu

Fo i Ao X1 NS 8yl
d

zhi  ying hé moéu rén

To throw bones into the dog’s mouth
— “throwing” what he likes.

This involves a pun on tou, to “cater” to

someone’s likes.
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hu6 z4i mou fang midn xidng chéng
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hué6 tong jin tdong chad shi chang zai yi

Drumsticks on the opera stage — a pair.
This describes two people who get on well together, who are
often seen together, or in some respect are a perfect maich.
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yi zhang ér gdo de hé shdng
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jié bd ming bai di Xi hué qing kudng

zhi yi hud

A twelve-foot tall monk — you can’t touch his head.
This involves a pun on mo-bu-zhao tou-nao, not being
able to make heads or tails of something.

17



5 & T A, TN
85 L RFBI SR OBL
tdn xiGng md dang chai shado

- vl + T u
ji\" 7H-w’ ’J‘zv Fﬁz-‘ °

da cdi xi@do yong
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zhi di jian  ying ér gi& ydu xiang qi

L3 22 B2 . ;
e R BN B e 8y b HL R M o
shi zhi  zdo jia ja qi wi de shang hdo ma cai
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na lai  ddang chai shao
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Sfs KEORL B FELHET T o
weéi mign tai lang  féi 1di ké xi le

To use sandalwood for firewood — to put fine wood to petty use.
This describes using a great talent for a trivial task.
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bi ya shi qging bd néng shéng zhdng

Stolen gongs and drums
— you can’t beat them.
This refers to something
that can’t be made public.
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kua y@o zi

[¢]

Old Wang selling melons

— praising the goods one sells.
This involves a pun on zi-mai zi-kua, to indulge
in self-glorification, to blow one’s own tfrumpet
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A mute eating dumplings — he keeps count in his heart.
This involves a pun on xin-li you-shu, to be perfectly well

o
b

v ;BEP‘ %U:u
shi zhi

L

li ming

aware of something or to know what’s going on even though
one doesn’t speak out.
Note: Tang-yuan, wonton, fava beans, etc. May be substituted
for dumplings in the first phrase.
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zhdo cud le dui  xidng
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shang ti gudng toéu ba bi yong shi Zi
T Y . ) ;
1 B A - SN I ah Rl 1 - N 1| P ) R
xiang  ta jie shd Zi shi jié bd ddo de
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shi ddng de réen zud  shi

To borrow a comb from a monk
— asking the wrong man.

This describes having someone particularly unqualified
for the job.

Note: Chinese monks have completely shaved heads.
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zhudng shang  si [do shi  shi  ydn qi hao
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péng shi  péng yln qi de yi si

A blind cat running into a dead rat — sheer luck.
This describes an accidental accomplishment,
the result of luck rather than ability.
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ying zhd&o fan
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dan li gén bén méi ydu gd tou
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qué ying cdng It midn tido gl tou
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zhi aql yi tido ti bié rén de qué didn
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ying zh&o rén jia de

To look for bones in an egg
— dead set on making trouble.
This describes fault-finding or nit-picking.
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xido xidng Zi i kdng zhad gan
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Xido xiang zi zhai zhi  gan chang
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zhi  ddo bidn tong

To carry a pole in an alley
— not able to make a turn.
This is used to describe inflexible thinking.
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— HiE T 2 e
sud zht  gdu
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yong xidng chang de lian Zi ligGn  goéu
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By dou béi gdu chi dido le

BB B AR AR S 2

zén me  sud de zhi  gou

BB oy R0 Aw ik A BgE Fo e

bi yu méi 0 xido yoéng de shi wi

A chain made out of sausage

— it won’t hold a dog.
This describes something that is useless
or ineffectual.
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ré gud shang de ma yi
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ji de  tuan tudn zhudn
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xing rong rén  Xxidn ru kin jing  shi

X .
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zhao ji. huagng ludn de vydng zi &=

Ants on a hot pan — running in all directions.
This is used to describe a person in panic trying
to find a way out of difficulties.

2



28
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yi ddo shui bian réng

Q A 4 %lgg If/ \Z’ Z’

zi ji dou  bdo bad

FoR: AL BE AR 4B Bl AL T oo
géng ba yong shué bdo you bié rén le

A clay bodhisattva crossing a river

— hardly able to take care of himself.
The soft, unbaked clay statue will disintegrate in water.
If the bodhisattva can’t even take care of himself, he’ll
be useless as a protector of others.
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Summer showers — quickly come and quickly gone.
This refers to something that happens suddenly and
is over quickly.

29



30

zhi

4
zhi
N
W t

dang

A

zhi

bdo

CpES
3 'Tﬁ z
qing

Wy 8l Kh —

hud

To wrap fire in paper — it won’'t hold.
The truth will be out.
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zhi  zu6  dui Zi ji  xing ming ydu wéi xian de  shi

A snowman warming himself at the fire
— self-destruction.

This describes someone who does

something in flagrant disregard of his

life.
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A weasel paying a chicken a New Year’s visit
— harboring no good intentions.

This is used to describe one who pretends to

be kind or polite but intends to do someone ill.
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A flower stuck in cow dung — what a waste.
This describes a mismatch such as an astoundingly
beauvutiful woman with an exceedingly plain man.
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Roasting sweet potatoes in the coals
— make sure they're fully-baked before taking them out.
Don’t do or say anything half-baked or jump before the

time is ripe.
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Bowing before the mirror — making self compliments.
This describes someone indulging in self-glorification.
Note: Zuo-yi is roughly the equivalent of the western
bow, involving cupping one hand over the other and
extending them in a raised position.
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hud jid fen nan pai jié

A knot in a silk thread

— difficult to untie (untangle) .
This is used to describe a situation or
dispute that is difficult to resolve.
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A lantern made of leather — unilluminable.

This describes one so dense that the most
illuminating instruction still leaves him in the
darkness of incomprehension, i.e. a dimwit.
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A mosquito biting a bodhisattva

— mistaking it for a man. (having the wrong man. )
This is used to indicate having the wrong person or
barking up the wrong tree.
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wéi gdn hén gdo pd shang qu  ndr kan

To look at a person from the masthead

— belitlling him.
When viewed from the height of the masthead,
a person below looks very smaill. This refers to
looking down on someone.
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bi yd  hudi rén yi ge bi yi ge géng hudi

A crow on a pig’s back — one blacker than the other.

This describes a bunch of scoundrels, one worse than
the nexi.
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A blind man carrying a cripple — each doing his best.
The cripple gives directions and the blind man does the

walking. Each does what he can; each compliments
the other.
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The cat catches rats and the dog watches the gate

— each does his job.
This refers to each person doing his appointed job.
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A family of fifteen — seven mouths and eight tongues.
Qi-zui ba-she is generally used to mean a noisy discussion
with everyone trying to talk at once.
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shi ji  shang bd zhdng yodng

A picture of bread drawn on a wall
— appealing but not edible.

This describes someone or something that

presents a nice outward appearance but

is actually useless.
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A narcissus without flowers — pretending to be garlic.

This involves a pun on zhuang-suan, meaning to feign ignorance.
Note: The narcissus plant without flowers looks similar to the
garlic plant.
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Bristles on an ox’s back — innumerable.
This describes something that is great in number.
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bi yu bai fei li qi hué  xin ji

A blind man lighting a candle — a waste of tallow.
This describes something that is a waste of effort or pains.
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Eating liang-fen on a snowy day — not in season.
This is used to describe something that is out of keeping
with the fimes or incompatible with present needs.
Note: Liang-fen is a gelatinous substance made of
bean flour which is used in cold summer dishes.
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A bowl of water splashed on the ground — unrecoverable.
This is used to describe words which having been spoken
or something which once done cannot be undone.
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Pelting a dog with meat dumplings — gone forever. \

The dog will, of course, eat the dumplings. This phrase is
used to describe things or people one will never see again.
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Asking directions of a mute — a waste of breath.
The mute, of course, cannot answer. This describes
speaking to no avail, like trying to talk to a wall.
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A blind man threading a needle

— making difficulties for oneself.
This is used to describe a person who
picks difficult tasks for himself.

52



v8y F+ Hi KL
ya [ cha i

Zi h shui
T K ,‘;iz\? ’]’] u %z ©
bu shi yu

bi ylo ping an wi shi

/‘?LQ ﬁ 'lﬂ; J - - .i!f\‘l:—l ;I‘Ea /f x  °

mé yoéu shou ddo yi didn sln shang

A duck coming out of water — wetting not a feather.
This refers to getting through something easily without harm.
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An owl entering a house — come for a purpose.

An owl in a house is considered inauspicious.

This phrase is used to describe imminent trouble.
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Catching turtles in a cistern — a pretty sure thing.

Since there is nowhere for the turtle to escape, catching
it is almost a certainty. This is used to describe something
that is virtually in the bag.
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A turtle in a cistern — no way out.
This refers to having no way of escape.
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A wild horse that’s thrown its halter

— unrestrainable.
This describes someone or something
that is impossible to conirol.



we 2 B KE He

yé Ii chd tdi  yang
N2 n - 3= n N
/X,\/ ﬁxv Qt\ E'“\ Y‘/ 7 o
méi  ydu zhé ma shi
_3 4 - a8 .
R #22 Wi K e &7 Ry T2 fez 892 o
yé li cha tdi  yang shi ba ké néng de
Fee R 7T Rl A8 AL B9 Fo oo
zhi ba k& néng fa shéng de shi

Sunrise at midnight — impossible.
This describes something that could not possibly happen.
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One plus one equals two
— absolutely right.

This is used to describe a speech,

action or attitude that is correct.

59



SER % rookgn T ok, ol % . l*]
’})%‘:9?\ j”‘ﬁ Y’ i\Y Z‘:\‘.E»‘;t UZ/ ie ﬁ"‘“t A =
[o]] ha ma xidng chi tidn é rou
T T
yEZ SN X —
«§_4 '\_*'7 g-t\ ’j‘gt o
chi Xin  wang xidng
Xz b Xz BRE N R fer 2L W L Bk 892 BB w80 BT o
you xiGo you choéu zhi  néng zdi di shang tido de IGi ha ma
= N _ _ 2
o oARY ML Xa KRE X: £
jing raGn xiang chi  you da you méi
< & 5 c ; &
SRR AR ORE YOS B4 RE #8842 RS o
gi€ néng zai tian kong fai de  tidn é de rou
EL2 oy NS AL AR Bl R B AR B RE AT o
bi ya rén xidng dé dao b péi dé de dong xi

A toad craving swan'’s flesh
— vain desire.

This describes the lowly vainly

yearning after something out

of its class.
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A penny’s worth of vinegar — cheap and sour.

This is used to describe a person who is ungenerous. .

and envious. Note that in Chinese vinegar and sour
are associated with envy and jealousy.
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A wall of bricks — the last are on top.
This describes juniors rising above seniors.
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To burn one’s pillow smoking in bed
— no one to blame but oneself.
This describes trouble brought on by oneself.
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Mr. Bald-pate walking in the moonlight — catching light.
A bald-pate catches the moonlight on his shiny head.
This involves a pun on zhan-guang meaning to obtain
some advantage by association with another person.
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A cooked duck — unable to fly away.
This is used to describe a person who can’t run away
or something that is in the bag.
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To dream of finding money — happy for nothing.
Xia, blind, here means to no purpose, groundlessly.
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This is used to describe groundless joy over an illusory advantage.
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A barber using an awl — the wrong tool.
A barber using an awl instead of a razor metaphorically
describes one who is using the wrong method.
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A blind man seeing a ghos!
— giving oneself a fright.
Since a blind man can’t see, f
ghost could only be the product of"
his own imagination. This describes =
one who creates problems for
himself through a hyperactive
imagination and makes mountains
out of molehills.
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Five under one umbrella — the tallest holds it up.
This refers to a group that depends on one influential member.
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A nail in a gunnysack — the point sticks out.
This involves a pun on lou-tou, showing talent or ability.
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A frog in a well — seeing but a piece of the sky.

The frog looking up can only see as much of the sky as is
outlined by the mouth of the well. This is used to describe a
person of very limited knowledge and experience, one of
narrow horizons.
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A rainstorm at night — falling in the dark.
This describes someone whose whereabouts are unknown
or something of which the results are unknown.
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A sesame seed fallen on the tip of an awl

— very rare.
This describes something not often seen
or difficult o come by.
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Three years without oral hygiene — a foul mouth.
This describes someone whose words are unpleasant.
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A lamb keeping the tiger company
— shaky business.
This describes imminent danger.
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Wu-Song killing a cat — a mere ftrifle.

Wu-Song is the hero of : “All Men Are Brothers” (also
translated as The Water Margin) who killed a tiger
barehanded. Killing a cat would be child’s play for
him.
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Rolling snowballs in the snow
— the more they roll, the bigger they get.
This is used to describe something that grows

increasingly big or serious.
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Fishing for carp with shrimp — catching something big with small bait.
This describes reaping great benefits from a small sacrifice.
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A mute eating goldthread — silently suffering.
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The medical herb Chinese goldthread (Coptis chinensis)

is known for its bitter taste.

The mute cannot complain of the bitter taste (with a pun
on ku meaning misery or suffering) .
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To want the cock to lay eggs — impossible.
This describes someone who hopes for the impossible.
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To ask the rooster to lay eggs — asking the impossible.
This describes deliberately making difficulties for someone.

81



82

A bite of ginger and a drink of vinegar

— enduring “hot” and “sour”.
This involves a pun on suan-la in the sense
of misery and bitterness of life.
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A fully ripe pomegranate —
bursting out (with smiles).
The splitting skin of the pomegranate
revealing rows of pulp-covered
seeds resembles a smiling mouth.
This describes one so happy he
can’t contain his joy.
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Spilled vinegar — sour (jealous) .

The acid sour of vinegar is equated in Chinese with jealousy.
This can be used to describe the burning feeling of jealousy
or the edge on the speech of one tormented with jealousy.
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Tea steeped in cold water — insipid.
Tea leaves will not infuse in cold water.
This can be used to describe anything dull or uninteresting.
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A deep well communicating with heaven
—you can’t get to the bottom of it.

The Chinese courtyard is called a tian-jing or sky well.

The concept is of an inverse well with the sky as the

bottom.

This describes not being able to know the real situation

or discover someone’s real intention.
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Five feet of turbid water — you can’t see through it.
This involves a pun on kan-bu-tou, can’t fathom. This
phrase is used to describe a person you can’t make out.
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To have a section of bamboo installed on the mouth
— the words come straight out (blunt) .

This describes one who says exactly what he feels

without any polite meandering.



To lower the trousers to break wind
— an unnecessary procedure.
This describes going to absurdly unnecessary lengths.
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Shoe material made into a hat
— going high up in the world.

This describes a person who has risen from a low

position to a high position, often with the implication

that the rise is undeserved.
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The turtle who swallowed a glowworm
— a bright stomach.

This involves a pun on ming-zhi meaning understand or

realize and du-zhong meaning in one’s heart, down deep.

This phrase is used to describe a person who pretends not

to know something. The use of turile is derisive.
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