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Introduction

The Chinese language has very long history, and is rich in
colorful idioms, which can be used to enhance the language’s powers
of expression enormously.

Here we present the 24 most common Chinese idioms in four
categories :Stirring Deeds, Virtuous Conduct, Wisdom and
Legends .Each idiom has a brief. explanation, followed by the story,
in Chinese and English, of how it arose. The profuse illustrations
will help readers to understand the historical background to the

idioms.






Destroying the Cooking Pots and Boats

Explanation

Equivalent to '"burning one®s bridges" or 'crossing the
Rubicon.."
Story

Xiang Yu of the State of Chu was a sturdy youth who devoted
himself to martial training from his earliest days. Growing up,
he followed his uncle to participate in the uprising that toppled
the Qin Dynasty.

Once, when the Qin army had occupied the State of Zhao, the
fugitive king of Zhao appealed to the State of Chu for help.

The king of Chu dispatched Xiang Yu at the head of 200,000 men
to Zhao"s rescue. When the troops arrived at a river which separated
them from the enemy by only a short distance Xiang Yu personally
led the main body across He then ordered each man to carry no more
than three day rations and to destroy all the cooking pots and the
boats which had ferried them across the head. He then addressed
his troops thus, "Now that we. no longer have boats we cannot flee
back across the river, so we have no alternative but to advance .And
now that we no longer have cooking pots and only three days® rations
we will starve to death unless we defeat the enemy within that
time."

" This
stiffened the morale of the Chu forces, and they went on to inflict
a crushing defeat on the Qin army.

It was this campaign that made Xiang Yu's reputation He went
on to become the spearhead of the forces which finally toppled the
Qin Dynasty.



Sleeping on
Brushwood and Tasting Gall

Explanation

Nursing a grievance and biding one’s time for vengeance.
Story

Goujian, king of the State of Yue during the latter part of the
Spring and Autumn Period, was defeated in battle and taken captive
by Fudiai, king of the State of Wu. The latter forced his royal
prisoner to labor as a stable hand.

Goujian
endured these years of drudgery and humiliation with apparent
resignation, performing his duties well and showing the utmost
devotion to his master. in reality, e was determined to restore
the fortunes of his own state and was imply biding his time.

Fuchai, convinced that Goujian ad accepted his overlordship and
could be used as a faithful vassal of Wu, restored him to the throne
of Yue.

Returning to his own country, Goujian swore to make Yue strong
enough to avenge his humiliation.

In person he helped the common
people improve their farming methods, and soon prosperity reigned
throughout the land. However, fearing that comfort might sap his
determination, every night he slept on a pile of brushwood and every
morning sucked on a deer*s gal Ibladder to keep alive his resentment
and bitterness. He also stationed a servant at the door of his
palace.

" whose duty was to cry, every time the king
entered or left.- "Goujian, have you forgotten the disgrace
inflicted on you by Wu?"In the meantime, in order to distract
Fuchai®s attention from affairs of state and bring about the



degeneration of Wu, Goujian presented the beauty Xishi to Fuchai
The ploy worked, and, as Fuchal sank ever deeper into debauchery
his state went to rack and ruin. Finally, after 20 years"
preparation and sleeping on faggots and tasting gall-Goujian
decided that the time had come for vengeance, and in a lighting
swoop he destroyed the State of Wu. Fuchai was ashamed of himself
and cut Ns own throat.

Stunning the World with a Single Cry

Explanation
A sudden rise from obscurity to prominence.

story
In the Spring and Autumn Period King Zhuang came to the throne
of the State of Chu For the first three years of his reign he devoted
himself entirely to hunting during the daytime and feasting at
night Well knowing that his ministers frowned on such prodigal
conduct, he decreed execution for anyone who dared to admonish him.
Although no one dared to criticize the king to his face, a certain
wily minister, Wu Ju by name, managed to get King Zhuang to change
his ways by purporting to entertain him with a riddle, as follows:
"Your Majesty, here m our State of Chu there lives a big bird
renowned for its gorgeous plumage .However, for three years it has
never soared aloft nor uttered its majestic cry What kind of bird
is it ”

" King Zhuang replied , "It is no ordinary
creature. A bird of that kind does not casually take wing, but once
it does, it will make straight for the very summits of the heavens
Nor does It sing on just any occasion, but when 1t does, it will
stun the world with a single cry.



" Begone! The meaning
of your riddle is perfectly plain to me." From that day on, King
zhuang dedicated himself to the governance of his realm. Before
long the State of Chu waxed strong, and King Zhuang who ""'shinned
the world with a single cry" became one of the five powerful rulers
of the Spring and Autumn Period.

A Man of Steadfast Purpose is Bound to Succeed

Explanation:

Equivalent to "Where there®"s a will there®s a way."
Story:

In the Eastern Han Dynasty there lived a scholar named Geng Yan
In addition to letters, he was skilled in the martial arts, as he
nursed a burning ambition to serve his country Choosing a military
career, he distinguished If in countless battles, and in the course
of time found himself promoted to commander-in chief of the Eastern
Han forces.

I't happened that the dynasty was sorely troubled by rebellious
warlords in the northern part of the country, and the emperor was
at his wits, end how to deal with them one day Geng Yan asked his
master®s permission to mount an expedition against the upstarts
But the emperor was reluctant to risk his troops in battle against
what he considered formidable foes Geng Yan pleaded with him,
assuring him that he was deter mined to pacify the north at all
costs ,and that "a man of steadfast, purpose is bound to succeed.”

The emperor gave in at last, and Geng
Yan marched north .Deploymg t tactics, Geng Yan subdued the rebels
one by one, until he finally faced the most powerful of them, the
warlord Zhang Bu. In the desperate decisive battle Zhang Bu, Geng
Yan was wounded in the thigh by an arrow. Hardly flinching, he



simply chopped off the shaft with his sword and carried on fighting.
Not until the battle was won did he give another thought to his
wound .

The emperor was overjoyed at Geng Yan"s exploits, and said, "Now
I know that you were right when you said that a man of steadfast
purpose is bound to succeed."

‘ ' " Spoiling the Half-
Finished Cloth

Explanation

Lacking the stamina to finish what one has embarked upon.
Story:

In the Eastern Han Dynasty there lived a man of weak will power,
named Yue Yangzi. Fortunately he had a kind, clever wife who
instilled ambition into him.

One day Yue Yangzi came upon an ingot of gold by the road side .He
picked it up and took i1t home. To his surprise his wife was far
from pleased, admonishing him "This lump of gold belongs to
somebody else .Take 1t back to where you found it at once .We should
enrich ourselves only through our own hard work.."

Later a friend advised Yue Yangzi to attend a school some
distance from his home .Ms wife agreed happily, and so Yue Yangzi
went away to school.

But before a year had passed he felt homesick, and
asked his teacher for leave to return home for avisit. Seeing her
husband return before he had finished his studies ,Yue Yang's wife
was disappointed. She then took up a pair of scissors and cut the
piece of cloth she had been working on m two. When the astonished



Yue Yangzi asked her why she had done so, his wife answered, "You
are just like this piece of cloth By giving up your studies before
you have readied the end of the course you have wasted your
efforts.”

” Yue Yangzi was greatly moved and chagrined by his wife"s
words ,0 he immediately went back to studies and did not return
home until seven years had, by which time he had become an
accomplished scholar.

Sword Practice
at Cock-Crow
Explanation
To get up and exercise sword skills at dawn shows iron-willed
self-discipline It is also an example of how to turn adversity into
an advantage.

Story:

During the Western Jin Dynasty the young friends Zu Ti and Liu
Kun were ambitious to serve their country, and so trained
themselves diligently in the martial arts.

One dawn Zu T1 was suddenly woken by the crowing of the crowing
of roosters He wakened Liu Kun, saying, "Although this crowing is
annoying, we can put it to good use by using it as a signal to get
up and practice swordplay."

“That"s a good ideal™ Liu Kun agreed happily Then the two went
out to the yard and began to practice their sword skills.

From then on the two got up to exercise every day at dawn.

Later, their



diligence paid off ,when Zu Ti, already an accomplished soldier,
wrote to the emperor requesting to be allowed to lead an army
against the invading Huns.

The emperor was pleased, and
appointed Zu Ti senior general. Thanks to their early self-
discipline, Zu Ti and Liu Kun proved to be superb commanders, and
succeeded in driving the Huns from Western Jin territory.
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