Chinese Romanization: Pronunciation and Orthography

10. Idioms and Classical Elements. .-
l0 1 Four—syllable Idloms S

Four—character idioms are fixed usages, four syllables in -
length,which convey simply and succinctly a certain meaning.
That meaning can be a description of a person, object, or state of
affairs, or soine piece of wisdom about the world. There are other
forms of idioms apart from the. four—syllable type; the Chinese
language, however, tends naturally to form words and phrases in-
to twos—so much.so that it has been called an “even number”
language—and it particularly favors two— and four—syllable con-
structions. For this reason, four—syllable idioms are far and away
the most numerous type. -~ . | - x :

" Four—syllable idioms may be dlwded into two groups ac-
cordmg to where they originate. Idioms of the first type are clas-
sical allusions, originating in the literary language of ancient
Chinese; their content is usually the boiléd—down essence of a
story, fable or allegory. Some examples of this type are: hu jid hi
wai JL18 FE B, (“the fox borrows.the tiger’s might”: using one’s
powerful connections to push people around); shdu zha dai ti 5F
BRFF % (“wait by the stump for the rabbit to dash itself against it”

: put one’s faith in chance), and san g maold ZH ¥ J5 (“pay
three visits to the thatched cottage”: repeatedly request somebody
to take up a post).

Idioms of the second type have their origins in the: speech of
the common people; they are sayings which because of. their
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pithiness, vividness and rich content have gradually become fixed
usages. Some examples of this type are: méi kai yan xido J& FFER
2= (“eyebrows lift and eyes smile” : beam with joy), d& cdo jing
shé ¥THL {54 (“beat the grass and frighten away the snake”: act
rashly and alert the enemy), and ha si luén xiéng %3 B &L48 (let
one’s imagination run away with one).. ,

Two problems confront HP orthography with regard to
four—syllable idioms. The first is the question of how: to differen-
tiate these idioms from ordinary phrases in writing. This problem
does not exist with Chinese characters, which break up everything
equally into single—syllable units; but it is a serious problem in
HP. Four—syllable idioms are wordlike objects, fixed in form and
carrying a specific associated meaning; yet they are not altogether
words. In order to be able to differentiate idioms from ordinary
phrases, we need some sort of rule governing their written form—
a rule that will tell us that constructions such as féngyun rénwu X,
= A# (man of the hour), kan td shi zI HERSE (learn to read by
using pictures) and nan—nl pingdéng B %% (equality between
the sexes) are ordinary usages and not idioms. We also need to be
able to differentiate those four—character patterns into which any
number of monosyllabic words can be substituted from true idi-
oms. A few these patterns are given here:

lién...ddi... # ... 8 ... (as well as): lidn rén dai md ﬁ)\% 5
(men and hourses both); '

ybu...ydu... &.... H.... (both... and...): ySu shud ydu xido H %

88K (talkmg and laughmg)
yI...jid....—....8k....(as soon as... then...): yi kan jit déng —-E
iR (understand as.So0N as one sees it);
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- yud...yué...fR....8k.... (the more... the more...): yué l‘di-yué ré
iy 3% (hotter and hotter)s .- E
Lo laiql. .3....% (back and forth) shuolai shuoql 13?.5{6151'!.
% (discuss. somethmg over and over); :
~dong... Xi... ... 7§ ....(left and nght, east and west) dOng
kan xi kan ZZ&ETGHF (look left and right); . . . :
you... you.... X.... X.... (both... and...); you xidng ybu tian X
7 X (both fragrant and sweet); -
bu... bl... ... &.... (neither... nor...): bu chéng bu duén A
A% (neither long nor short).. SR
On the other.hand, constructlons like dongzhdng—xiwdng x
| Tt (gaze about) and bugan—bujing. AT A ¥ (filthy) may be
treated as idioms; because their second and:fourth syllables are
not two independent words; but the two syllables of a dis&llabic
word zhangwang T2 (to look around);:ganjing ¥+ (clean).

‘ The second problem that idioms present is that'of simple or-
thography—how they should-be written. Once: we have deter-
mined that a- given four—syllable sequence is an:idiom, how
should we write it in HP? Much discussion among researchers of
ofthography has been focused on this ‘question, and various
written forms proposed. The results of .all this discussion and
experimentation are the three different forms: below(using as our
example 3% XLFH , “the.wholeé city is full of wind and:tain” . the
talk of the town): : C TR

Separated: mdn chén'g:féngyﬁ S T e
- Hyphenated: mdn—chéng~feng—yt - e
- Connected: mdnchéngfengyt: - -~ - - -
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Each form has its good points as well as its drawbacks. The
first form is similar to the written form of an ordinary phrase,
and gives no clear indication that the phrase in question is an idi-
om. The second form contains too many hyphens, and is neither
pleasing to the eye nor convenient to write. The third form is
straight forward and easy to write, but difficult to read and inter-
pret. Moreover, none of these three forms gives. any indication of
the internal structure of the idiom, which is often complex and
always an important guide to meaning. The. first and second
forms in particular are not appropriate for most idioms. One gets
a- better: idea of the meaning of this idiom if it is written
“mdnchéng feng—yl” or perhaps “mdn-chéng—fengyt.”

These last two written forms are'suggested on thé:basis of the
semantic content of the phrase. Considering meaning, however,
‘tends ta increase the complexity of the written form. It is much
simpler to take the'idiom as a single unit and then to analyze it
from the angle of phonetics. This is because almost all folir—char-
acter idioms can be broken up into two halves, called yUjié: &
(language segments), on the basis of phorietic structure:. The sim-
ple expedient of connecting the two .yUjié with a hyphen then
provides idioms with their own distinctive written form, and as-
sures ease of writing and reading: Itis also a simple rule for stu-
dents of HP to master. In the following section, we will try this
form out on various types of idioms. ! :

Four—syllable idioms may be divided into two groups; ‘sym-
metrical and asymmetrical, on the basis of :internal structure.
Each of these groups may be further subdivided, as in the discus-
sion that follows below.
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-Symmetrical four-syllable idioms ."* .. .

The adjective . “ symmetrical” - indicates that- the two yUjié
which - constitute. the ‘idiom. are similai .or .identical in
structure.Placing a hyphen between the :yljji¢ is this highly ap-
propriate with this form, as it balances and. separates the two
halves. Note that the yUjié themselves,. regardless of their inter-
“nal structure, are always written as single units.

1) Subject—predicate / ./ subject—prédicate form ' '« -

-(Here  and.ithroughout the discussion of idioms, the double
stroke / /-indicates the boundary between two yijié.) -

hughdo~yueéyudn &4 A:& (“the flowers are good and the
moon is full”: perfect conjugal bliss); :

“léngténg—hlyué 5! l}%lﬁ (“dragons rise and. Ugers leap a
scene of bustling activity); - e LR

- ddnzhdn—xinjing Hﬁﬁﬁ»ut? (“the gallbladder trembles and

. the heart starts”: terror—stricken);.: BRI IR
+ glwdng—jmléi- 7 £ 43 (“ the past goes: and ‘the present
comes”:throughout the ages); :
jiayu—huxido K My F' 1% ( families and households know”
widely known, & household word); '

kéushl—xinfai [ &L JE (“the mouth says yes, the heart:says
no”:say one thing and mean another); :

mudéng—kdudai B B O 7‘E (“ eyes stare; mouth gapes
dumbstruck);

nisi—-whuo ¥R JE K 1% (“you die, I live™: hfrand—death to
the death); . '

‘rénydng-mdfan A {m E5 ﬂ ‘(“men and horses lie on the
ground ”: an utter defeat); ‘. '
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ydnming—shdukuai AR B F . ( “eyes are bnght, hands are
quick”:quick—eyed, nimble-and deft); . . . . ;
yuédnyudn—litchéng ¥ 3% 3 £ (“the source is dlstant and.the
stream long”: of long standing and well established);
yunxide—wusan = 3H- B 8 (¢ the clouds lift:and the fog
clears” :vanish without a trace); . R
. zichui-ziléi § % H#E (“one blows (the trumpet) and beats
(the drum) for oneself”: blow one’s own trumpet). . : |
In the examples above, the two' halves of each idiom stand in
a relationship of equality. In the following examples, the:two
halves of each idiom stand in a before—and—after, or pnonty, re-
lationship.
- guashu—dilud REFEE ( the: melon ripens and it falls from
its stem”: things are easily resolved when the time is right);
4 kijin—ganldai: ¥ R H % (“ bitterness ends and sweetness
comes” :after suffering comes happiness);
qidnpa-houji §T b J5 4k (“the one in front falls and the one
behind takes his place”: step into the breach left by the fall of an-
othery = . - T
shlbdn—gOngbél $ *-yl 1m (“trouble-is half and reward is
double”: get twice the result with half the effort);
shibsi—gongban A% ¥ (“trouble is:double and reward is
half”: get half the result with twice the effort);
shuiddo—quichéng 7K B 3E A% (“water flows and a channel is
formed”: when conditions are ripe, success follows).
2) Verb—object / / verb—object form '
zhdncdo—chlgan 57 B B4 (“cut the weeds and dlg up the
roots”: destroy something root and branch);.
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chuitbu—sangqi & 3k # <, (“hang the head. and lose one’s
vigor”: crestfallen); -
diansan—dd&osi 5 = {8 19 ( “overturn three and. four. ‘con-
fused, incoherent); ©: - - . T
-dingtian—tidi. T X 3Z-# (“bear the sky on one’s head and
stand on the:earth”; gigantic in stature); o ,
haochi-ldnzud 2 # M (“love eating and dlshke work”
gluttonous and lazy); v o ey X
huixin—zhudnyl IEI L 5?5 = (“tum one’s heart and intent?
change one’s views); - i :
pdishan—ddohdi %?IF LIJ @J b (topple the ‘mountains and
overturn the seas); : Dot e
-toutian—hudnri- iy X H (“steal the! sky and change the sun”
: perpetrate a gigantic fraud);: - el e
zhadobing—mdimd F KX f5 ( recruit soldxers and buy hors— g
es”: recruit followers)s. * R I Tt D PR
zhuanngng—malshé %ﬁf@‘(& (“ felgn madness and act stu-
pid”: play the fool). o
.~ In the examples above,.the two halves of ‘edch idiom stand in
d..relationship: of -equality 'to each -othem-In :the: following
examples, the two halves stand in a priority.relationship.-
chaqi—zhishéng i & % B (“pull out a surprise‘rand'make a
victory”: defeatione’s opponent by a surprise mave);- NE
guci—shibi Bt 5 4% (“attend to one: thmg and. lose s:ght of
another”: have too'many things to attend to); P
qisi—huisheng 2L E 4 (“raise the dead and restore them to
life”: snatch.a patient from the jaws'of death); ' ... -~ .
qlichdng—biidudn B #ME (“take'the long to make up the
—463—

www.pinyin.info



Chinese Romanization: Pronunciation and Orthography

short”: learn: from other’s strong points to overcome one’s own
weaknesses); -

.wangydng—biilao ti?l‘ﬁz (“repair the pen after the sheep is
lost”: close the stable door after the horse has bolted);

wangméi—zhiké 28 1§ 1k 8. (“slake one’s thirst by looking at
plums”: console oneself with false hopes.and daydreams). -

There is yet another type of verb—object / ./ verb—object id-
iom in which the object of the first yupé also serves as the sub-
ject of the second: e v '

ditinshi—chéngjin A K& (“ touch a stone and turn it into
gold”. turn a crude essay into a literary gém) — shi &1 (stone) is
both object and subject; ‘ E

- ditoht~lishan 8! f2 B i (“ lure: the tiger to leave its
mountain”; lure the enemy away from his.base) —hu ﬁ' (tlger) 1is
both object and subject. . :

3) Verb-complement / / verb—complement form ,

gdnjing—shajué #F R R 4 (“drive out and kill all”:'spare
none, be ruthless). ;

The foui—syllable idiom only rarely takes this form When it
does, it is most often. composed of a disyllabic word split up-and
set in a framework such as.. 16i..qu ... 5{& i (back and forth).

A few examples: - et ae e
dianl¢i—ddoqu ﬁﬂéfﬁl-‘ﬁ (over-and over) —from dlcmdéo ]
) (to turn upside down);: . 7 - :

fanlai~fuqu ﬁﬂéﬁ% (toss and turn) — from fanfu ﬂﬁ (to
overturn); ' Lo : : -
sigidn—xiGnghou Fﬁﬁﬁﬁ (thmk over agam and agam) —
from sixiding 848 (thought). : ‘
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i Note that if the elements-inserted into the framework are
monosyllabic verbs, then the two halves are written as indepen-
dent words: . >

zduldi zduqui FE 3 E % (pace back and forth)

- xidngldi xidngqu A8 e A % (tum somethmg over and over in
one’s mind). oK :

- 4). Modifier—modified / / modifier—modified form -

The modified element in.such constructions can.be a noun,
verb, adjective, numeral, or another word functioning as.any of
these: , :

ddddo--kubfﬂ KTIAE (¢ blg sword and: broad axe”: bold
and resolute); X

ylwu—-ylshl —H—t (“afive and aten”: systematically and
in full detail); : R T
chayu-—puhou RARWEE (“after a few glasses of wine or tea”:
at one’s leisure);' - SRR
cazhi—daye ﬁﬁkfﬂ‘ (“thick branches and big leaves”: care-
lessand slapdash);: .~ =~ i . . e
dangiadng—pimd HBIL L (“one spear and s1ngle horse”; sin-
glehanded); ;
hitéu—shéwéi ﬁ%&’" B (“a tlger’ s head and a snake s tall”
fine start but a poor finish);, ; e
1donit—poche. # 4 B %F:(“an old ox and a. broken—down
cart”; make slow. progress); .
shanzhen—hdiwei 1 2 # Bk (“ treasures .of the mountains
and flavors of the sea”: dainties and delicacies); '
qizui-bashé £ ¥ /\ & (“seven mouths and eight tongues”:
all talking at once);
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- tionya—hdijido RIEWEFH (“edge of the sky and corner of the

sea”:the ends.of the earth);: @ i .

yikdu—tongsheng 5 O [7] 7 (“different mouths, one voice”
with one voice); IR XN

sitong-bada M & A ﬁ (" four connections ' and - eight
accesses”: extend in all directions);

yizhi—banjié A1 % (“one know. and half an understand”
have only a smattering of knowledge); :. . . . SRR

. ‘yudinzéu—gaofei & & K (“walk far and. ﬂy high”: be off to
distant parts);

.. wanzi—qidnhéng J7 %€ T 4 (“ten thousand purples and a
thousand reds”: a blaze of color);

. 'ylgdn—eérjing —F ¥ (“one and two clean” »thoroughly)

In the examples above, the two halves of each idiom stand in
a . relationship. as equality: to!.each other. In..the.following
examples, the first and second halves of each idiom stand in:a
priority relationship.. . . . ¢ .o et e b

jilmid—~yiméo L4 —E (“one hair from nirie 6xen”: a drop
intheocean)is.i .+ - .0 T e o

yijitn—shuangdido —-ﬁﬁ Xlﬁﬁ ( two hawks with one arrow™;
twa birds with one stone); - L \ =

shenrl—qidncha & A & tH (“ go-in deep and:come ‘out
shallow”:.explain:complex things in simple terms);.. o

xioti—dazuo /NI K ¥ (“small ptoblem made bxg make a
mountain-outof a molehill). : SR T

5) Coordinate compound '/. / .coordinate. compound form n

.. This is a-relatively. rare:form for a' féur—syllable: 1dxom to
take R
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beihuan—lihé KB4 (“joys and sorrows; partings and re-
unions”: the vicissitudes of life); : : ,
.glijin—zhongwai ¥ 4> 1 5b (“ancient and modern, in Chma
and abroad”: at all times, in all places); - C »
qingzhéng—hudnji BER & (“lmportant and unimportant,
leisurely and hurried”; relative importance and urgency of a mat-
ter); S
shangsi~cunwang & FEFF 1= (life—and—death).
This type of idiom must not be confused with the.common -
construction in which four -independent items .in‘ a series are
linked by hyphens (review Chapter 1, Section.7 for details):
. chi—he—wanr-1¢ §Z '8 3t /& . (“eat, drink, have fun and be
merry”:waste one’s time seeking pleasure); . . .. ., - .,
. shang—14o—bing—si 4 F R FE(“birth, age, 1llness and death”
the stages of human life); : - . . . . . . .
- yi-shi—zht—xing K B4E 1T (¢ clothmg, food, housmg and
transportatlon : the basic necessities of life). .
...6) Reduplicated / / reduplicated form .. S
This is simply the. AABB-form dxscussed in.connection. thh
adjectives and onomatopoeic words in earlier.chapters. If AB is a
disyllabic .word, .then-AABB may be treated as a form of
-reduplicated word, and written as a smgle unit. with .a. hyphen
separating the two.halves: - |-, i o cr i
qlngqlng—chuchu HHER (crystal clear) — from qlngchu
&% (clear); - RO
dmgdmg—dangdang “THT ii.'lé (nmse of nghng or clattenng)
~— from dingdang T4 3. R : 3
If A and B do not form a disyllabic word together, then the
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AABB construction they form' should bé considered an idiom.
However, since the written form is the same in either case, it is
unnecessary to determine the exact nature of the construction.
Some examples of constructions in which- A and B are two inde-
pendent words: ’

guigui—suisul 52 B 58 £ (furtive, stealthy);

sansan—lidnglidng = =% (in twos and threes);

xIngxing—sése JETE @4 (of every description);

* zhanzhdn—jingjing &A% i (cautiously; fearfully).

7) Disyllabic word / -/ disyllabic word form

Four—syllable idioms take this form only very rarely. An idi-
om made up of two disyllabic words in coordination is very diffi-
cult to distinguish from two ~words -forming an ordinary
coordinate phrase, especially those words that are frequently used
together in such phrases. In order to eliminate this problem, it is
best to treat idioms of this-form as phrases and break them up in-
to their two component words. No hyphen is used to connect the
two. If for some reason it'is hecessary to emphasize the idiomatic
nature of the whole, it may be enclosed in quotation' marks. A
few examples of this type: : ‘ o

fanrong changshéng %38 8% (thriving arid prosperous)

ganjing lilud T (neat and tidy); '

jimdo suanpl 3 E 77 (“chxcken feathets and garlic skins”:
trivialities);

xidoqido lingléng /J\I‘ii%ﬂ'k (small and exqulslte)

zhéngdd guangming iF k%8 (open and aboveboard);

Zhang San, Li Si or “Zhang San” “Li Si” k=2 (any old
Tom, Dick; or Harry).
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Asymmetrical four—syllable idioms ,

Asymmetrical idioms, as their name implies, cannot be di-
vided into two.equal halves, Rather, théy must be analyzed into
unequal components: subject and predicate, verb and object, verb
and complement, and so' on. Despite this fact, the phonetic
standard may still be applied to determine an appropriate written
form for them. Any assymetrical four—syllable idiom that can be
divided into two disyllabic yu11é is written as two ‘halves, linked
byahyphen. . . . S P

1) Subject—predlcate form :

These are of two types: those in which the first two charac-
ters together form the subject (as the first example below), and
those in which the first character alone forms the subject (as the
second example below). Both types are written in-the 2—2 form: -

cdomu—jisbing K A & & (“weeds. and trees all (look like)
soldiers”: a state of extreme nervousness); -

shichén—dahdi AT K& (“a rock dropped into the great
sea”: disappear for ever) :

chiren—shuOméng BAVE (“a lunatic tells. of his dream”
idiotic nonsense);

gbuddn—baotian MHE X (“a dog’ s gallbladder enfolds the
sky”: monstrous audacity);. . ‘ -

guixin—sijian 5.0 L ( the heart. returning home is like an
arrow”; be eager to get home); ;

kamu—féngchon 4 /K & (“spring comes to the w1thered
tree”: get a new lease on life); Co

shimU—cungudng B B F 3 (“a mouse’s eyes see only an
inch”: see only what is under one’s nose); -
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tixiao—jiefei B 4% ¥ 3k (“nelther laughmg nor crymg : not
know whether to laugh or.cry); - ~

xinhud—nufang L 76 % 3 (“the heart’s flowers are in full
bloom”: wild with joy): ‘ -

"yimu~hunzho £ BBk (“mix ﬁsh eyes w1th pearls pass off
sham articles as genuine); - . :

kdurudé—xudnhé H %Ez - (“ the mouth is like a pounng
river”: be eloquent); - o :

muUkdng—yiqié E =—4 (“the eye looks on all as empty
supercilious); / :

shirt—pozht H P AT (“the situation is like sphttmg bam-
boo”: like a hot knife through butter)s; :

xiongydu—chéngzhd B % B AT (“have a full-grown bamboo
in one’s heart”; have a well-thought—out plan).

' 2) Verb—object form: B

biéydu—tiand 14 Kt (“another world”™: a plaoe of excep-
tional beauty); -

chéngzheng—q{gu H %ﬁ& (“arrange the flags and drums
once more”: rally one’s troops after a defeat); T

dianddo—haibdi HERH (“confuse black and white”: stand
facts on their heads ); - ' ~

glmong—xudnxa BF X B (purposely create mystenes)a
huawéi-waydu 4t & % (“ turninto: nothmg come to
naught); : o

- sousud—kachang # & # B (“ search one’s 1mpovemshed
mind”:rack one’s brains); Ao b 2

_ xazhang—shangshi i 7K 7= % (“ dlsplay empty noise and
force make an empty show of strength)." e :
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3) Verb—complement form
- huirén—bUjudn AR (be tireless in. teachmg)
céngcht—buqiong /2 A %7 (emerge in an endless stream)s -
titis—ruwai U5 A#E (“care’ for down to the smallest: thmg
_care for with great solicitude); S i
zéutéu—wulu E 8 IC B (“reach the end of the road" have no

way out); ‘
jirt—xinghud F ML Kk (“rapld asa shootmg star ,.extreme]y
urgent); P o ,

shdukdu—riping 5% 0 !l[l 3?E (“ guard one’s mouth like a
bottle”: keep one’s mouth shut); - ' v o

yirt—fénzhdng 5 40 Ri% (“as easy as turmng over one’s
hand”: easy as falling off a log). - AR . ,

4) Modifier—modified form R R e

- Idioms of this: type: can take many different forms. The

modxﬁed component may be a noun, or a verb or ad]ectlve The
two types are introduced separately below,

- Modified element is amoun.. .. - = . ¥ :

. It is- best to.rwrite thertwo halveswof this* type -of - idiom
separately,w1thoutahyphen LRI e L

- ytthéu chansin TﬁF‘%%(“bamboo shoots:after a rain”: spr-
ing up like mushrooms); i/ - ' vyl e )

gdupl gdoydo ﬁ]&ﬁ%( “dogskin plaster” quack medlcme)

jiirdu péngyou E # i & (“ wine and meat’ fnend”: fair—
weather friend); -~ - .o Ve

.qoqa xidoshi; IX_E/J\E(a tiny or tnﬂmg matter), SR

zhdngshang mingzho' % L AR %E(“a pearl in;the palm of one’s
hand”: a beloved daughter).. . vt . Ve b s

[
it
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Modified element is a verb or adjective .

The hyphen is used to link the two halves of this lsype of idi-
om:

-chénré—ddtié @?ﬂﬂﬁ(smke while the iron is hot)

dahdi-laozhen K ¥ 54 (“look for a needle in the sea”: look
for a needle in a haystack); .! ;

hudshang—jiayou ki i (4 pour oil on the ﬁre add fuel
to the flames);

kudkua—qitan %%Ei’di(exaggerate)

shinshdu—qidnydng Jfl  Z 3£ (“ pick up a goat as one
passes”: walk off with something on the sly); -

- suisheng—fuhe BE7S i fl(echo what others say);

xuézhong—sdngtan F 3% 5% (“send charcoal when it snows”:
provide timely help); e :
» 1+ yuéyué—ytshl BREREki( “hop up and down and want to try”

: be eager to try). T A AR

5) Coordinate compound form .. : -

In addition to those idioms that are indisputably. composed
of two words in coordination, we have also here included:those
idioms composed of two yUjié which it-has been impossible to
classify as belonging to one.of the categories above. These are all
written as two halves, linked by a hyphen: ‘ rro

- banyé—sangsng ¥ =E (“mldnlght, at the third watch” in
the depths of the:night);

fEngfu—duOcél EHZLX (rich and vaned)

guatian—lixia JK F 2= F. (“in the melon patch or under a
plum tree”:in suspicious.circumstances)y - . -

hushuo—baddao #3#%./\il (talk nonsense);
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mamU—blrén FEA A1 (apathetic and insensitive);

xixitlo—yankai B £ HHF (¢ beammg and smllmg thh joy”:
wreathed in smiles); - v

youshdu—hdoxién ¥ F &F (“ thh hands idle and lovmg
ease”: idle about);’ = - ’ ‘

Zhangguan—Lidai ?Kﬁ%ﬁ (“put Zhang’ s hat on Li’s head”

: confuse one thing with another): - ' : :
" 6) Four—syllable: idioms' which cannet' be 'divided into two
yljie - P LI S o :

- Four—syllable idioms : whlch are not' composed of two
disyllabic yUjié make up:only.a small fraction—under 5% — of
the whole. Division of these.idioms-into two halves produces a
distortion or ‘total loss of meaning. Let us look:at some of the
forms these idioms take.’

TH24T . 0 v L e

There: are very few examples' of this form. It is best to write
the several components ofthis type of idiom as separate words,

“and to ‘enclose the:whole in quotation‘marks to make it clear that
it'is an idiom.: ' o § :

“rt nitlo—shou san” ﬁﬂ%%ﬁ ( be scattered like: birds and
wild beasts”: be utterly routed, flee wildly); ... ..

“yi yiddi shui"—ﬁﬁﬂ( (“a belt of water”: a nharrow ‘strip of
water). v :

2+ zhi+1 S S

The third syllable of this type.of construction is the classical
Chinese particle zhi Z . Again, this type of idiom is best divided
into separate words in writing, and enclosed'in quotation marks:

“haiqun zhi m&” F#H Z B (“the horse that harms the entire
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herd”: black sheep); -~ . - . ., o
' “hudinbing zhi ji” 852 3t (stalling tactics); .
“wahé zhi zhéng” "%"-‘“Zﬁ (“a crowd of crows” :a motley
crew); S i
“wUjid zhi bdo” %mZi (a pnceless treasure);
“tudjidng zhi md” R 5 (“a hors_e‘draggmg, its reins”:like
a runaway horse, out of control). - ,

.~ Note. that the first two syllables of this type of 1d10m are
written as one word even if they are grammatically two words
(e.g. haiqun 3 B to harm the herd), hudnbing £ &£ to delay
troops). This is done to-prevent the idiom as a whole from be-
coming too spread out, in order to.aid readability.

. +One long string P e . g
Some idioms have been in use for s0 long and are so-general-
ly known that they are always taken as a single unit; the hearer
never bothers to break them down-into their individual compo-
nents to'interpret their meaning. It:is for this reason feasible.to
‘consider such' idioms as four—syllable words and to treat them.as
single units in writing, making no divisions between their compo-
nents. The.most common of these idiom—words are listed below:”
Claasical and literary: .
buyileha AIFFKF (extremeIY) :
mdnbuzdihu EAZEF  (not care in the least);
moémingqimido 2Z K (baffled); C
~.weihoqiwai =4 - (nextto nothing, very. httle)
wéisudyluwéi NEFEA -(do as one likes); - S
wusudshicong TLAEMN  (beataloss) . .
. xinblizbiyon {0 REER . (preoccupied);
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zéng’érydnzhi B H Z (to makea long story short); .
“bulidolidozhi AT T 2 (be forced to leave'a matter unsettled);
waho'aizai PR E  (dead and gone); - -
ziran’érran BATIAR  (of oneself, spontaneously)
Colloguial: Sy SN R S
luangibazao L /AKE -« (ina mess); o
. waqibdzdo '%—l:/\ﬂ% (messy, ﬁlthy) T
10 2 Adages, Proverbs and XléhOuyu(& )
.+ This section takes under consideration:the various types of
idioms that exceed four syllables:in' length— adages, -proverbs
and xishouyl. These, like four—syllable idioms, have 'their ori-
gins in two distinct sources: one the literary language of ‘ancient
_Chinese; the other the speech of the common. people: Those of the
former type are archaie.in form, though:despite.this they continue
to be used.in:modern Chinese. Some of:the idioms that originate
as colloquialisms have over time been-mo,dified ‘into half—literary,
half—colloquial forms by adding elements: from classical Chinese
. to them. Because of their half~and—half form;some idioms :of
this latter:type are difficult to.atialyze grammatically. . : .:

All idioms over four. 'syllables in léngth are broken up into
individual wordsiin written HP. The “words! we spedk: of here
cover a broad range: colloquial words,. literary words, and words
from ancient Chinese. For the sake of clarity, moreover, we-can
sometimes’ disregard actual word boundaries'and group several
short words together as a longer:unit. This makes the whole.easier
to read and comprehend. Thus we write “kudiddo zhdn ludnmd”

“rather than “kudi ddo zhdn luan md4” for the.five—syllable idiom
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