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Abstract; Based on practice, this paper highlights the usage of animal-specific words and phrases from
the multiple perspectives of vividness, imagery, succinctness, profundity, wits and wisdom, etc.
Meanwhile copious references are cited as a compelling proof to the aesthetic value of animal-specific
wording, complemented by comparisons between Chinese and English versions. If aptly applied,

animal-specific wording spices up a description considerably.
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The animal-specific words in the English “swallow-tailed suit” obviously evokes the image of a

vocabulary are mostly associated with the qualities
unique to an animal or a living thing. In some cases,
words are

these animal-specific descriptive  or

emblematic of an image. Among others, “butterfly
stroke” is a swimming style with both arms moving
simultaneously like the wings of a butterfly; “crow’s
feet” is suggestive of the feet of many-toed crows
planted on the corner of the eye; “zebra-crossing” is
characterized with longitudinal

stripes bearing a

resemblance to those on the body of a zebra;
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coat with the design of a swallow-tail; “hawk-nosed”
is self-evidently a nose in the shape of hawk; to name
just a few.

In general practice, the animal-specific words
reveal the phenomena of the human society through
illustration  and

illumination exposition.  For

example, “perking order”, based on the dominance
in the chickens, has come to be associated with the
hierarchical order in the human society; “rat race”,

which stems from the frantic running about of rats in a
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maze, is analogized to the break-neck competition of
the human beings; so on and so forth.

A considerable part of the animal-specific English
words, however, are devoid of the intrinsic qualities
of the animal itself, and the meanings are well-defined
and well-established in the usage though these
meanings defy rational explanation. The following
examples suffice to serve as a compelling proof;
“puppy love

which obviously has nothing to do with a “puppy”;

”

denotes love between two teenagers,

¢

the compound-word “ white elephant” refers to
something worthless though an elephant in the color of
“white” may prove to be the opposite; “a night owl”
is a person who likes to stay up late and “a wet hen”
is a shrewd woman, in both cases neither “owl” nor
“hen” seems to suggest such qualities in reality.

Some animal-specific idioms feature brevity of
expression and clarity of meanings. The well-thymed
“more bark than bite” connotes more words than deeds
of a person albeit ostensibly referring to a dog.

The usage of animal-specific wording presumably

boils down to the following distinctive features.

I. Animal-Specific Words Convey More
than a Straightforward Statement

Each species of animals has its salient features,
positive or otherwise. For example, the fox is crafty;
the lion is ferocious; the monkey is mischievous, to
name just a few. Based on the analogy between the
animal-specific properties and an object of reference,
the vividness of the expression is brought into bold
relief. The following pairs of sentences shed light on
the nuanced effect through the use of animal-specific
wording.

1 (1) A snake in the grass poses the great-
est threat.

(2) The hidden enemy is the most dan-gerous.

2 (1) He was a fastened oyster about his
bus-iness deal.

(2) He kept a tight lip about his business deal.

513 (1) Heis a sly old fox.

(2) He is shrewd and crafty.

4 (1) The young man was a lost sheep.

(2) The young man went astray.

Il. Animal-Specific Expressions are More
Graphic than Literary Statements

The English sentences cited below are amply
expressive of the distinctive qualities of the relevant
animals in one way or another. Used in the form of
verbs, the animal-specific acts are metaphorically
conveyed to the reader. “Verbs enhance the graphic
effect of a description ”'") ( Translated by the
author ). A English

sentences with animal-specific wording and the

comparison between the
Chinese versions without animal-specific wording
highlights the subtlety from the perspective of
expressiveness: the former undoubtedly strike the
reader as graphically-portrayed while the latter are no
more than a literary statement of facts or occurrences.

%] 5 He ducked and dived into the water.

FEX AT AKIK,

5] 6 The path snakes through the valley.

X LA S A

{51 7 Those who fish for fame and honors will
end up nowhere.

EX  WAPEN NIRRT,

5] 8 Parroting a theory is a far cry from what
the practice requires.

FEX BRSO TR S

5] 9 Passengers were sardined into the com-
partment of the subway.

FEX MR B LB R

5] 10 The police hounded the criminal all the
way to his home town.

FEX EEMIRLITIEAE, RIGTEME R
HATHE

511
office.

EX AR R, REREDAE,

5] 12 He wormed himself into my confidence

He wolfed down breakfast and darted to

and betrayed me after that.
TS TR IR EAE, 2R
TH.
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] 13 The onlookers craned their necks to have

a better look.

EX BUWEMERTEENT.

Il. Animal-Specific Words Are More

Succinct than Literary Statements

Many animal-specific words have metaphorical

references. Therefore they are imbued with
referential meanings. In this sense, the use of an
animal-specific word is more than enough to put
across a meaning which otherwise requires an
explanatory statement. As “conciseness is a virtue in

»[2]

writing , the contrast based on the following pairs

of sentences speaks volumes of the fact.
i 14

shment.

(1) Copycats are subject to severe puni-

(2) Those who plagiarize are subject to severe
punishment.
i 15

bing into this case.

(1) The local discipline watchdog is pro-

(2) The local department in charge of discipline
inspection work is probing into the case.
i 16

disputes were handled in kangaroo courts.

(1) In the remote tribes of those days

(2) In the remote tribes of those days disputes
were handled in an unauthorized court without regard
of justice.

Bl 17

products are a cash cow to the company.

(1) The newly-developed eco-friendly

(2) The newly-developed eco-friendly products
generate enormous profit margins to the company.
1 18

missed before his term expired.

(1) He was a lame duck and was dis-

(2) He was incompetence at admini-stration and
was dismissed before his term expired.
519 (1) The athlete turned out to be a dark
horse in the match and shot to stardom overnight.
(2) The otherwise unknown athlete won the cha-
mpionship in the match and shot to stardom overnight.
151 20
(2) Steven was always making trouble in class.

1 21

(1) Steven was a black sheep in class.

(1) He always regards himself as a big

fish in the academic field and loses no chance to flaunt
his learning.

(2) He always regards himself as some-one of
great importance in the academic field and loses no
chance to flaunt his learning.

122

cust years have their bond cemented.

(1) Couples who have gone through lo-

(2) Couples who have gone through the years
of hardship have their bond cemented.
51 23

will change horses promptly.

(1) Unless you are fit for the job, we

(2) Unless you are fit for the job, we will have

you replaced promptly.

IV. The Animal-Specific Words Evoke
the Image of a Specific Animal

According to Liu Miging"®’ ( Translated by the

author ), “ Artistic language outperforms stative

language”. Animal-specific expressions more often
than not conjure up an image of the animal in the
mind’ s eye of the reader. The following Chinese
sentences are rendered into English by drawing on the
analogy between a human act and an animal’ s
behavior. The stark contrast shows that the latter
outdoes the former in terms of image-evoking effect.

Bl24 ZrRREPYEGES,

¥ 3 The kid made a beeline for the school.

25 AmavrEkk kR, ~FEERA
7 EME L AL B

¥ The economy of the city has taken a frog-
leap and its GDP chalked up a two-digit growth in the
first quarter.

Bl26 fETAEPRZEAC AR, MALEMRA
C B s R AR

¥ It’ s unwise to play the peacock in the
work, but ill-advisable as well to adopt an ostrich
policy.

B127 A HEBUNEY], FRAGRPE A

¥ He often plays the fox and I am to keep
an eye open.

B128 - SR AR 980 M,

¥ Shanghai is 980 km away from Weihai as
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the crow flies.

B 29 B K R P~ — 2 AU AR Al oA

A Z R 22
FEIX It’s simply donkeywork to baby-sit one-

year-old twins the whole day.
B30 AR T T

i¥3L The car skidded to a halt crabwise on the

road.

Bl 31 FAs AR D XAE G

E X I have zero tolerance of such monkey
business.

B32  AEE IR ETIR 4Rk 2

¥ 3 Nothing can elude his eagle-eyed observa-
tion.

B33 FEACHEIN R A P AR 1

EX The boat turned turtle in the choppy
waves of the sea.

B34 A5 Bk R BARIR ST,
B PuR - EREHIR R AA

¥ His parents were as poor as church mice

{Hif A 1A

and yet they managed to bring up five happy, healthy

children.

V. Animal-Specific Expressions Sparkle
with Wits and Wisdom

The English language abounds with idioms from a
great many classical allusions. Their multitude is too
great to be listed here. But a few illustrations of these
allusions deriving from the classical sources drive home
the fact. Among others, “swallow a camel” is based
on Bible Matthew, quoted from “ You blind guides,
who strain out a gnat and swallow a camel!” From this
context, “swallow a camel” denotes “go through great
tribulations” ; “a dog in the manger” derives from an
old Greek fable, referring to those who deliberately
prevent others from having something which they
themselves have no use for; “a bull in a china shop”
harks back to a caricature about Lord Amherst’ s
bungled trade mission to China in 1816. His rashness
on the trip was figuratively likened to a bull dashing
about in a porcelain shop.

Some animal-specific idioms seem to have self-

explanatory meanings. Thus the appropriate use of
these idioms highlights the congruity between an
idiom-related scenario and the real situation. For
instance, “have ants in one’ s pants”, “play cat and
mouse with” , “can the leopard change his spots?” etc
never elude understanding to those who have common
sense of the idiom-related situations.

Oddly enough,

have the same meanings though the animals are a far

some animal-specific idioms

cry from each other in terms of nature. For one,
“make a monkey of somebody” and “make a hare of
somebody” are both the equivalent of playing a trick
on somebody though the species of monkeys and
hares are poles apart.

As animals vary from each other in terms of
nature, the use of similes is a common practice in
some relevant contexts. By doing so, the accuracy

of a description fully manifests itself. Such idioms

173 1

make a long list, such as “at a snail’ s pace”, “as
merry as a cricket” , “like a lamb to the slaughter” ,
“as fit as a flea; as proud as a peacock” , “live like a
fighting cock” , “eat like a bird” , “drink like a fish” ,
“swim like a duck”, etc. The adjectives associated
with the nature of animals are commonly-used
epithets, such as “chicken-hearted” , “lion-hearted” ,
“sheepish” , “bearish”, “bullish”, etc.

The following English sentences are alive with
wits and wisdom as opposed to the Chinese versions

without animal-specific wording.

B35 AbtE 5 by Bk, BRIE TR,
1] ELAER I T

¥ X He was nothing short of a hog in armor
when he was seized with a terrible stage fright and
spoke incoherently.

B36 Al AW, JLTP R IA

¥ 3 He can skin a flea for its hide and has
virtually no friends in his life.

37 2y e, H i A LA YL
fb=GET .

¥ John tried to kiss Mary, but she sent him
off with a flea in his ear.

B138 BHEAFEAEAN Y, TRPAER

e ARZ .
¥ The beauty of the scenic spot was beyond
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word, but it was packed with a sea of people—a fly
in the ointment.

B39 AZFR ICHUE AL By 1k T Y 4 Rl G
BL, XA R KA

¥ X Proactive measures ought to be taken to
forestall the looming economic downturn. We are not
crying wolf.

Bl40 XL T EH
f— B

%3 The boy shows no interest in music. You

/\WE%K%UJ\ /f/J‘

are flogging a dead horse.
B4t HVpMERC, AFAERT.
¥ One man may steal a horse, while an-
other may not look over the hedge.
In the final analysis, the use of animal-specific

idioms, if properly contextualized, enhances the

vividness of an expression. On the contrary, if the

user “barks up the wrong tree” , what is conveyed will
turn out to be “a horse of different color”, and even

aesthetic effect of the text is diminished. As a rule,

“aesthetic sense is fostered through much exposure and

practice” '*) (Translate by the author). It is true of
the use of animal-specific wording. Only a master

hand with a discerning eye can hit the “bull’s eye”.
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