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Protectorsand Messengers
Animalsas Cultural Symbols

Animals have been used as cultural symbols since the
Stone Age. In many ancient civilisations, animals were
symbols of sanctity and prophetic knowledge. In ancient
Egypt, such animasascats, bullsand crocodileswere regarded
assacred. Awe of their abilities— such as speed and flight —
stimulated the notion of beasts as superior to humans, and
hence the widespread practice of totem worship.

A particular animal may stand for similar qualitiesin
different cultures. The doveisauniversal symbol of peace,
whereas the swan always represents grace and beauty.
However, differencesin cultural and aesthetic heritage have
in some cases created entirely different images of an animal
to different peoples. To the Chinese, the tortoiseisasymbol
of longevity. In the West, the tortoise carries no such
cultural significance. It is noted more for its slow motion
and thus lack of vitality.

In the Celtic (Scottish, Irish and
Welsh) cultures, cattle represent
fertility. Similarly, inIndia, the bull
representsfertility and the masculine
principlein nature. For the Hindus,
the cow is the most sacred animal.
In Chinese society, cattle symbolise
diligence and strength.

While the Chinese admire
horses for their speed and virility,
they are important icons of power,
wealth and status in many Western
societies, e.g. the German and the
Irish. In the old days, horses, as
objects of veneration, were closely
associated with many divinities. In Greek mythology,
Apollo’'s heavenly chariot was pulled across the sky by a
white horse. In Scandinavian mythology, the mount of
Qdin, the creator of the world, was an eight-legged horse
which could traverse either land or sea.

To the Chinese, the pig is a symbol of fecundity and
prosperity. Inancient Celtic tradition,
boars represented not only
fertility and wealth, but
also the spirit of aggression
and invincibility in war.
Thus they were frequently
used as helmet crests —
a boar-crested helmet
both protected the wearer
and made him frightening to
look at.

In Irish and Welsh
literature, stags are associated
with the wild, and with speed

and strength. They are also intermediaries between the
gods and living humans. To the Chinese, the stag is a
symbol of official position, because the words for “deer”
and “officialdom” sound the same in Chinese. In asimilar
vein, bats symbolise auspice and happiness in Chinese
tradition, purely because the Chinese word for “bat” sounds
the same as the word for “felicity”. Aswe know from the
vampire legends, bats in the West are perceived as sinister
and associated with bad omens.

Birds, likeland animals, are favourite symbolsin many
cultures. Intimes past, birds, marked by their powers of flight
and their ability to sing, were seen as messengers from the
supernatura world. Peoplein both Chinaand the West agree
in their perceptions of the raven. Ravens are considered
birds of ill omen, probably because of their black plumage
and harsh squawks, as well as their
propensity for eating the flesh of
dead animals and humans. In the
vernacular tales of Ireland, the raven
was associated with combat and
destruction. Thus it was a popular
motif on armour and weapons. A
raven-adorned helmet dating to the
third or second century BC was
clearly designed to terrify opponents
as the warrior would appear much
more fearsome with the raven
perched on his head.

The Chinese also interpret the
appearance of owls as abad omen.
It istheir silent, ghostly flight and
eerie call that make them
frightening. Interestingly, in Western societies, many
contradictions exist among traditional perceptions of the
owl. Owls are cultural symbols of both dark mystery and
good fortune.

Since the time of the ancient Greeks, the owl, originaly
as the symbol of Athene, has been a symbol of intelligence
and learning, and considered an omen of good fortune and
victory. In Aesop’s Fables, the owl is portrayed as dert and
astute. It knows that the nets for bird catching are made of
flax and encourages the birds to pluck up the flaxseeds sown.
In Germany, an owl’s appearance is thought to predict the
safe birth of achild.

Paradoxically, in many folk and fairy tales, owls are
often present at witches' gatherings (Harry Potter hasavery
specia snowy white owl called Hedwig). Witches, too,
may appear asowls. The owl has been associated with bad
omens and given names like “bird of death” and “bird of
sorrow”. Such a mixed image, which embodies the
projection of both man’s hopes and fears, must amuse the
unperturbedly wise owl.



When someone misuses a word, the result can induce
hilarity, like when aformer Chicago mayor said when faced
with athrong of protesters, “The police are not here to create
disorder, they’re here to preserve disorder”. An amusing
misuse of a word, especially when mistaking a word for
another resembling it, is called a malapropism.

Mal apropism comes from the name of Mrs Malaprop, a
character in Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s comedy, The Rivals
(1775), whose name was in turn derived from the French mal
a propos meaning “inappropriate’. MrsMalapropisawonder.
Sheishlithely unaware that she “ selects words so ingeniously
misapplied without being mispronounced”. Here are some
examples from her observations: “ She's as headstrong as an
allegory on the banks of the Nile” (i.e. “alligator”) and “Heis
the very pineapple of politeness’ (i.e. “pinnacle”).

Mrs Malaprop has | eft an enduring legacy in the English
speaking world. Her ancestry goes back to Sergeant Dogberry
in Much Ado About Nothing (1599), one of Shakespeare's
greatest comic inventions. His quotable quotes include

The Legacy of Mrs Malaprop

“Comparisons are odorous” (i.e. “odious’) and “Our watch,
sir, have indeed comprehended two auspicious persons’ (i.e.
“apprehended”; “ suspicious’).

It appears “comprehension” and “apprehension” are
indeed easily confusable. Four centuries later, a celebrity
baseball team manager declared “It is beyond my
apprehension”. Some more genuine mal apropisms gathered
from across the Internet: “He'sawolf in cheap clothing” (i.e.
“sheep’s’) and “ Their father was some kind of civil serpent”
(i.e. “servant”) — a Freudian dlip?

There are lots of potential malapropisms that may arise
from words of similar appearance, e.g. “stationary”/
“stationery”, “aternate”/“alternative”, and “complement”/
“compliment”, to name just afew. While we laugh at others
ludicrous misuse of words, it is better to keep in mind that
embarrassment will be the more likely effect if it is we who
have made the blunder. To play safe, if we have the slightest
doubt, it is better to look up the word in adictionary. Homer
sometimes nods, right?

[ iy
‘ . O,
- 1 40 KK #;

R L 2 75 (0 AT 2 MR 26 BT H s | A R K AR T8 B 5T > (E ph B S
% RPN - AR OIS 2 1% AR ACHOIRID IR B o NI - LR
SR R FAARG E T IR L S IR IR B AHE MRS TR R A A 1 T -

@ BT o RAFIE A BRRA AT » BRAE o B0 R+ KRAAEEEEZ GRS » P38 —F &\ E 8
e R ARG O WA, ? (SERA

CLEMBNGILT - XTHREE > R rRed WETA )
T GHIEFABR RIS T > ARSI > WG IR — —
B S TAGIE « W FAAGR R E SR W A AN
B QBRI » £30 0L MSBIEHLL T - A0 AL @ §; B q& = # # ?
SCF RIS R - T BT R SR - L i
WFWRREE=TL% - HMNFOpBaeTE | 5F &
W > FEMTEA R ﬁ' % % ?‘ 3 g
o | R A R R S
A | AR 2SR E A LAY SCF o U c ATWANH WE LG B WYE ¥ v
JC e s FYWHHHBHEE ¥ ¥
NE | BRES K T4 5T S TR © EHOIER S B - WEIKSR Y  MOMREES ¥
— IR H o HIHEERYRE § 7
L . , ~ JE — o WEEGHEEEY WL  BYHEEEE ¥ m
#E | I0F > WS
%E%ﬁggég%faj@{ R W R AT Y =
: — - IRGITOE I < MRS W =
& HERET RS0 T PR cTHIE MW MW WH % w —
Wik > EEFH o %y
] )




B

HESZ A EHEE o BT > RIMAHEEDH
E LB AL 5 R SO IR R > BR TR
AR B O FT o RAEARRARAER > 51 A LIgE
TBLAR O S5 T ) AN T RN ARAE

SRk —wREEL o IR AR RERV A DIREME R 3E
HIENE o GHOCHT)E FE AR “REMARED] - REANRE
B RERERER s BAMERX » O TER" o BEREER
BLIEM > XMW o RG> ORISR E
B REATRATI > @ERL - TBEUEBRTEL
T A 7 E B S o AU £ RS CHER T B
ERRMAMERSE MR ZE” o il U > BG4 -
Sz D) SRR AL “TRFEAE R B B -

R THE F R, o IR GHOCIR ) IR o R A
Fo “RRAIX P REZE” - BEHEXBNE > SHAEH
B REEGS THZ BB - BEES TN A&
E7 BERE R - RPMENAEY - XFBAAS2ERE L
FIIL WS > B RERE - SR AR
DUBZ YY)« TEMGIIRIS 1 > JBURL 1B R A i AN B i b
et - FRGEHEEE W BAS % SBC -
A “TER R 2 -

SR — T PR AR o iR
O R B K
B~ Bfy—#EATR > B
BEPUSRRE S > — ok DR A tE B > ol
NIEVIBCBRAYTE SO > B
BV B Sy > (R T R S - F
FIES - B L 0 5 ER2 A2

EEHREMA > BEEHNBYATEAD - FlIILIE
EABNEEIHRERE -

' 7 B JEE A R FE AR R &
LB B HEREIE > B
IR A BB R > b

ol R A
. L; R T A (A
: ) FUEARIEAR
\\-u-—f‘"’ F LA BTSN -

AR

SRR —HK - Wi 0 R A 44

i

—

AR SR
— BRI E R AT
b f

HX L

R R I 2 A o P
O SCAL AR B AR AR bk 5 =
B BHE Nz
AT B W
B EIFRIENRER
A& o W BRI “ET B4R
[l & B R AR AR
o i AW AT T 0E [
K> HELBEM - EAE

EREHEY - AR ERR T

%o 2 MR GHSURT) W (BIEEHRE) 1E sk
ARET > REIR B #RE B -

FiAh o R TR R o ° T B R > U
TR > FERAE RO R - SR E XA
T T o ETEIER) - CHBEE - KEFET 5 (R E)
BRI - REBRARET S LU R OHT o A
EEBET AR =ZBEET S TR UIEA £ E)
o ME A =ML > BELLRER  BEER > A
HPELE - PRESEEHERD = FREMER - i
H SO R ST - RO S R 5
RIS > LIS REAR -

o S M TR e - PR SR e
S SR - R SR - B R
A ARAE 3~ 0 e S g
SR AL EBR - PR
NBEREAT— 8 ) 35 -
UL DL IRAE DI )
LR - 7 L P
% REETWRAE - bl
a2 HF L R
EEBAL - Wi AT
R4 DI LR (1Y - 0 6

it E AR RO A RSO BRE SO R
# o NMITrEEcE:  EEE > BEA > RANREAE
W AR o Aw UL RBWARE OF » RS
LR TR > A E tR ER i ER o

Ho

i

DO i R CRE - A3 L) A G -
2 GIHE) = REEALER WA ARG -
dOERRRA T BT RS -

———

ER T DUBILNE BRI TEAE - T4 - |

Bl %



Word, |

N

Animals have been a part of peoplé€’s livesfor thousands of
years. Many pre-industrial rural societies depended on domestic
beasts for their livelihood, on wild creatures for hunting and on
horses for warfare. Today, many animals, like dogs and cats,
have become peopl€’s pets and cherished family members. This
age-old symbiotic relationship between animals and humans has
given rise to a host of expressions involving animals in the
languages of all nations.

Animals have gained established connotations over time.
People associate their feelings and emotions with various
animals. Many animals have become symbols of different
personality traits. Sayings like “as cunning as the fox” appear
in many languages. In English, an extremely happy person is
often described as “like a dog with two tails” or “as happy as
alark”.

Idioms featuring the wolf reflect similar perceptions of this
animal in China and the West. The wolf has long been
(mis)represented as gy, greedy and ferociousin both the English
and Chinese languages, hence many derogatory idiomsinvolving
the wolf. English idioms include “to throw someone to the
wolves’ ({FE %), “to cry wolf” (Ji3k ) and “a wolf in
sheep'sclothing” (4% = K7 1) ; there are also Chineseidioms
denouncing a person’s rapacity, cruelty and usurpation of power
in“ARLFE”, “IRC A fit” and AR EE" respectively.

Thanks to different historical and cultural backgrounds, the
connotations of animal wordsin one language do not necessarily
coincide with those in another. The Chineseterm “ & #1” (lackey)
was once improperly translated into English asa“running dog”,
which simply means a dog that is running and contains no
derogatory sense. While the dog in the West is generally regarded
as man'’s best friend, in China traditionally dogs had low status
since they served only as guard dogsin rural communities. This
lack of affection towards dogsisreflected in the language. Chinese

{ It is not only fine feathers that make fine birds.
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Animals in Human Language

idiomsreferring to dogsal present anegative image of theanimal

like “ SR FH A" (to act like asnob) and “JI % Jij %" (agang
of scoundrels).

It isinteresting to note that some mythological animalsin the
Chinese and Western cultures have been mistakenly matched. For
example, both #E and the dragon are products of the human
imagination, but that's where their similarity ends. In Chinese
tradition, #g isan al-powerful animal whose realm covers the sky
and the sea. It has long been a symbol of auspice and majesty.
Conversdly, the dragon in Western legendsis an evil mongter that
has wings and along tail and breathes fire. Many Chinese would
“HETRGE”, butitsliterd trandation “to expect ong's son to become
adragon” might sound ridiculous to the English spesking people.

The appearances of #E and the dragon have little in common
and they carry entirely different cultural connotations. Hence * i
M PO/NEE” is properly turned into “the four tigers of Asia’. Yet
“the Year of #E” istill rendered as“the Year of Dragon” and “ £
HE" as“dragon dance’ in English. To convey accurately the positive
image of #E in English, why not transliterate “#g” as “long”
following the examples of “kung fu”, “tai chi” and “wok”?In a
similar vein, “JE\” in Chinese denotes an imaginary bird vastly
different from the phoenix. Totrandate” J&” as*“phoenix” isancther
example of amismatch.

Sometimes different animals are employed to put across a
similar message in both Chinese and English, such as “a black
sheep” (E % ¥ JE) and “to talk horse” ("k4f) . For each of the
following idioms, would you like to try your hand at finding a
similar Chinese expression inspired by the animal world?
(Answers at the bottom of the page)

1. aratinahole 4. neither fish nor fowl
2. chicken-hearted 5.to drink like afish
3. adonkey inalion’shide 6. crocodile tears
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Does “impact” have a plural form? What are the verbs
and prepositions that may collocate with it?

When we have doubts about the usage of aword or phrase,
we may consult adictionary or grammar book. Yet sometimes
we are still not sure if we can say, for example, “significant
impacts” or “the impact arising from...”. Thisis where a
language corpus comes in useful. The British National Corpus
(BNC), for instance, is alarge corpus of modern English, with

extracts from awide variety of written and spoken materials.

While a paid full version will provide users with a large
database of real life examples, the simple search function is
quite sufficient as a quick and handy reference to English usage.
Visit thiswebsite: http://sara.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/lookup.html and
enter the word or phrase you want to look up. It givesasmany as
50 examples free of charge. In the case of “impact”, the BNC
will tell you that it usually combineswith the verbs*have’, “ make’
and “produce”’ and the prepositions “on” and “upon”. Examples
arereadily at hand for reference — and they show that “impact”
can have aplura form.
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( Animals are such agreeable friends — they ask no questions, they pass no critici érns.
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15 animasin awildlife park have run away. With the clues
given, try and see if you can help the distraught park keeper
identify which ones on the list are missing. Each clue points to

oneanimal.
Giraffe Kangaroo Cheetah
Chimpanzee Serpent Crocodile
Robin Wallaby Peregrine
Owl Turtle Porcupine
Turkey Bear Hare
Wolf Leopard Rhinoceros
Penguin Kingfisher Flamingo
Stork Woodpecker Peacock
Swan Crane Hyena
Ostrich Elephant Donkey
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Answers
1

10.

4L,

12.

13.

14.

15.

Clues

With a gaze that seemsto see through a matter or
aperson, it is often associated with wisdom.

It has along memory.

A lakein Hyde Park, London comesin its shape.
As Roy Campbell wrote, it lives “between the
earth and skies” and keeps “alight-house” with
its eyes.

Through time it has symbolised widely different
things to different peoples. In international
folklore it is nurturing, intelligent, foolish,
cunning, rapacious and evil.

It can never change its spots.

A farmer in Aesop'’s Fables captures it together
with the cranes, though it has never done any
harm to the farmer.

According to legend, it only Sngsjust beforeit dies.
Some ancient cultures believed that it lived on
the moon.

It plays the part of Old Benjamin in George
Orwell’s Animal Farm.

Itisendowed with al of therainbow’slovely hues
asW. H. Davies once put it.

A person who has a skin like this animal is
insensitive to insults.

It was believed to be sacred to the god Ares and
considered agood omen when seen near the home.
In the folk tales of Russia, Sicily and India, it
serves as a guide leading the hero on his
adventures.

TheAnishinabe and Haudenosauinee people believed
that North Americaweas created on its back.
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