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“You are what you wear!” the fashion designers suggest.
This proposition has won wide popularity over the past
century, as clothes have taken on meanings far more than a
second skin. When cavemen put on animal skins to keep
themselves warm, they did not expect that what humans wear
would one day become a symbol of civilisation, and even of
social status and cultural identity as well.

Clothes make us look different, and are hence
associated with the idea of seeming. A relevant illustration
can be cited from The Little Prince (Le Petit Prince), the
most famous novella of French writer Antoine de Saint-
Exupéry (1900-1944). According to the narrator, B-612,
the home asteroid of the little prince, was first discovered
by a Turkish astronomer in 1909. But when he reported
his discovery to the International Astronomical Congress,
nobody believed him, because he was wearing the Turkish
national costume. Some years later, however, his discovery
was acknowledged when the astronomer resubmitted the
report wearing elegant European costume. The difference?
One’s apparel is not merely a symbol of cultural identity,
but also a symbol of social status. Sometimes presentable
clothes make one’s words more likely to be heard, because
people tend to judge a person by appearances, before getting
to know his or her true attributes. But those who are clear-
headed enough can, of course, tell the difference between
what is and what seems to be.
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Appearances can therefore be deceptive.

This notion is exploited in The Emperor’s New
Clothes (Keiserens nye Kleder) by Danish
writer Hans Christian Andersen (1805-1875).

In this oft-told story, the king, clad in his “new
attire”, which he believes to be visible only to
worthy people, leads a procession through his
town, proudly showing it off to the crowd. None of his
subjects is brave enough to tell him the truth, for fear that
this would offend His Majesty. Also, admitting that they
can only see a naked king would make them look stupid.
So one after another, they praise the new clothes. The
swindle eventually comes to a halt when a little child points

out that the king is in fact wearing

just his birthday suit. More often

than not, truth comes from the mouths of innocent children,
for they are not used to telling lies, whether white or not.

This belief is shared by Saint-Exupéry, who thinks that
children are able to see things that grown-ups fail to see.
He makes this point through the pilot, or the narrator of the
story, and the little prince.

The pilot recalled that at the age of six, when he showed
adults his Drawing Number One and asked if anyone was
frightened by it, all of them were caught by surprise because
they saw nothing but a hat. Disappointed, he then presented
his Drawing Number Two, which showed a boa constrictor
digesting an elephant. The response from the grown-ups was
again discouraging — they suggested that he devote his time
to things more practical than drawing. Years later, when the
pilot met the little prince in a desert after a plane accident, he
drew his Drawing Number One from memory and showed it
to his new acquaintance. Without hesitation, his little friend
realised that it was an elephant inside a boa constrictor! Why
is this so? Maybe children, unlike
adults, see things with a pure heart
rather than with a cultivated mind.

During his journey
around the Galaxy, the
little prince landed on different planets and encountered
different people before coming to Earth. In his eyes, each
of these new acquaintances showed a certain degree of
stupidity — fond of finding excuses, interested only in
figures, or devoted to some laughable philosophies.
Obviously, the author is ridiculing the stupidity of grown-
ups. His mind is spoken by the fox, the character most
endowed with wisdom in the story: “It is only with the heart
that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the
eye.” As we grow older, purity gives way to complexity,
and we tend to lose sight of the simple truth that we once
saw. Truth is indeed not what we see with our eyes, but
what we see with our hearts.

/ Clothes make a statement. Costumes tell a story. *

*.

Mason Cooley
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Every morning, we dress ourselves and get ready for a
new day. Clothes are so indispensable to our life that related
expressions abound in our everyday language.

None of us will leave home without putting
on our shoes. So getting a pair of comfortable
shoes is very important. There is an English
proverb which says, “Only the wearer knows

where the shoe pinches.” A shoe pinches when it
does not fit the foot. So “where the shoe pinches”
refers to a source of discomfort. By extension, it also
means a trouble or difficulty, or the crux of a problem. For
example, “Doctor Williams visited one of the villages struck by
the earthquake and examined the children’s health. He then
advised the parents to buy vitamin supplements for their children.
Obviously he did not know where the shoe pinched.” Doctor
Williams failed to put himself in the shoes of the villagers and
see how their well-being has been affected by shortage of
resources. ‘7o be in someone’s shoes” means to be in someone’s
situation, usually in a negative context. So in his diary, Doctor
Williams might make this remark about the villagers: “If I were
in their shoes, 1 would boost immunity and stop drinking
contaminated water.” This expression, however, must not be
mixed up with “to step into/fill someone’s shoes”, which means
to replace a person and take over his or her function, especially
to occupy the position he or she has vacated. For example,
“Doctor Williams collapsed and Doctor Stevenson quickly
stepped into his shoes to take care of the villagers.”

Nowadays, while wearing a baseball cap is trendy in the
younger set, very few people wear hats. Maybe magicians are
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one exception. Once upon a time, hats were a necessity for
English gentlemen and it was their traditional greeting to doff
their hats. So “to take off one’s hat to someone” is a figure of
speech to show respect or admiration for that person. For
example, we may say, “I take my hat off to the doctors for
their selfless devotion in the affected area.” To rebuild homes
in the ruins, passing round the hat is a possible solution. We
pass round the hat to solicit donations, usually by making a
personal appeal. This expression comes from an old practice
of passing round a hat among churchgoers to collect donations
for maintaining religious services. An appeal is likely to gain
wider support if the use of the contributions is not kept under
one’s hat. “To keep something under one’s hat” means to keep
something secret or confidential. In a society that values
transparency, someone who wears the organiser’s hat in a
charitable cause should ensure that the donors have an idea
how their money will be spent to serve a meaningful purpose.
A person who wears a particular hat is someone who performs
in a particular capacity.

There are indeed a good number of expressions about
head and foot wear. Here are several more. After watching a
movie, we might yell “That’s old hat!” to show our disapproval
if we find the story old-fashioned. Football fans will surely
be overjoyed and cry “What a hat trick!” if their favourite
player scores three goals in a single match. However, when a
player, especially a veteran, misses a goal in a life-and-death
match, he might be forced to “hang up his boots”. Similarly,
his manager might be asked to account for the defeat and “hang
up his hat”.
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When you meet a man, you judge him by his clothes; 4
"y when you leave, you judge him by his heart. .

. /
Russian proverb
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Without pen and paper, reference to shapes can
sometimes be quite brain-racking. Of course, we shall have no
difficulty in describing regular shapes because our vocabulary
already contains words like “circle”, “rectangle”, “triangle”,
“oval” and “diamond” (or “‘rhomboid”) for the basic forms. If
these are not enough, we still have “kite”, “trapezium”,
“almond”’, “‘crescent”, “‘star”’, “hexagon”, “octagon’” and so on.
But when it comes to irregular shapes, it might be a good idea
to make use of letters of the alphabet, since

they are common visual references.

[
Y o
One illustration is “T-shirt”. We all | —
know what it is. Itis so called because the | ™
garment, when spread flat, resembles the
letter “T”. When we order a T-bone in a steak house, we
expect to be served with a steak containing a T-shaped bone
with meat on each side. By the same token, a box of W-fold
tissue paper will contain tissue paper folded three times, while
a Y-adaptor is a common device which we use to split one
contact point into two.

s g; e In everyday life, there are
§§E§ *, abundant examples. To name some
= — H more, we have “Lgirders”, “L—bgrs”
! and “T-beams” in the construction
o industry; “Y-fronts” and “V-necks” in the
garment industry. In Hong Kong, some housing
estates constitute blocks of irregular shapes. H-blocks and
Y-blocks are two such examples. Taking a bird’s-eye view
from a helicopter, you should be able to see the H and Y
shapes more clearly.
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When students get excellent examination
results or win a competition, they might make a V-sign to
show their excitement. A V-sign is a hand gesture to signify
victory, with the index and middle fingers raised and parted
and the other three fingers clenched. However, certain
words with a similar formation have nothing to do with
shapes. For instance, “X-ray” does not mean that the ray
takes an X-shaped path. It is so called because at the time
of discovery, the nature of X-rays remained unknown and
was represented by the letter “X”.

Some English letters also form common expressions.
When a river “makes a great S”, that means it meanders
in an S-shaped course. Someone who has “come to a Y”
in a road is presented with two choices, because he has
reached the point where the road branches into two. A
“U-turn” is the act of turning a vehicle in a half circle so
as to go in the opposite direction. But figuratively, it means
a complete change in policy, plans, actions or beliefs. For
example, “On second thought, he made a U-furn and
withdrew his resignation.”

If someone wants to have a project inspected “from A
to Z”, that means he wants to have everything checked
thoroughly. This phrase carries the same meaning as “from
head to tail” or “from head to toe”. When we say something
is “as simple as ABC”, we mean it is very easy to understand
or handle. What about something that is done “to a T”’? It
is something suitable, appropriate or exact. A shirt that suits
you “to a T” is one that looks extremely good on you. Here
is another example: “The accountant is working out fo a T
all items of expenditure.”
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Not—a—Mindboggr

When you meet strangers on the street, it
is sometimes easy to tell where they come from
or what they do for a living simply from what

Jeans Sarong

Silks

they wear. Below is a wardrobe packed with L
a mixture of items typical of certain characters, Beret
professions, ethnic or religious groups, etc. Trench coat
Would you like to sort them out so that the Kimono
right items go to the right people? Cape

earers ems

Dutch peasants Turban

Sikh, Hindu or Muslim men Kilt
Charlie Chaplin

Malaysians

Cowboys

Please send your entry to the Editorial Board of Word Power,
Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310, High
Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong
before 11 August 2008. Watch out for our coming issue to see if you

Russian women and girls
Jamie Oliver
The Queen’s guards

Inspector Jacques Clouseau get all the answers right and if you are one of the lucky five to win a
Scottish men prize. The Editorial Board will have the final say on the answers.
Sherlock Holmes
Jockeys Name : Mr/Mrs/Miss/Ms (delete as appropriate)
Margot Fonteyn
Repairmen
Cinderella Department
Indian women Post
Dae Jang Geum Tel. No
South Americans .
5 Office Address
Geishas

Officers of the Police Tactical Unit
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Word Power is also uploaded to the homepage of the Civil Service Bureau (http://www.csb.gov.hk/english/publication/2006.html). If you have any comments or suggestions about this publication, please write
to the Editorial Board of Word Power (Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310, High Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong or csbolrs @csb.gov.hk).
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