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A lot of us are blessed with the best of companions. They
never judge. They expect nothing from us. Their conversation
with us lasts as long as we wish. They are always there for us,
even in the small hours. And they stand by us through thick and
thin until the very end of life. These are but a few of their many
virtues. Sounds too good to be true? Wait till you get acquainted
with these lovely friends—books.

When was your first encounter with books? Some have
acquired a taste for reading from a tender age. Others fall in
love with the written word later in life. Carl Sagan, the renowned
American astronomer and writer, extolled books as “proof that
humans are capable of working magic”. The magical moments
we spent with a book—the solitary hours of reading one under
a quilt with a torch in the dead of night, the defiant delight in
hiding a novel inside a textbook to read in stealth under the nose
of the teacher and the thrill of visiting the library for the first
time—are among the fondest memories of our younger days.
The excitement and wonderment we felt as a child in those little
black marks on paper are not lost on us; we continue to
experience the same irrepressible pleasure every time we
disappear into a book.

As we leave school and step out into the real world,
challenges come in all shapes and sizes. It could be a troubled
relationship, the loss of a job, a financial predicament, a health
crisis, or a mission impossible. At times you feel like no one
understands your pain and turmoil and you are the most
unfortunate being in the whole universe, but then you read. You
realise that you are not alone; someone has gone through the
same plight and survived, or maybe not. Either way you can
learn from their victories or defeats. Whether it is through the
comfort of an old favourite or through an empathetic connection
to the characters, books offer a tireless source of companionship
and a sense of camaraderie during the times when you feel
abandoned by the entire world.

Besides being our life counsellor, books are our muses. An
unread book, literature in particular, is a work of art half finished.
Writers create the stories and we, as a reader, bring them to life
with our imagination. While we lose ourselves in a book, scenes
play out on the big screen of our mind. The interpretation is

contingent on our personal experience, mood, academic and
cultural knowledge. It is unique and individual to every reader.
Sometimes the imagery that a reader conjures up in his head is
so vivid and powerful or the reading experience is so profound
that it demands to be shown and shared with everyone, hence
the endless literary adaptations. Few of them live up to the
expectations of people who have read the book though. The
readers have, after all, created a distinct piece of work based on
the book, even if only in their minds.

They say you only live once. Not for readers. Through
books a reader can live a myriad of lives and learn something
new from each one of them. We have travelled to distant galaxies
and explored whole new worlds; dived 20 000 leagues under the
sea; reached the peak of Mount Everest; and escaped unscathed
from tsunamis and avalanches. We have been an assassin’s
apprentice and a welterweight boxer; at other times a hacker
with a dragon tattoo and a forensic consultant, a galaxy hitchhiker
and a gunslinger searching for the Dark Tower. We have traversed
medieval Europe and ancient China; roamed the barren post-
apocalyptic wasteland; lived through the building of a cathedral
and the Great Wall; spent nights in taverns and lurked in the
shadow of darkness. All these and more while we curl up on the
couch with a book and a cup of hot chocolate.

Books are our faithful companions as we make our way
through this voyage we call life. They carve our inner landscape,
giving us perspectives and advice at the twists and turns along
the way. Life is infinitely more interesting and rewarding with
them. No one has articulated the joy of reading more eloquently
and beautifully than Virginia Woolf:

I have sometimes dreamt, at least, that when the Day
of Judgment dawns and the great conquerors and
lawyers and statesmen come to receive their
rewards—their crowns, their laurels, their names
carved indelibly upon imperishable marble—the
Almighty will turn to Peter and will say, not without
a certain envy when He sees us coming with our
books under our arms, “Look, these need no reward.
We have nothing to give them here. They have loved
reading.”
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“Fish and chips”, “back and forth”, “give and take”, etc.
These are words that go together well, actually so much so that
they are inseparable from each other and the order is irreversible.
In other words, we do not say “chips and fish”, nor do we utter
“forth and back”, both of which would sound awkward to the
native ear. These immutable idiomatic expressions are called
binomials or linguistic Siamese twins. They always come in the
same order and are often linked by “and”, “or”, or a preposition.

For non-native English speakers, these word pairs can be
challenging to grasp, as they can be quite unpredictable. For
example, why put on your “shoes and socks” when a normal
person on a normal day usually puts on socks before shoes? Or
why is it “born and bred” when the logic of it is “bred and born™’?
Interestingly, Cantonese has these seemingly preposterous
binominals too, e.g. drinking oneself full and eating oneself
drunk (EXE1fX#) . One of the more plausible explanations for
these illogically ordered phrases might be that the tongue seeks
the easier path. Fortunately, there is logic behind a lot of other
Siamese twins, e.g. cause and effect, crime and punishment.
Learning binomial expressions makes one sound more natural
and expressive in English. Let’s take a look at some of the most
common binomial pairs.

By and large
Meaning: mostly, generally
e.g. It was, by and large, a good presentation.

An arm and a leg
Meaning: extremely expensive
e.g. It cost us an arm and a leg to buy a new car.

Part and parcel

Meaning: an integral or essential piece

e.g. Rude customers and long hours are part and parcel of
the job.

High and dry
Meaning: without resources or help
e.g. Travellers were left high and dry waiting at the airport.

Cut and dried
Meaning: clear and definite or unchangeable
e.g. There are no cut and dried answers to this problem.

Done and dusted
Meaning: completely finished
e.g. The project is all done and dusted, so let’s go celebrate.

Now, a quick quiz. Can you fill in the missing word pairs? Check the answers within this

issue of Word Power.

1. Ican’t believe that Mary and Sara are sisters. They’re like ¢ and c

2. Thave accepted the job offer. Now it is s

or S

3. T've got a few o. and e

4. Time is running out, so I made a q

to do here.

andd version that will suffice for now.

5. Our hosts w. and d

us splendidly.

The best thing to hold onto in life is each other.

Audrey Hepburn



You love to read and enjoy such things as well-written
characters, an interesting story arc, and a distinctive style of writing.
As you read, a pattern or image that appears repeatedly in an
otherwise straightforward story catches your eye—for example,
periodic flooding, images of birds, feathers or flying—and there is
alingering sense that something more profound keeps eluding you.
For those who want to uncover the secret meaning behind the written
word, How to Read Literature Like a Professor by Thomas C. Foster
would be the perfect companion on an analytical journey to the
land of literature.

Having taught literature for 27 years at the University of
Michigan-Flint, Foster observes that memory, symbol and pattern
“are the three items that, more than any other, separate the
professorial reader from the rest of the crowd”. When the
professorial reader reads, he will ponder such questions as “Where
have I seen that before?” or “Whom does this character resemble?”
Foster notes that works in the literary canon are inherently
connected, and that writers consciously or subconsciously draw on
what they have read, a phenomenon known as “intertextuality”. It
is therefore inevitable that imagery, symbolism and allusions to
Shakespeare, the Bible, Greek mythology and fairy tales are
ubiquitous in the realm of Western literature. Writers from other
cultural backgrounds may similarly tap into their own master list
of works. For example, Foster himself admits that many readers
wrongly assume the flying people in Toni Morrison’s Song of
Solomon are based on the myth of Icarus in Greek mythology,
whereas what the author really has in mind is the “flying African”
myth. While his book would be more aptly titled “How to Read
Western Literature Like a Professor”, Foster is correct that the only
way to identify any of these intertextual references is to be
conversant with the sources.

Then there are symbols, and what they might mean. Foster
introduces the reader to a world where every trip is a quest that
leads to self-discovery; shared meals may symbolise communion;
flying is related to the concept of freedom; and a protagonist being
drenched, in a river or by a sudden rain shower, may signify baptism
and life beginning anew. He emphasises that almost everything that
pops up again and again, even events and actions, can be symbolic,
but what is being symbolised does not usually have a definitive
answer. Once readers develop a “symbolic imagination”, their
reading experience will be much more gratifying and rewarding.

Then there are patterns, the simple word for archetypes.
Archetypes are figures, actions or situations which are imprinted
on our cultural memory. Authors present their personal understanding
of the world by tapping into patterns that the reader is familiar with

and can connect and relate to. Foster explores a host of archetypes,
including the vampire pattern—the elderly who suck life out of the
young and innocent, the hero pattern and the Christ figure.
Identification of patterns enriches our reading experience of literary
texts, bringing new perspectives to the narrative.

Foster deftly guides you through all these important
components of literature, with a variety of examples from literary
works to demonstrate how they add to a piece’s complexity and
depth. The sceptic in you, however, may refuse to be coaxed and
ask, “How do you know that is what the writer meant?” Obviously
you are not the first one to ask this question and Foster has an
answer ready. He admits that there is no author-approved answer
key, “so the only basis of authority must reside in the text itself.
Trust the words and the words only.” He stresses that readers have
an important role to play in the creation of literary meaning.
Different readers could have varying interpretations of a single
piece of literature. Towards the end of his book, he encourages the
reader to put what they have learnt so far into practice with an
exquisite short story “The Garden Party” (1922) by Katherine
Mansfield. Foster provides a response that is based on a surface
reading and one that is more in-depth. Finally, he offers his own
convincing interpretation, demonstrating what it means to read a
work of literature critically. It is enlightening and by far the most
interesting part of the book.

As its subtitle promises, Foster’s book is a “lively and
entertaining guide to reading between the lines”. His tone is
conversational and warm, with some personal quips along the way.
For example, he comments that Shakespeare quotes “are like
eligible persons of the other sex: all the good ones are taken”. His
keen sense of humour is evident in the punchy and memorable
chapter headings. We have, for instance, the wonderful chapter duo
of “Nice to Eat with You: Acts of Communion” followed by “Nice
to Eat You: Acts of Vampires”. If there were more literature
professors like him, maybe more students would have studied for
a literature degree.

No matter how we take pleasure in getting lost in the
excitement of sensational horrors, thrillers and mysteries, at times
we would crave for books that shake us to the core and stir the soul.
Franz Kafka believed that “a book must be the axe for the frozen
sea within us”. But if we fail to penetrate the superficial and decipher
the text, literary works will lose much of their meaning and the axe
will not be half as sharp as it should be. By following the
breadcrumbs left behind by great minds and unravelling the hidden
messages between the lines, hopefully we would find the right axe
to crack the frozen sea inside us.

No man is an island entire of itself.

John Donne
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Answers to page 3:
1. chalk and cheese
2. sink or swim

3. odds and ends

4. quick and dirty
5. wined and dined

(e - R - 4 30)
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Possible Solution of Issue No. 78

1. Aid, Day, Lad, Lid, 3. On, To, Con, Net, Ton,
Dial, Idly, Lady, Daily Cent, Note, Tonne,
Connect

2. Do, Old, Low, Owl, 4. Ego, Tree, Hero, Greet,

Row, Rod, Word, Lord, There, Ghetto, Tether,
World Thereto, Together

The following winners will be notified individually by post:

Department
Cheng Kin-wah Civil Service Bureau
Cheung Hon-lam, Gordon Labour Department
Ip Yau-shing Department of Health
Shea Hiu-kwan, Maggie Department of Health
Sin Yuk-ching Department of Health

Issue No. 80 (June 2020) : Home
Issue No. 81 (September 2020) : Choices

Contributions from colleagues are welcome. Please refer to Issue No. 71 for details.
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