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NGHIEN CUU BOI CHIEU THANH NGU SO SANH
TRONG MOT SO TRUYEN NGAN VA TIEU THUYET
TIENG VIET VA TIENG ANH

Hoang Cao Thing', Pinh Thj Bao Hwong

Trong ngén ngi¥ cia mét quéc gia, thanh ng duoc quen dung trong cudc séng hang ngay
ciing nhw trong vén hoc va la mét di sén quy bau. Do dé, thanh ngi¥ cn dwoc nghién ciru tir nhiéu
géc dé. Pé hiéu va sir dung ding céc thanh ngir, ching ta cén cé hiéu biét vé thanh ngir & cac binh
dién céu tric nglr phap, céc yéu t6 tam ly, tén gido, vén héa va ngi¥ cénh st dung. Bai viét nay tim
hiéu thanh ng¥ so sénh trén hai mat dac trueng ngén ngir va déc trung vén hda tiéng Anh va tiéng
Viét. Dac biét Ia céc tac gia da cb gang xac dinh nhing tuong déng va khéc biét & binh dién si¥ dung
déi véi céc thanh ngir so sénh trong muwdi bén truyén ngén va tiéu thuyét tiéng Anh va tiéng Viét. Voi
nhitng phat hién trong nghién ciru nay, céc tac gid mong mubn, & mirc dé cé thé, gidp déc gia st
dung diing céc thanh ngi¥ trong nhitng hoan canh giao tiép cu thé.

T khéa: dac treng van héa; thanh ngik so sanh tiéng Anh va tiéng Viét; nhitng su trong déng
va khéc biét.

Idioms, as a part of a language, are commonly used in not only daily communication but also
literature and considered a valuable heritage. Therefore, idioms should be studied from different
perspectives. In order to understand and use idioms properly, we need to be aware of not only their
grammatical forms but also the elements of psychology, religion, culture and contexts of use. This
study examines simile-based idiomatic expressions on the basis of linguistic and cultural aspects of
English and Vietnamese. In doing that, the researchers attempt to find out the similarities and
differences their use in fourteen English and Vietnamese short stories and novels. The findings are
expected to help readers, to a certain extent, use idiomatic expressions properly in particular
communicative situations.

Keywords: cultural characteristics, English and Vietnamese idiomatic similes, similarities and
differences.

A CONTRASTIVE STUDY OF IDIOMATIC SIMILES IN SOME
ENGLISH AND VIETNAMESE SHORT STORIES AND NOVELS

1. Introduction

The fact that little attention has been
paid to simile-based idiomatic expressions
has led us to select this as the object for
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our study. Our investigation is primarily
concerned with showing the descriptive
and explanatory analysis involving the
form of idiomatic similes and some
cultural features used in idiomatic similes.
We would like to suggest the forms of
idiomatic similes, and from idiomatic
similes in fourteen short stories and novels
we check the uses of characteristic images
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in the idiomatic similes, which will pave
the way for the discussion of a wider
range of future related studies. The study
mainly aimed at answering the following
research questions:

1. What are  similarities  and
differences in the form of idiomatic
similes between English and
Vietnamese?

2. What are  similarities  and

differences in some characteristic images
between  Vietnamese and  English
idiomatic similes used in the short stories
and novels?

Idiomatic similes were taken from
digital versions of the short stories and
novels. In an attempt to find out idiomatic
similes, we used the tool Find in
applications Microsoft Word, PDF Reader
and find the words (markers): like, as for
English ones and nhuw, tay, twa, twa nhu,
nhw thé, bang, la, nhw la, hon for
Vietnamese ones. Surveying was the
technique employed for obtaining data to
which observance has been devoted with
respect to forms and characteristic images.

2. Definition of idiomatic similes

2.1. Definition of English idiomatic
similes

An idiom is “a number of words which,
when taken together, have a different
meaning from the individual meanings of
each word” (McMordie, 2003, p.13). The
author of A Dictionary of Linguistics and
Phonetics regards an idiom as “a term
used in grammar and lexicography to refer

to a sequence of words which is
semantically and often syntactically
restricted, so that they function as a single
unit” (Crystal, 1985). The definition of
similes in Oxford English dictionary is
that: “A figure of speech involving the
comparison of one thing with another
thing of a different kind, used to make a
description more emphatic or vivid (e.g.
as brave as a lion)”. In another dictionary
of Oxford dictionaries, Oxford Advanced
Learner's Dictionary, a simile is “a word
or phrase that compares something to
something else, using the words like or as,
for example a face like a mask or as white
as snow; the use of such words and
phrases”. According to the Merriam
Webster Dictionary, a simile is “a figure
of speech that compares two different
things in an interesting way’’ and similes
“are used in literature to make writing
more vivid and powerful. In everyday
speech, they can be used to convey
meaning quickly and effectively, as many
commonly used expressions or idioms are
similes.”

From the above definitions and what
we observed, an idiomatic phrase is a
simile and a simple sentence without any
idioms can also be a simile as long as this
sentence contains like or as and uses
figurative language. Some researchers
consider some expressions are both a
simile and an idiom, for instance, as light
as a feather is both a simile and an idiom.
Hence, we can conclude that the definition
of a simile includes two elements: a simile
is a figure of speech and a simile can also
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be an idiom. There are many names for
the idioms with the forms of a simile:
idioms of comparison, comparative
idioms, simile-based idiomatic
expressions, idiomatic similes, simile-
based idioms and in many cases they are
simply called similes. In this paper, we
use the term idiomatic similes for idioms
with the forms of similes.

From the above analysis, our definition
of an idiomatic simile is: An idiomatic
simile is a group of fixed words that
expresses an idea by using words in a
figurative symbolic and emphatic way,
using the word like or as to describe

something by comparing it with
something else (e.g. as sweet as sugar).
Although they are idioms with

figurative images, sometimes it is not
strenuous to figure out their meanings
through the components, for instance, it is
easy to understand these idiomatic
similes: as cold as ice (very cold, frigid),
as busy as a bee (very busy, up to the
neck with work) and as with a lot of
figurative language, when talking to
someone from another region or someone
not speaking in their native language they
might not get the meaning of many
idiomatic similes, for examples, to eat like
a horse (to describe someone who always
has a big appetite), to have a memory like
a sieve (about a forgetful person), as white
as a sheet (when someone’s face is white
due to fear). In some cases, idiomatic
similes are in comparative form: as hot as
hell — hotter than hell; as happy as a pig
in shit — happier than a pig in shit.

2.2.  Definition
idiomatic similes

of Vietnamese

In Vietnamese, with the idioms with
the forms of comparison, we temporarily
call them Vietnamese idiomatic similes.

Hoang Phe defined “an idiom is a
common group of fixed words whose
meaning cannot be explained simply by
the meaning of each word in the
expression” (2006). (“thanh nglr 13 tap
hop c¢6 dinh d3 quen ding ma nghia
thuong khong thé giai thich duoc mot
cach don gian bang nghia cua céc tir tao
nén n6”). Professor Do Huu Chau, in the
book Tir vung ngit nghia tiéng Viét,
considered idiomatic similes as fixed
phrases and claimed: “Fixed phrases are
general common groups of fixed words ...
Hence the factor to confirm fixed phrases
is their equivalent to a word in terms of
the function in a sentence.” (p.73) (“N6i
ngit ¢6 dinh 1a cdc cum tir ¢b dinh héa néi
chung ... Béi vay cdi quyét dinh dé xic
dinh céc ngit c6 dinh 12 tinh tuong duong
voi tir ciia ching vé chiic ning tao cau”).
Mai Ngoc Chu claimed that: “Idioms are
fixed phrases which are completely
structural and meaningful. Their meanings
are symbolic or/and vivid” (p.153)
(“Thanh ngit 12 cum tr c6 dinh, hoan
chinh vé ciu tric va y nghia. Nghia cia
ching c¢6 tinh hinh tuong hoac/va goi
cam”). According to Mai Ngoc Chu,
idiomatic similes are “idioms whose
forms are a comparative form. For



Tap chi Khoa hoc Ngoai ngir

Sé 60 (thang 12/2019)

example: lanh nhuw tién, rdch nhw t6 dia,
cudi khéng bang lai mdr” (p.153) (“nhing
thanh ngit ¢6 cau tric 12 mot cau tric so
sénh. Vi du: lanh nhuw tién, rdch nhw 16 dia,
cudi khong bang lai mde.”). Hoang Van
Hanh, in the book Thanh ngit hoc tiéng
Viét, considered “idioms are special
complexities of words whose fixed forms
and figurative meaning that are widely
used in daily life communication,
especially in speech.” (p.27) (“Thanh ngir
1a nhitng t6 hop tir “dac biét”, cd dinh, bén
virng vé hinh théi cau tric, hoan chinh va
béng bdy vé y nghia duoc s dung rong
rdi trong giao tiép hang ngly, dic biét
trong khau ngi”). He classified idioms
into two kinds: a. idiomatic similes (fzoi
nhw hoa, chay nhw bay), b. metaphorical
idioms: asymmetrical metaphorical idioms
(diia moc choi mam son) and symmetrical
metaphorical idioms (d6 mé hoéi trdn, ddn
mo hoi lung).

We define a Vietnamese idiomatic
simile as follows: An idiomatic simile is a
group of fixed words that expresses an
idea by using words in a figurative
symbolic and emphatic way, using the
word nhu, 1y, twa, twa nhw, bing, 1o, nhw
la, nhuw thé, hon, etc to describe something
by comparing it with something else. (e.g.
nhanh nhw gio). In Vietnamese idiomatic
similes, the marker nhuw is mostly used.

3. The form of idiomatic similes

3.1. The form of English idiomatic
similes

There have been few classifications of
the forms of English idiomatic similes and

according to our observation, they are not
really clear. Using the terminologies
introduced by Richards (1936) to
designate the elements of a metaphor,
excluding the marker of comparison, an
idiomatic simile comprises at most four
elements:

» the tenor, which is the entity or
process that is compared;

* the ground or the basis on which the
comparison is made;

« the marker;
e and the vehicle or standard that is
used to establish the comparison.

Using the above terminologies and
through our observation, we suggest the
forms of English idiomatic similes as
follows:

* tenor + marker + vehicle

to have a memory like a sieve (about a
forgetful person — sieves have holes in
them)
| like
| marker | vehicle

a memory | a sieve

tenor

In this simile, the ground forgetful is
implicit.

to have eyes like a hawk (describing
someone who sees every small detail)

| like | a hawk
| marker | vehicle

eyes
tenor

In this simile, the ground sees every
small detail is implicit.

* ground + marker + vehicle

as | tall | as | a giraffe

marker | ground | marker | vehicle
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* marker + vehicle

to drink like a fish (to describe
someone who always drinks a lot of
alcohol)

like

marker

| a fish
| vehicle

In this idiomatic simile, the ground
drinks a lot of alcohol is implicit.

3.2. The form of Vietnamese idiomatic
similes

Hoang Van Hanh and Mai Ngoc Chu
considered that there are four forms of
idiomatic similes and we see that the
forms and definitions of each component
of idiomatic similes are not clear. Through
our observation, there are five forms of
Vietnamese idiomatic similes. Using the
above terminologies, we suggest the forms
of Vietnamese idiomatic
follows:

similes as

* tenor + ground + marker + vehicle:

da tréing nhw nga, da tring nhi trimg ga boc.

* tenor + marker + vehicle: long va
ciing nhiw 1ong sung, gan tay liép

* ground + marker + vehicle: nhanh
nhw mdy, dai nhw dia doi, nhe twa long
hong, dit nhw tom weoi, lanh nh tién,
nhanh nhw gié, nhe nhw bdc, ning nhw chi,
dep nhur tién gidng trdn.

* (ground) + marker + vehicle: In this
form, the ground may be disappeared,
however, people still understand the
idiomatic simile. For example: (dai) nhw

dia doi, (déng) nhw kién co, (hién lanh)
nhw cuc dat, (chdm) nhw ria/sén, (vui)
nhw mo co trong bung, (ré) nhw béo, (to)
nhw bo ot cap, (chdc) nhw dinh dong
cot, etc.

* marker + vehicle: In this form, the
ground is not the part of the idiomatic
simile. For example:

in & voi nhau
XU su voi nhau
gilr y gilt tr voi nhau, etc

nhu cho
voi meo

and some other idiomatic similes: nhw
nudi con mon, nhuw ngoi trén lira, nhw né
mng khiic rudt, nhw cd gap nuwoc, nhw
chim s6 long, nhuwr rong gdp may, nhiw diéu
8dp 8io.

4. The form of vehicles in idiomatic
similes in some english and vietnamese
short stories and novels

English short stories and novels: 1. All
summer in a day (Ray Bradbury); 2. New
moon (Stephene Meyer); 3. The choice
(Nicholas Sparks); 4. The last song
(Nicholas Sparks); 5. Harry Potter and the
philosopher’s stone (J.K Rowling); 6.
Harry Potter and the chamber of secret
(J.LK Rowling); 7. Dry September
(William Faulkner). Vietnamese short
stories and novels: 8. Bac dé (Nguyen
Cong Hoan); 9. Co hdi cua Chia (Nguyen
Viet Ha); 10. Buc Phat, nang Savitri va toi
(Ho Anh Thai); 11. Bién va chim béi c4
(Bui Ngoc Tan); 12. Chuyén lang cudi (Le
Luu); 13. Gian thiéu (Vo Thi Hao); 14.
Doi thé ma vui (Nguyen Huy Thiep).
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Table 1. Statistics for the form of vehicles

The form of vehicles Vietnamese English

No % No %
Words 78 79.59 44 44.44
Nouns 67 68.36 44 44.44
Verbs 7 7.14 0 0
Adjectives 3 3.06 0 0
Numerals 1 1.02 0 0
Phrases 7 7.14 52 52.52
Clauses 13 13.26 3 3.03
Total 98 100 99 100

Through the above table, we can see:
4.1. Words as vehicle:

Words as vehicle in English have the
ratio 44.44%, are much less than
Vietnamese vehicles that have the highest
ratio 79.59%. In English idiomatic similes,
we do not see verbs, adjectives, numerals
as vehicle, meanwhile, in Vietnamese
idiomatic similes, we see seven verbs,
three adjectives and one numeral. Some
English similes: as clear as a bell, swift
and sleek as a deer, as dark as a
blackboard, as good as word, as tall as a
giraffe, like a sculpture, as smooth as
glass, like hell, etc. Some Vietnamese
similes: dong nhu kién, néi nhw trang, do
nhw mdu, cuoi nhw nic né, vui nhw hoi,
hién nhw dat, gic mct nhw gio ban tay,
cao nhw niii, ngng nhw dd, ndng nhw cum,
vitng nhw ban thach, nhe twa nhw long
hong, 10 tay gioi, den nhw muee, tinh nhw
sdo. Adjectives as vehicle: ¢d mdt nhuw mii,
cé tai nhw diée, c6 mom nhw cam. A
numeral as vehicle: truoc sau nhw mor and
seven verbs as vehicle are: dé nhuw bon, dé
nhw choi, khéc nhw mwa, chay nhw bay,
giong nhau nhw 161, nhé nhw in, giong
nhau nhw diic.

Some examples to illustrate:

Mr Dursley might have been drifting
into an uneasy sleep, but the cat on the
wall outside was showing no sign of
sleepiness. It was sitting as still as a
statue, its eyes fixed unblinkingly on the
far corner of Privet Drive. (J.K. Rowling,
Harry Potter and the philosopher’s stone,
p-8)

Tam chay nhw bay vé nha goi Hoang.
Anh dang ngdi doc Pie dé nhat. BS di
ddnh chén. Me IGi hdi giat ¢ san sau.
(Nguyen Viet Ha, Co héi cua Chda, p.23)

Mii 6ng Thang méi hiéu diéu Huy néi
c6 nghia 1a 141 xe cho thu truong phai hoi
tu d ba tiéu chuan: c6 mdr nhuw mii, cé tai
nhw diéc, ¢ méom nhw cam. (Bui Ngoc
Tan, Bién va chim béi c4, p.498)

Céi chét cia T Vinh 1a mot tim
guong tay liép. Dién Thanh hau giét Tu
Vinh ma van vo can, boi dng ta muon tay
phdp su Pai bién. (Vo Thi Hao, Gian
thiéu, p.46)

4.2. Phrases as vehicle

Phrases as vehicle in English account
for 52.52%, the highest percentage in
English idiomatic similes, and are much
more than Vietnamese vehicles that are
only 7.14%. Some English idiomatic



Hoang Cao Théng, Dinh Thi Bao Hwong

Li LUAN NGON NG(r

similes are: like a moonless night, look
like a pig in a wig, as normal as talking
on the phone, like an angry bull, like a
dried apricot. Some Vietnamese idiomatic
similes: nhw vo dwoc vang, dwoc loi nhw
coi tam long, gio mdt nhw gié ban tay, nhw
xdt mudi, dau nhw diet timg khiic rudt, da

trang nhw trung ga boc, nhw xé rudt xé gan.

Some examples are:

Aside from latching themselves onto
Molly like fuzzy barnacles, they tottered
and toppled and whimpered and cried, all
of which seemed like nature’s way of
making them adorable enough so their
mother wouldn’t eat them. (Nicholas
Sparks, The choice, p.51)

Ba tung dau nhw dut tung khiic rudt
khi Siddhattha bé nha di tim chan ly. (Ho
Anh Thai, Dac Phat, nang Savitri va toi,
p.692)

Chu quén 1a chi Nho, mii doc dura,
rang khénh, mit séng sénh va da tring
nhw trung ga boc. (Le Luu, Chuyén lang
Cuoi, p.149)

4.3. Clauses as vehicle

Clauses as vehicle in English have the
lowest ratio 3.03% and are less than

Vietnamese vehicles that account for
13.26%. English idiomatic similes: like
water slops from a bucket, like a bomb
that may go off at any moment, being
treated like a dog that has rolled in
something smelly. Some Vietnamese
idiomatic similes: chdc nhuw dinh déng cor,
nhuw diéu gdp gid, dwoc 1oi nhw coi tdm
long, mimg nhw bét dwoc vang, chay nhw
ma duoi, nhan bao nhw thdan béo, giay nhu
dia phai véi, khéc nhuw cha chét, hing huc
nhw trdu hiic ma, nhw sam ddy, nhw sét
ddnh, nhuwr ong v t6, nhw kién dot.

Some examples are as follows:

And then, exactly a year ago, Hogwarts
had written to Harry, and the whole story
had come out. Harry had taken up his
place at wizard school, where he and his
scar were famous... but now the school
year was over, and he was back with the
Dursleys for the summer, back to being
treated like a dog that had rolled in
something smelly. (J.K. Rowling, Harry
Potter and the chamber of secrets, p.3)

Mu Dit voi v bo trd vé. Chung dam bay
chuc mét mu dung vut day chay nhw ma
duoi. (Le Luu, Chuyén lang Cudi, p.123)

5. Statistics for characteristic images of idiomatic similes

Table 2. Statistics for some of characteristic images of vehicles

Vehicle Vietnamese English
No %o No %
Animals 19 32.75 21 39.62
Natural phenomena 18 | 31.03 11 20.75
Plants 7 12.06 11 20.75
Religions 3 5.17 7 13.20
History — Culture 5 8.62 1 1,88
Parts of the body 6 10.34 2 3.77
Total 58 100 53 100
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Through the above table, we can see
that names of animals as vehicle and
natural phenomena as vehicle in both
English and Vietnamese idiomatic similes
account for the highest ratio: 39.62%;
32.75%; 31.03% and 20.75% respectively;
vehicles which are history, culture and
parts of the body account for low ratio.

5.1. Names of animals as vehicle

English idiomatic similes: as green as
a fresh pickled toad, let out a howl like a
wounded dog, like multi-coloured ants, a
bellow like an angry bull, as thick as a
python, as ugly as an old bird, being
treated like a dog, like a great bulldog,
breathe like a winded rhinoceros, look
like an underfed vulture, look like a
wrinkled tortoise, like a scarlet snake,
butterflies in the stomach like birds, look
like a pig in a wig, as tall as a giraffe,
barrel like an enrage bull, swift and sleek
as a deer, like a mouse being trodden on,
like an angry goose. Vietnamese idiomatic
similes: trdn nhw nhong, khoe nhw vam,
lam nhuw trau, chay l6ng nhong nhw ngua,
kéu nhw vac, nhanh nhir cdt, lao vao nhw
thiéu than, cam nhu hén, cuoi nhi ndc né,
ngu nhuw bo, giay nhw dia phai voi, hung huc
nhu trau hiic ma, nhe twa long hong, run
nhw dé, tinh nhiwr sdo. Some examples are:

In the extended silence, the butterflies
in her stomach began to feel like birds,
and all she could think was that she’d
done something wrong. (Nicholas Sparks,
The last song, p.300)

N6i doan, dic tri, ong Truéng Sic cuoi
x0a, ma dng Ba Tuan ciing 6m bung, gd lung,
mép soac dén mang tai ma cuoi nhur ndc né...
(Nguyen Cong Hoan, Bac d¢, p.10)

10

Chu Haéo lai hét:

"Tién lén di chan troi ruc hong
Than nam nhi phi chi tang bong
Coi céi chét nea nhw long hong

Kia may ai da ngua boc xuong... "
(Nguyen Huy Thiep, Poi thé ma vui, p.3)

5.2. Natural phenomena as vehicle

English idiomatic similes: have a face
like thunder, one’s eyes shine like moon,
as quiet as a stone, as cold as ice, dark
like a moonless night, like a lost moon,
like leaves before a new hurricane.
Vietnamese idiomatic similes: nhw diéu
gdp gié, am am nhw sdm, long nhw lica
dot, cao nhw nii, nwéc mdt nhw mua,
nhanh nhw chdp, tién nhiéu nhw nwdc,
hién nhw ddt, ndng nhiwr dd, khéc nhw muwa
nhw gié, nhanh nhw vii bdo, nhir sdm day,
nhw sét danh, twa nhw tiéng sét bén tai,
ngua xe nhw nwdc, hat 1é nhw swong.
Some examples are:

Before you, Bella, my life was like a
moonless night. (Stephenie Meyer, New
Moon, p.514)

Sa&n mot phan tng quen thudc, nhanh
nhw chdp, thing Hiéu nghén nguoi thoi
phut ngon den ddu & mat hom rdi caAm céi
mdi rom dang chdy, quay dau vao phia
trong. (Le Luu, Chuyén lang Cudi, p.77)

5.3. Names of plants as vehicle

English idiomatic similes: like a fire in
dry grass, look like a radish with bad
sunburn, like a small melon, as brightly
pink as flowers, bald like a potato, one’s
skin is like a dried apricot, shake like a
leaf. Vietnamese idiomatic similes: long
va ciing nhw long sung, twoi nhw hoa, im
nhuw bé théc, xanh nhw tau Id, nhiéu nhuw
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nam, ré nhw béo, rung nhw sung. Some
examples are:

A boom of thunder startled them and
like leaves before a new hurricane, they
tumbled upon each other and ran. (Ray
Bradbury, All summer in a day, p.4)

Céc Company nhiéu nhw ndm sau mua,
noi lién doanh cua quan chic co hoi voi
bon buon lau liéu linh. (Nguyen Viet Ha,
Co hoi cua Chua, p.47)

5.4. Religious images as vehicle

English idiomatic similes: look like an
Easter egg, look like a baby angel,
beautiful as an angel, like hell, look like
an angel, looks like a fitting haunt for
vampires, look like a god. Vietnamese
idiomatic similes: nhdn bao nhu than béo,
dep nhw tién, chay nhw ma duoi. Some
examples are:

The contrast between the two of us was
painful. He looked like a god. 1 looked
very average, even for a human, almost
shamefully plain. (Stephenie Meyer, New
Moon, p.35)

Ngay c4 nhimg ngdy mé man va tim
cach chiém dung bang duoc cod Dt dep
nhw tién gidng, dng van khong thé bo
duoc théi quen hoang hét so, dit né khong
hé biét gi su dan diu cua 6ng ¢ dudi qué.
(Le Luu, Chuyén lang Cudi, p.21)

5.5. History, culture as vehicle

English idiomatic similes: look like a
desert rat. Vietnamese idiomatic similes:
nhw mo hoi, dong nhw quan Nguyén, noi
nhw trang. Some examples are:

"You're a fine white man," the client

said. "Aint you?" In his frothy beard he
looked like a desert rat in the moving

pictures.  (William  Faulkner,

September, p.2)

Dry

- Khong hy vong gi d4u. Banh v& déy.
Roi lan luot tat ca cdc dong chi thuyén
vién déu duoc di thu van tai ngoai thuong,
truge tién 12 nhiing nguoi ¢6 thanh tich
trong san xuat, c6 thim nién cong hién voi
xi nghiép. Noi nhw trang me. Ong Lé May
day...” (Bui Ngoc Tan, Bién va chim béi
cé, p.214)

5.6. Names of parts of the body as
vehicle

English idiomatic similes: like a
blushing in the face, a voice as oily as
one’s hair. Vietnamese idiomatic similes:
gio mat nhw gio ban tay, dwoc loi nhw coi
tam long, dau nhw dit timg khiic rudt,
mdt day nhw cdi mdt mo, nhw xé rudt xé
gan. Some examples are:

A stooping man had appeared behind
the counter, smoothing his greasy hair
back from his face. “Mr. Malfoy, what a
pleasure to see you again,” said Mr.
Borgin in a voice as oily as his hair. (J.K.
Rowling, Harry Potter and the chamber of
secrets, p.39)

Thi ding thé con gi nira. Nguoi ta phd
bién, tdi ngdi, mdr day nhw cdi mdt mo &
trén huyén ay. (Le Luu, Chuyén lang Cudi,
p.137)

6. The similarities and differences in
the forms and cultural characteristics

6.1. The similarities

In both Vietnamese and English
idiomatic similes, vehicles are words,
phrases and clauses. Vehicles that are
mostly used are animals and natural
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phenomena. Although the culture of the
two nations is different, ways of thinking
and looking at the world of English and
Vietnamese is somehow similar. Hence,
both Vietnamese and English express
ideas and concepts in the same way. In
fact, a large number of Vietnamese
idiomatic similes are similar to English
idiomatic similes in terms of both
concepts and images to express. For
example: as black as coal - den nhw than;
as cold as ice - lanh nhw bang; as fresh a
daisy - twoi nhw hoa; as valuable as gold -
quy nhw vang; as green as a leaf - xanh
nhw tau ld; as hard as a stone - cung nhw
dd; as hot as fire - nong nhw liea; as light
as a feather - nhe twa long hong; as red as
blood - do nhw mdu; as silly as a calf -
ngu nhw bo; as slow as a snail - chdm nhw
sén; to stick like a leech - bdm dai nhw
dia; as pretty as a paint - dep nhw tranh;
spring up like mushrooms - moc lén nhw
ndam; as quickly as lightning, like a streak
of lightning - nhanh nhw chop.

6.2. The differences

As we can see, there are three forms of
English idiomatic similes and five forms
of  Vietnamese idiomatic  similes.
Vietnamese idiomatic similes employ
more markers than English idiomatic
similes. In the case of words as vehicle,
nouns, verbs, adjectives and numerals
appear in Vietnamese idiomatic similes
meanwhile in English idiomatic similes,
we only see vehicles which are nouns.
Characteristic images of idiomatic similes
are different due to differences in culture.
Vietnam has the cultural tradition of the
wet rice production. Therefore, there are
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often characteristic images in Vietnamese
idiomatic similes such as:

Animals in agriculture: buffalo, ox,
turtle, snake, chicken, duck, etc. For
example: nhw tdm dn réi, lam nhw trdu,
khoe nhuw vam, nhw ga boi, nhw kién dot,
nhw bo doi non, sung suc nhw trau hiic ma,
dai nhw dia. In English idiomatic similes,
we see animals such as: bull, rhinoceros,
deer, bulldog, etc and these animals are
strange to Vietnamese people, and
Vietnamese people do not see them as
characteristic things. For instant: swift and
sleek as a deer, as tall as a giraffe.

Plants in tropical climate: ngo, lia,
théc, sung, ci tam that, cdy tre, thi, etc.
For example: n6 nhw ngé rang, ling bing
nhw ngdm hot thi, long va ciing nhw long
sung, cimg nhw ré tre, im nhw bo théc,
den nhur cii tam thit, etc. Whereas plants
in temperate climate such as: raddish,
melon, potato, apricot, etc appear in
English similes. For instant: the skin like a
dried apricot, a nose like a small melon,
bald like a potato, look like a radish with
bad sunburn.

The weather, geography and the culture
of English speaking countries and
Vietnam are different, we should
understand the differences to translate the
idiomatic similes precisely.

English idiomatic similes: as swift as a
deer, we will translate it as: nhanh nhw soc,
nhanh nhw tho hay nhanh nhw chop; as
dark as a pitch, we have Vietnamese
equivalents such as: den nhu muc, den
nhu cot nha chdy, den nhu cu sing, den
nhu ci tam thét, den nhu cudc, den nhu
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hat na; as ugly as an old bird, Vietnamese
people often say: xdu nhw ma, if we
translate it into Vietnamese as xdu nhw
mgt con chim gia, people will not
understand this idiomatic simile; as quiet
as a stone, if we translate this idiomatic
simile as cdm nhw dd, people are not
familiar to it, we should translate it into
Vietnamese as: cdm nhw hén, cam nhuw
thoc or im nhw théc. Some other examples
are: as dry as a bone - kho nhw ngoi, feel
like duck in water - nhw cd gdp nuoc, as
tall as a giraffe - cao nhw séu.

Vietnamese idiomatic similes: cham
nhu rtia, English people do not use as slow
as a turtle, when we translate it into
English, it should be as slow as a snail,
khoe nhu vadm (voi), we should not
translate it into English like this: as strong
as an elephant, we should translate it as:
as strong as a horse because English
people are familiar to the image of a
horse; an nhu rong cudn, in nhu mo khoét,
we should translate them as eat like a
horse because these idiomatic similes are
used to describe someone who always has
a big appetite; suéng nhu tién, meanwhile
it would be as happy as a king in English.
Some other examples are: chdc nhw dinh
dong cot - as sure as eggs is eggs, as sure
as death/ faith/ a gun, as sure as I'm
standing here; chdt nhw ném - be packed
like cucumbers in a barrel, packed in like
sardines in a tin; dé nhw tré ban tay, dé
nhw choi - like a knife through butter, as
easy as ABC, as easy as rolling off a log,
as easy as pie/ as winking; ddt nhw tém
tuoi - sell like hot cakes; nhu c6 liva dot ¢

trong long - feel like a cat on hot bricks;
nhw dia phai voi - like a scalded cat; nhw
sét ddnh ngang tai - like a bolt from the
blue; ré nhwr béo - as cheap as dirt; trdn
nhw nhong - as bare as the palm of your
hand, as naked as my mother bore me, as
naked as a picked bone.

The same components but the
dissimilar content: Some images of
comparison can appear in  both

Vietnamese and English idiomatic idioms
but the meaning of the two idioms are
quite different. That is because the
meaning of components differs in culture.
For example, in the idiomatic simile ré
nhw ban ngay, the Vietnamese want to
indicate an event that has nothing fishy.
Meanwhile English people use the idiom
as bright as day to describe a light room,
besides, when the weather is fine and
sunny, English people say It’s as bright as
day. Whilst Vietnamese people apply the
idiomatic simile chdc nhw dinh déng cot
to something steady, as hard as nails in
English idiomatic simile means a quite
strict person.

7. Implications and conclusion
7.1. Implications

For translation, the idiomatic similes
should be found in the text, the translator
should always be alert to idiomatic similes,
and thus different components of the
idiomatic simile should be identified.
Since target readers may not have the
knowledge needed to interpret the simile,
the translator will first assess their
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background knowledge. If he believes that
the target readership has the knowledge
required, he will leave the simile
unchanged; if the target readership does
not, some modification to the source
simile may be required, for instant, he can
add some explanatory information. Some
techniques for translating idiomatic
similes: literal translation (retention of the
same vehicle); replacement of the vehicle
with a different vehicle; reduction of the
simile, if idiomatic, to its sense; retention
of the same vehicle plus explication of
similarity feature(s); replacement of the
vehicle with a gloss; omission of the
simile. Some examples: 1. Keep the same
idiomatic simile: as black as coal -
Vietnamese equivalent: den nhu than; as
white as snow - Vietnamese equivalent:
tring  nhw tuyér, as cold as ice -
Vietnamese equivalent: lgnh nhw bang. 2.
Replace another simile, but keep the
original meaning: as smooth as butter -
Vietnamese equivalent: muot nhw nhung;
as pale as a ghost - Vietnamese
equivalent: xanh nhw tau ld; as happy as a
king - Vietnamese equivalent: suwdng nhw
tién. 3. Keep the same simile, but spread it
(bring its topic or point of similarity): Life
is like the hound equivocal, when being
translated into Vietnamese, it can be:
Cudc song khong thé dodn trudc dwoc, cé
liic né lam t6i dau khé, cé lic lai bao boc
va che cho cho t6i. In some cases, because
of different cultural features, a
combination of more than one strategy is
needed to convey the meaning. If the
translator uses two or three methods as
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explanation, paraphrasing or adaptation,
translation would be simpler and the
message will be rendered in a better way.

Culture plays an important role in the
course of the idiom interpretation. It,
therefore, requires enhancing cross-
cultural awareness and needs open -
minded understanding of the culture of the
second language from different aspects.
Learning idiomatic expressions in English
may bring some benefits for EFL learners.
Firstly, learning the idiomatic expressions
of another language will be a guide to
understanding the characteristics of that
culture as idioms constitute an important
cultural element of the language. Secondly,
it helps them grasp the peculiarities of the
English language. It is advisable for
teachers to raise students’ awareness of
similarities and differences between
Vietnamese and English idiomatic similes.
When teachers teach their students a
certain English idiomatic simile, they
should let them guess the Vietnamese
idiom and find out the equivalent to that
idiom, make a comparison and explain
why it is similar or different. It is really
useful for them to have a long-term
memory about that idiomatic simile.

7.2. Conclusion

Culture and idioms have the entwined
relationship, idioms have been created in
culture, so learning idioms helps us know
about the culture of a country. Idioms also
contain characteristics of a language,
hence understanding idioms helps us
understand the language more deeply.
There are limited research publications in
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the field of idioms in both English and
Vietnamese language which must be
considered critically. It should be taken
into better consideration in the field of
language teaching and learning. We
should study the wuse of idiomatic
expressions in the written productions for
students on different proficiency levels
and write more textbooks, books and
dictionaries on the use of idioms.
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