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1 The first word that comes to mind when someone starts to talk about Chinese Lunar New Year is
most definitely“eating". This has its origins in my childhood, and the still-vivid memories of
gleeful anticipation, lasting all winter, every winter. We children pined for Spring Festival and
everything about it, above all, though, the variety of foods offered. Our anticipation grew stronger
with every passing day before the Festival.
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2 The Chinese are a people of the world particularly skilled at eating. In an average home, when a
guest arrives, the host and hostess will get right to work, respectively going out to get the food,
then hurrying to the kitchen to prepare a meal. Meanwhile, the guest is usually waiting in the
living room, enjoying some watermelon seeds, waiting for mealtime to arrive, listening to the
cacophony of bowls, plates, kitchen knife, and cutting board. After the meal, where the purpose of
the visit is usually expressed and addressed, the guest will stand and apologize for“Causing so
much trouble, ”while the host will say*“Nothing to it. ”Sometimes, the host will even try to
convince the guest to stay and say, "Have afternoon tea” or"Stay for dinner”.
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3 On occasions of celebration or mourning, though the ceremony is usually held for its own sake,
its substance is still, in fact, about filling the stomach. For the rich, this usually means a feast
lasting five to seven continuous days, while for the poor it will take one to three. Through
breakfast, lunch, tea, dinner and evening snacks, each day is filled with one meal after another,
until the wine drunk could almost fill a bathtub and the meat eaten could be piled high.
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4 On the eve of the Lunar New Year, close relatives will exchange food and alternate inviting one
family or the other for the New Year's Eve Meal. During the first several days of the New Year,

relatives and friends will visit one another and share a meal or two. We eat at the Dragon Boat
Festival in early summer, we eat at the Mid-Autumn Festival, we eat on birthdays, we eat when



we gather with friends or when we say farewell to a friend. In fact, on virtually every possible
occasion, whether we celebrate or mourn, we eat. It seems as though eating is the start and finish
of all things and supersedes everything else.
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5 Children will ask their Mother for a nickel or two several times a day for the snacks they eat to
keep them happy, in addition to the three meals they eat to keep them sated. For an adult, the first
rule of morality is to let your parents eat well. Learning to cook has always been a critical part of
the traditional education of girls in China. The Analects testify that Confucius himself likes good
food. “The finer the grain the better, the more exquisite the meat the better', ” he writes. “Go and
buy wine as well as bacon. ”He would not deign to eat“meat improperly cut”! A man can be proud
if his wife can prepare delicate dishes. Many scholars have also taken pains to try their hands at
writing a gourmet's handbook.
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6 In Chinese culture, it is not only the spirits and humans who like to eat, but Deities, too. Gods of
the mountains and rivers, despite being mouth less, will enjoy a pig head, or perhaps even the
whole animal. In some areas, it is the goat or ox that is offered as a sacrifice in return for good
weather and a bountiful harvest, or protection from floods and droughts, among other things.
There are even convenient books and calendars passed down in which you can find the Deities'
personal preference for sacrifices. Compared to those Deities of pageants who are idealistic in
their desire for only hymns and worship, the Deities of the Chinese seem extremely materialistic.
fErpESCAE, ARERAMAL G, fRBER. L)z, RERAHE, M
M=%k, HEWREE R Z). £, AMISER Bl =Es AR, DAkX
PRI, 5, B sz R4 R H o FEEICA AL TR TR B4R H 7, #EH
PR AT LA B 4k RO 4% AN N B o S50 DV B2 A S 1R R S 5 1 B 3 SCRR Il T ok R A
bt o s R AR PR ot S

7 The poet, Mei Cun, once wrote, "Out of every ten shops of buying, three serve wine and are
places of dine. ”He is right. As the saying goes, “There are seven tasks awaiting you the moment
you open the door every morning. "Indeed, the most burdensome task that comes with running a
home is not educating children or anything else, but preparing the day's three meals. In a school,
the most difficult thing to handle is perhaps not improving the teaching or the teachers themselves,
but rather disorder in the school cafeteria.
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8 The list of cooking techniques is endless, too: roast, stew, steam, pickle, fry, boil, treat with
liquor, broil, sauté, scramble, cold blend, etc. Some great chefs of the past have had their names
committed to history books, where they glimmer alongside those of great statesmen and generals.
It seems that even this was not enough, and some lucky ones were even promoted to premier or
chancellor. If there is one thing on which China can pride itself, it would not be its long and
unbroken civilization, nor its vast territory, nor its great population, its mighty army, or noble
military history. It would have to be the vibrancy of its cuisine and its people's love of eating. It
seems that Chinese cuisine has conquered much of the world. There is a saying that the Chinese
are best at using three kinds of knives;the first of these is the kitchen knife, of course (with the
other two being the barber's knife and the foot doctor's knife).
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9 Have you ever seen that picture of the three Deities', often hung in the hall of a pious and
reverent household? To have the blessing of the three Deities, Fathers Fu, Lu, and Shou, who
represent prosperous posterity, wealth and authority, and health and longevity, respectively, is the
goal of every Chinese. Depicted in the center of the picture is Father Lu, on his right, Father Fu
and his left, Father Shou. In the simplest sense, Father Lu represents good food. Lao Tzu, the great
Chinese philosopher in the age before Christ, also said once that“the multitude should have their
brains empty and their stomach filled”and “Saints rule by keeping their people from starvation,
not from boredom. ”As you can see, eating always comes first for the Chinese, who would easily
forget all else. Among sex, gambling, hedonism, and luxurious clothes —- the most common sins
and pleasures

people here all regard a fondness for eating as most venial. “Vanity is vain,
good food is good for the body, gambling never really wins, and too much sex ends in
nothing. ”Ultimately, other than being sated with good food, all is meaningless.
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10 The Chinese fondness of eating has lent many colorful expressions to their mother tongue. The



1"

simple word“chi"”, to eat, by virtue of numerous extended meanings has become perhaps most
complicated in the Chinese language. It is commonly used as the substitute for the words"have”or
“suffer”in English. For example, "Have been taken advantage of’is“chi kui. ”*“"Have had a slap in
the face” is“chi erguang. ” “To long for things one is not worth of”is“to dream to 'chi' the meat ofa
swan. ”“Being sued by somebody”is“chi guansi. ’To be hit by a bullet is to“chi zidan”. In addition,
there are expressions in the Shanghai dialect, such as“chi shenghuo”and"“chi
greetings for most peoples are usually“Good Morning, ”"Good Afternoon, " and "Good Evening.
"For Chinese, it is“Had your breakfast?””"Had your lunch?"or “Had your dinner?”’You can express
your line of work with“chi . . . fan”(have a certain bowl of rice). For instance, "chi du fan, ”means
to make a living in the gambling trade. "Chi tangzi fan”means to run a brothel. “Chiyanghang
fan”means to be a comprador, and so on. What's more, for serious things like religious beliefs or
service in thearmy entrusted with the protection of the country, the Chinese use‘“chi’to denote a
level of devotion, rather than a way for making a living. Colloquially, Catholics in China are
called those who “chi tian zhujiao de. ”And other Christians are the “chiyesujiao de. ”Those in the
army are not usually called soldiers or servicemen but rather“chi huangliang de, "meaning those
who get their rice from the government. Lately , new phrases have emerged, like"chi dang
fan”or“chi sanminzhuyi, " meaning those working for the Kuomintang and the followers of Dr.
Sun Yat-sen's revolutionary doctrines.
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11 Originally , it was human nature to be concerned about clothing, dining, housing and travelling,
the basic elements of everyday life. Man, of course, would not survive without eating. However,
no country outside China has connotations of the word for eating so complicated, concern for
eating so serious and conspicuous, cuisine methods so complicated, the variety of foods so
wide-ranging, or the appearance that nothing seems to matter more than eating. It seems that
Chinese could put up with dirty clothes, a shabby dwelling, and muddy streets, but never with
perfunctory meals. Among those four basic concerns of a human being, the importance of eating is
greater than everything else, a rather awkward tendency and philosophy, I think. It is as though
the Chinese culture is one based solely on a concern for stuffing one's mouth.
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12 In Buddhism, the Buddha divides all beings into six echelons. From the top they are the
Heavenly, the Human Being, the Xiu luo, the Animal, the Daemon, and the Starving Ghost. If we
believe in this division as well as Samsara or Transmigration preached by Buddha, one might
wonder whether the Chinese are all born into the sixth echelon, the Starving Ghosts.
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