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SUI SIN FAR

b .WE. Sin Far (1865-1914), born Edith Maud Eaton, was the first person of
- mixed Asian and European ancestry in the United States to publish fiction
about her ethnic identity. Eaton was born in Macclesfield, England, as the old-
est of sixteen children; she emigrated with her family first to the United States
and then to Montreal, Canada, when she was nine years old. Her father was an
Englishman who tried to support his large family by painting landscapes. Her
mother was Chinese and was adopted by an English missionary couple who gave
her an English education. Eaton took care of her younger siblings and later said
that she “abhorred the work” of child care in the poverty-stricken household.
Left in poor health after an attack of rheumatic fever, she taught herself short-
hand and typing so she could work as a journalist for the Montreal Star, giv-
ing her wages to her parents to alleviate their financial distress. In 1888 she
published the first of many articles in a Montreal magazine. Eight years later
she began to use the pseudonym Sui Sin Far (a transliteration of the Chinese
symbol for water lily) for the stories she published in periodicals edited by her
brother-in-law.

In 1898 Eaton’s physician advised her to move to San Francisco for her
health. After working there for two years as a typist for the Canadian Pacific
Railroad, she relocated to Seattle, where she worked as an English teacher at a
Baptist mission in Chinatown. There she wrote stories about the Chinese com-
munity that she placed in Century, Ladies’ Home Journal, Good House-
keeping, and other magazines. In 1912 thirty of her linked stories, including
“Its Wavering Image,"” were published as a novel, Mrs. Spring Fragrance.
Eaton’s earlier articles and sketches often exploited melodramatic situations
and racial stereotypes, as in her story “The Gamblers” (1896), about a murder
in an opium den. But as the writer matured, she dedicated herself to battling
the racism oppressing the Chinese people in the United States, as in “Its
Wavering Image.’” She also proved capable in Mrs. Spring Fragrance of cre-
ating a title character who is a thoroughly westernized, affluent, happily mar-
ried Chinese American woman.

In 1909 Eaton said people had advised her that “if I wish to succeed in lit-
erature in America I should dress in Chinese costume, carry a fan in my hand,
wear a pair of scarlet beaded slippers, live in New York City, and come of high
birth.” She was alluding to her sister Winnifred’s success as a best-selling nov-
elist who wrote under the pseudonym Onoto Watanna in the first years of the
twentieth century. Winnifred exploited the vogue for things Japanese in the
United States, wearing costly Japanese kimonos and claiming that her mother
had been born a Japanese aristocrat. The short story writer Sui Sin Far may
have had a more modest career than her sister did, but she wrote honestly about
what she knew. By embracing her Chinese heritage, she acquired the authentic-
ity that makes her writing still relevant today.
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“Its Wavering Image”
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Pan was a half white, half Chinese girl. Her mother was dead, and Pan
lived with her father who kept an Oriental Bazaar on Dupont Street®All her
life had Pan lived in Chinatown, and if she were different in any sense from
those around her, she gave little thought to it. It was only after the coming
of Mark Carson that the mystery of her nature began to trouble her.

They met at the time of the boycott of the Sam Yups by the See Yups.
After the heat and dust and unsavoriness of the highways and byways of
Chinatown, the young reporter who had been sent to find a story, had
stepped across the threshold of a cool, deep room, fragrant with the odor
of dried lilies and sandalwood, and found Pan.

She did not speak to him, nor he to her. His business was with the
spectacled merchant, who, with a pointed brush, was making up accounts
in brown paper books and rolling balls in an abacus box. As to Pan, she
always turned from whites. With her father’s people she was natural and at
home; but in the presence of her mother’s she felt strange and con-
strained, shrinking from their curious scrutiny as she would from the sharp
edge of a sword.

When Mark Carson returned to the office, he asked some questions
concerning the girl who had puzzled him. What was she? Chinese or
white? The city editor answered him, adding: “She is an unusually bright
girl, and could tell more stories about the Chinese than any other person
in this city—if she would.”

Mark Carson had a determined chin, clever eyes, and a tone to his voice
which easily won for him the confidence of the unwary. In the reporter’s
room he was spoken of as “a man who would sell his soul for a story.”

After Pan’s first shyness had worn off, he found her bewilderingly
frank and free with him; but he had all the instincts of a gentleman save
one, and made no ordinary mistake about her. He was Pan’s first white
friend. She was born a Bohemian, exempt from the conventional restric-
tions imposed upon either the white or Chinese woman; and the Oriental
who was her father mingled with his affection for his child so great a
respect for and trust in the daughter of the dead white woman, that every-
thing she did or said was right to him. And Pan herself! A white woman
might pass over an insult; a Chinese woman fail to see one. But Pan! He
would be a brave man indeed who offered one to childish little Pan.

All this Mark Carson’s clear eyes perceived, and with delicate tact and
subtlety he taught the young girl that, all unconscious until his coming,
she had lived her life alone. So well did she learn this lesson that it seemed
at times as if her white self must entirely dominate and trample under foot
her Chinese.
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Meanwhile, in full trust and confidence, she led him about China-
town, initiating him into the simple mystery and history of many things,
for which she, being of her father’s race, had a tender regard and pride.
For her sake he was received as a brother by the yellow-robed priest in the
joss house, the Astrologer of Prospect Place, and other conservative Chi-
nese. The Water Lily Club opened its doors to him when she knocked, and
the Sublimely Pure Brothers’ organization admitted him as one of its hon-
orary members, thereby enabling him not only to see but to take part in a
ceremony in which no American had ever before participated. With her by
his side, he was welcomed wherever he went. Even the little Chinese
women in the midst of their babies, received him with gentle smiles, and
the children solemnly munched his candies and repeated nursery rhymes
for his edification.

He enjoyed it all, and so did Pan. They were both young and light-
hearted. And when the afternoon was spent, there was always that high
room open to the stars, with its China bowls full of flowers and its big col-
ored lanterns, shedding a mellow light.

Sometimes there was music. A Chinese band played three evenings a
week in the gilded restaurant beneath them, and the louder the gongs
sounded and the fiddlers fiddled, the more delighted was Pan. Just below
the restaurant was her father’s bazaar. Occasionally Mun You would stroll
upstairs and inquire of the young couple if there was anything needed to
complete their felicity, and Pan would answer: “Thou only.” Pan was very
proud of her Chinese father. “I would rather have a Chinese for a father than
a white man,” she often told Mark Carson. The last time she had said that he
had asked whom she would prefer for a husband, a white man or a Chinese.
And Pan, for the first time since he had known her, had no answer for him.

=IF=

It was a cool, quiet evening, after a hot day. A new moon was in
the sky.

“How beautiful above! How unbeautiful below!” exclaimed Mark
Carson involuntarily.

He and Pan had been gazing down from their open retreat into the
lantern-lighted, motley-thronged street beneath them.

“Perhaps it isn’t very beautiful,” replied Pan, “but it is here I live. It is
my home.” Her voice quivered a little.

He leaned towards her suddenly and grasped her hands.

“Pan,” he cried, “you do not belong here. You are white —white.”

“No! no!” protested Pan.

“You are,” he asserted. “You have no right to be here.”

“I was born here,” she answered, “and the Chinese people look upon
me as their own.”
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“But they a.o not understand you,” he went on. “Your real self is alien
to them. What interest have they in the books you read — the thoughts
you think?”

:Hr@ have an interest in me,” answered faithful Pan. “Oh, do not
speak in that way any more.”

“But I must,” m:n young man persisted. “Pan, don’t you see that
WMFW :Mua got to decide what you will be— Chinese or white? You cannot

oth.”

2 “Hush! Hush!” bade Pan. “I do not love you when you talk to me like
at.” :

A :E.n Chinese boy brought tea and saffron cakes. He was a pic-
turesque _._En .mo=o(< with a quaint manner of speech. Mark Carson jested
merrily with him, while Pan holding a tea-bowl between her two small
hands laughed and sipped.

When nrnx were alone again, the silver stream and the crescent moon
became the objects of their study. It was a very beautiful evening.

After a while Mark Carson, his hand on Pan’s shoulder, sang:

And forever, and forever,

As long as the river flows,

As long as the heart has passions,
As long as life has woes,

The moon and its broken reflection,
And its shadows shall appear,

As the symbol of love in heaven,
And its wavering image here.

Listening to that irresistible voice singing her heart away, the girl
broke down and wept. She was so young and so happy.

“Look up at me,” bade Mark Carson. “Oh, Pan! Pan! Those tears
prove that you are white.”

Pan lifted her wet face.
“Kiss me, Pan,” said he. It was the first time.
. Next morning Mark Carson began work on the special-feature article
which he had been promising his paper for some weeks.

<k~

“Cursed be his ancestors,” bayed Man You.
He cast a paper at his daughter’s feet and left the room.
Startled by her father’s unwonted passion, Pan picked up the paper,

and in the clear passionless light of the afternoon read that which forever
after was blotted upon her memory.

“Betrayed! Betrayed! Betrayed to be a betrayer!”
It burnt red hot; agony unrelieved by words, unassuaged by tears.
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So till evening fell. Then she stumbled up the dark stairs which led to
the high room open to the stars and tried to think it out. Someone had
hurt her. Who was it? She raised her eyes. There shone: “Its Wavering
Image.” It helped her to lucidity. He had done it. Was it unconsciously
dealt—that cruel blow? Ah, well did he know that the sword which
pierced her through others, would carry with it to her own heart, the pain
of all those others. None knew better than he that she, whom he had
called “a white girl, a white woman,” would rather that her own naked
body and soul had been exposed, than that things, sacred and secret to
those who loved her, should be cruelly unveiled and ruthlessly spread
before the ridiculing and uncomprehending foreigner. And knowing all
this so well, so well, he had carelessly sung her heart away, and with her
kiss upon his lips, had smilingly turned and stabbed her. She, who was of
the race that remembers.

- .

Mark Carson, back in the city after an absence of two months, thought
of Pan. He would see her that very evening. Dear little Pan, pretty Pan,
clever Pan, amusing Pan; Pan, who was always so frankly glad to have him
come to her; so eager to hear all that he was doing; so appreciative, so
inspiring, so loving. She would have forgotten that article by now. Why
should a white woman care about such things? Her true self was above it
all. Had he not taught her #hat during the weeks in which they had seen so
much of one another? True, his last lesson had been a little harsh, and as
yet he knew not how she had taken it; but even if its roughness had hurt
and irritated, there was a healing balm, a wizard’s oil which none knew so
well as he how to apply.

But for all these soothing reflections, there was an undercurrent of
feeling which caused his steps to falter on his way to Pan. He turned into
Portsmouth Square and took a seat on one of the benches facing the foun-
tain erected in memory of Robert Louis Stevenson. Why had Pan failed to
answer the note he had written telling her of the assignment which would
keep him out of town for a couple of months and giving her his address?
Would Robert Louis Stevenson have known why? Yes—and so did Mark
Carson. But though Robert Louis Stevenson would have boldly answered
himself the question, Mark Carson thrust it aside, arose, and pressed up
the hill.

“I knew they would not blame you, Pan!”

“Yes.”

“And there was no word of you, dear. I was careful about that, not
only for your sake, but for mine.”

Silence.
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“It is mere superstition anyway. These things have got to be exposed
and done away with.”
Still silence.

. Mark Carson felt strangely chilled. Pan was not herself to-night. She
&a not even look herself. He had been accustomed to seeing her in Amer-
ican dress. Tonight she wore the Chinese costume. But for her clear-cut
features she might have been a Chinese girl. He shivered.

“Pan,” he asked, “why do you wear that dress?”

Within her sleeves Pan’s small hands struggled together; but her face
and voice were calm.

“Because I am a Chinese woman,” she answered.

“You are not,” cried Mark Carson, fiercely. “You cannot say that now,
Pan. You are a white woman — white. Did your kiss not promise me ﬂr»ﬁvm

“A white woman!” echoed Pan her voice rising high and clear to the
stars above them. “I would not be a white woman for all the world. You
are a white man. And whatis a promise to a white man!”

. When she was lying low, the element of Fire having raged so fiercely
within her that it had almost shriveled up the childish frame, there came to
the house of Man You a little toddler who could scarcely speak. Climbing
upon Pan’s couch, she pressed her head upon the sick girl’s bosom. The
feel of that little head brought tears.

“Lo!” said the mother of the toddler. “Thou wilt bear a child thyself
some day, and all the bitterness of this will pass away.”
And Pan, being a Chinese woman, was comforted. [1912]

SHERWOOD ANDERSON

rw.ra:coo& Anderson (1876~1941) was born the son of a jack-of-all-trades
father in Camden, Ohio. He did not publish his first book until he was over
forty years old, after working for many years as a newsboy, farm laborer, stable
boy, factory hand, and advertising copywriter. Dissatisfied with the commer-
cial spirit of the advertising business, Anderson made friends with writers in
Chicago and began to publish his own poetry and fiction. The poet Carl Sand-
burg encouraged him, but Anderson’s literary style was most influenced by
Three Lives (1909), an experimental book by the expatriate American writer
Gertrude Stein, which he felt revolutionized the language of narrative.

In 1916 Anderson published his first novel, Windy McPherson’s Son.
He followed it with another novel and a volume of poetry, but he did not receive
wide recognition until 1919, with the book Winesburg, Ohio. This was a col-
lection of related stories, including “Hands” (Masses, 1916), about life in a
small town that explored the devastating consequences of the repressive con-
ventions of a provincial society. It was followed by other important collections
of stories: The Triumph of the Egg (1921), Horses and Men (1923), and
Death in the Woods and Other Stories (1933). In his time Anderson was a
strong influence on Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner, William Saroyan,
Richard Wright, and John Steinbeck. The editor Martha Foley wrote in 1941
that

Sherwood Anderson set out on new paths at a time when the American short
story seemed doomed to a formula-ridden, conventionalized, mechanized, and
commercialized concept. When Winesburg, Ohio, appeared in 1919 it was
intensely influential on writers who either had lost heart or had not yet found
their way. His vision was his own; his characters were people into whose
hearts and minds he seemed intuitively to peer; his prose was simple, decep-
tively simple, sensuous, rich, and evocative.

As literary critics have observed, the characteristic tone of Anderson’s
short fiction is melancholy reminiscence. In an understated fashion, he wove
carefully selected realistic details into a narrative that moves by apparently
formless associations of thought and feeling but is actually a controlled pro-
gression of fully dramatized situations. Anderson’s importance in our literature
is suggested by Richard Wright's acknowledgment that Anderson’s stories made
him see that through the powers of fiction, “America could be shaped nearer to
the hearts of those who lived in it.”

RELATED COMMENTARIES:  Sherwood Anderson, “Form, Not Plot, in the Short
Story,” page 1291; John Updike, “Twisted Apples: On Winesburg, Ohio,”
page 1464.
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