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Introduction

I do not recall exactly when 1 began to learn to read and write. but 1
remember clearly the first writing lesson I took with a middle school
(junior high, to be more exact) Chinese language tcacher.

It was fall 1970 and the storm of the Cultural Revolution was
still raging in its full sound and fury. Mr. Xu Jiye, the Chinesc
teacher, was in his early 40s. Well groomed and his abundance of
rich black hair always combed all the way back, he had a gentle-
manly aura which was quite rare during those days. When he
walked, you could feel his hair bouncing rhythmically on his big
head. As a teenager wondering around with a confused identity and
a head of untamed hair, which I felt hugged my scalp a bit too inti-
mately for my comfort, I envied my teacher for having so stylish a
hairstyle. Mr. Xu’s stained teeth and the tanned (or burnt) tips and
nails of the index and middle fingers of his right hand bore lethal
evidence of excessive consumption of nicotine. Perhaps he had de-
veloped a liking for or dependence on the tobacco while hunting for
new fossils in wild deserts and deep mountains. A fall from a mis-
step had forced him to quit what he loved to do as a geologist and to
settle for a spot in front of a rugged blackboard in the dilapidated
classrooms of a suburban middle school.

It was not the best time for anyone to be a teacher of anything.
It was even worse for anyone to be a teacher of Chinese during thosc
days. There was only one book to teach from and there wasn't much
to teach anyway. Mr. Xu, however. seemed to have his own idcas
of how to awaken, in the dormant minds of the 30-some kids in his
carc. the innate desire to learn and to acquire an ability to appreci-
ate the beauty and power of language. He didn’t follow to the letier
the “teaching plan” sanctioned by the school’s administration, the
so-called “Revolutionary Committee”. Now and then he would stray
away from the “plan” and smuggle in a picce or two from banned
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classics such as Best Essays from Antiquity (Gu Wen Guan Zhi) or a
few of the best-known poems by Li Bai and Du Fu. The way he read
aloud the poems, with such cadence, in such a singsong manner, his
head of rich black hair swaying left and right, back and forth, to
harmonize with the flow of the verse lines, was quite pleasant to
both my ear and my eye.

The topic for our first composition, or essay if I may use the
term loosely, was “Study for the Revolution”. What other topics
would you expect a teacher to assign his students back then? It
didn’t take me too long to dash off something which I thought did
justice to the assignment and to my literary prowess.

The essay began with something grand and oratorical to the
effect that the five continents and four oceans of the world were
dancing rapturously with the good tidings of the Revolution, which
was followed by something to the effect that the nine million sixty
thousand square kilometers of our motherland was shining and shim-
mering with seas of red flags waving high and low and everywhere
in gusty winds, which in turn was followed by a declaration to the
effect that we, the Chinese people, were the happiest and the lucki-
est in the world and were determined to carry the Revolution from
victory to greater victory, which was followed by announcements of
good tidings pertinent to my province, my city, and my municipal
district before it wound down to a statement that we the young pu-
pils should study hard for the revolution.

After handing back all the essays at thc end of class two days
later, Mr. Xu got me to the teachers’ office, a small room with a
few simple wood desks lined against the walls. “Look, I'm not so
sure of this continents and oceans business,” he said quietly, point-
ing at the opening paragraph of my masterpicce with his burnt index
finger, “I’d prefer to see the mountain right after opening the door

Crestfallen, I took back my essay and went about cutting the
continents and oceans which was blocking the view of the mountain.
The next day I showed the revised piece to Mr. Xu, who glanced it
through in one second, nodded his bouncing hair once or twice, and
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mumbled something like “Better, but I still can’t see the mountain
clearly yet.” I went back and went about cutting and trimming again
until all the continents, oceans, flags, and anything else blocking
the view, were completely removed. A fourth or fifth draft later, |
emerged with an unpretentious introduction which didn’t fuss much
before reaching the statement of studying for the revolution, which
was supported by a brief discussion of three or four reasons, which
in turn was followed by a line or two as conclusion.

“What’s the big deal!?” younger readers of this collection might
dismiss the whole episode with a contemptuous laugh. Back then,
however, it must have taken lots of guts for Mr. Xu to have cven
dared to suggest dumping those “politically correct” sacred lines in
one of his students’ essays. Indeed, I suspect that his being trans-
ferred to another school a year later had something to do with his
“petty-bourgeois sentiments” as manifested in his unorthodox ap-
proach to teaching. Otherwise, his well-groomed bouncing hair
must have been the culprit.

But he had already made a difference. During my freshman
year in high school, when the administration announced its decision
to ax science classes from the curriculum due to budgetary difficul-
ties, I used the newly acquired language power to write up a wall
poster urging the administration to reconsider because China needed
science education. The poster caused quite a stir and for days impor-
tant looking people came swarming down to see it and try to figurc
out what was behind this daredevil move from a usually quict boy.
The result? Qur science classes were saved from the guillotine at the
last minute.

I have never seen Mr. Xu again, but that first lesson in essay
writing burnt deep into the memory of a curious and impressionable
young boy. In a way, Mr. Xu has taught me all there is to know
about essay writing with only one lesson.

What is an essay, anyway? The word essay in its Latin origin
means “to weigh out”, “to try”, “to make an attempt”. Which
means writing an essay is quite an emotional as well as intellectual
endeavor. It tests one’s guts to be honest with oneself and to be hon-
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cst with the world at large. It means numerous visioning and re-
visioning and it produces results and consequences. It reflects who
you are. politically, emotionally, as well as intcllectually. The
essay is the man (or the person).

Technically, any decent dictionary, Webster or American Her-
itage. would define the essay along the lines of it being a “short lit-
erary composition on a single subject, usually presenting the person-
al view of the author”. Beyond that, there is not much to go by.

In the literary history of Western civilizations, essays as “brief
prose discussions” can be found in classical Greek and Latin Litera-
ture. During the European Renaissance, the essay began to evolve
from the formal philosophical and academic discourse to more flexi-
ble and personal musings. As exemplified by the writings of Michel
de Montaigne (1533 —1592), the essays became rather “personal,
tentative, highly digressive, and wholly unsystematic” in their ap-
proach to a topic. Moving on to the 18" and 19" century England,
students of English literature are likely to encounter prose writings
by Thomas Addison (1672—1719), Richard Steele (1672—1729),
William Hazlitt (1778 —1830), etc. , referred to as “periodical”,
“informal”, or “familiar essays”.

Today, essays are an important part of the political, social,
cultural. and economic life of the people all over the world. They
arc in newspapers, magazines, online publications, collections, and
anthologies. It’s one of the most used modes of discourse whereby
people express their feelings and thoughts on a whole range of sub-
jects.

Some writers and scholars would like to differentiate between
essavs and articles. They explain that while both are literary compo-
sitions on a single topic, the difference between them is that the ar-
ticle is usually concerned with a timely topic. or about something of
“current interest” while the essay is very flexible with subject,
theme. organization, and point of view; the article usually stays
close to the facts, rarely strays away from “the point” while the es-
say tends to be personal, reflective, and leisurely. Such a finc dis-
tinction may be of interest in scholarly discussions. In everyday
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practice, however, it may not be that crucial.

Many of the essays collected here can be called creative nonfic-
tion, another term that is closely associated with the essay and that
has come into fashion only recently. A very inclusive term, creative
nonfiction can range from memoir, biography, lyric and personal
essay to meditation and nature writing. Such writings are “nonfic-
tion” because they are factual in nature, i.e., the people, placc,
and events described in the writings have to be true. On the other
hand, such writings are “creative” because they employ almost all
the techniques usually associated with fictional writings: dialoguc.
scene description, figurative language, etc. To many people, crea-
tive nonfiction has been firmly established as the fourth genre. after
poetry, fiction, and drama.

A personal essay assignment given to a “creative writing class”
taught recently may illustrate this new creative nonfiction concept:

In this essay, you are to write about yourself: i.c., speak-
ing in the first-person singular about the first-person singular.
As you have found out through your own writing expericnces
and reading, the essay is the perfect literary vehicle for both
self-disclosure and self-discovery.

Of course, the first-person singular is not a simple equiva-
lent of the self, a mere matter of slapping down the word *1” in
front of every sentence. You have to decide your own level of
comfort with being “intimate, candid. and revealing” about
yourself.

What can you explore about yourself in this essay? well,
personal relationships, individual identities, and ethnic or ra-
cial heritages, among other things. And it’s better to focus on a
single moment, a single event (it doesn’t have to be earth-
shaking, though), or a single place: a drop of water which can
reflect some truth (if not the whole universe) about yoursclf.
Your essay should be “close to the pulse of” real human experi-
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ence.

By that it means that stories need to be true, believable,
enlightening as well as artful and entertaining. You can dance
along the thin line between being truthful and being artful,
using fictional techniques: plot, characterization, dialogue,
scenes, episodes, and climax, etc. to reshape, reconstruct, or
recreate real life experiences.

Ultimately, the writing needs to ring true, believable, and
be fun to read!

As with the other essays you have written, the epiphany
has to be earned (no easy conclusion with “I suddenly realized
. .” and “It suddenly dawns on me that ... .”).

The length? 5—7 pages.
Be creative and have fun!

The essays collected in this book have all been named among Best
American Essays in the year it was published. Some of them arc
more reflective than narrative; some may be more pungent than the
taste buds of many readers would like; some are more opaque and
prove more difficult to penetrate than others. But they are all hon-
est (sometimes brutally so), reflective, thought-provoking. deli-
cious, and speak with a distinct personal voice. Penned by authors
such as Saul Bellow and Joyce Carol Oates, they are indeed the best,
or the gems of contemporary American essays.

For each of the essays selected, I have provided a brief bio of
the author. a comment, and notes on terms, €Xpressions., and allu-
sions of a cultural or popular cultural nature which a reader in China
may not be able to find references in regular dictionaries. 1 have
tried to give a bit of *personal” touch in my comments of the essays.
too. Indeed. to be true to the spirit of the essay as a genre. [ have
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written each of the comments as a mini-essay in itself.

I hope that reading these essays should be like taking an excur-
sion into some of the most intellectually stimulating and aesthetically
pleasing mindscapes of contemporary America.

Bon Voyage!

S. Qi

gis@wcsu. edu (or: sqi57@yahoo. com)
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Hair

Marcia Aldrich

I’VE BEEN AROUND and seen the Taj Mahal and the Grand Can-
yon and Marilyn Monroe’s footprints outside Grauman’s Chinese
Theater,' but I’ve never seen my mother wash her own hair. After
my mother married. she never washed her own hair again. As a girl
and an unmarried woman — yes -— but, in my lifetime, she never
washed her hair with her own two hands. Upon matrimony, she be-
gan weekly treks to the beauty salon where Julie washed and styled
her hair. Her appointment on Fridays at two o’clock was never can-
celed or rescheduled; it was the bedrock of her week, around which
she pivoted and planned. These two hours were indispensable to my
mother’s routine, to her sense of herself and what, as a woman, she
should concern herself with — not to mention their being her
primary source of information about all sorts of things she wouldn't
otherwise come to know. With Julie my mother discussed momen-
tous decisions concerning hair color and the advancement of age and
what could be done about it, hair length and its effect upon maturi-
ty, when to perm and when not to perm, the need to proceed with
caution when a woman desperately wanted a major change in her
life like dumping her husband or sending back her newborn baby
and the only change she could effect was a change in her hair. That
was what Julie called a “dangerous time” in a woman’s life. When
my mother spoke to Julie, she spoke in conspiratorial, almost con-
fessional, tones [ had never heard before. Her voice was usually
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tense, on guard, the laughter forced, but with Julie it dropped much
lower, the timbre darker than the upper-register shrills sounded at
home. And most remarkably, she listened to everything Julic said.

As a child I was puzzled by the way my mother’s sense of self-
worth and mood secemed dependent upon how she thought her hair
looked, how the search for the perfect hair style never ended. Just
as Mother seemed to like her latest color and cut, she began to agi-
tate for a new look. The cut seemed to have become a mclancholy
testimony, in my mother’s eyes, to time’s inexorable passage. Her
hair never stood in and of itself; it was always moored to a complex
set of needs and desires her hair couldn’t in itself satisfy. She
wanted her hair to illuminate the relationship between herscelf and
the idea of motion while appearing still, for example. My mother
wanted her hair to be fashioned into an event with a complicated
narrative past. However, the more my mother attempted to impose
a hair style pulled from an idealized image of herself, the more the
hair style seemed to be at odds with my mother. The more the hair
style became substantial, the more the woman underneath was ob-
scured. She’d riffle through women’s magazines and stare for long
dreamy hours at a particular woman’s coiffure. Then she’d ask my
father in an artificially casual voice: “How do you think 1"d look
with really short hair?” or “Would blonde become me?” My father
never committed himself to an opinion. He had learned from long
experience that no response he made could turn out well; anything
he said would be used against him, if not in the immediate circum-
stances, down the line, for my mother never forgot anything any-
one ever said about her hair. My father’s refusal to engage the “hair
question” irritated her.

So too, I was puzzled to see that unmarried women washed
their own hair, and married women, in my mother’s circle at least.
by some unwritten dictum never touched their own hair. 1 began
studying before and after photographs of my mother’s friends.
These photographs were all the same. In the pre-marricd mode,
their hair was soft and unformed. After thc wedding, the women’s
hair styles bore the stamp of property., looked constructed from
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grooming talents not their own, hair styles I'd call produced,
requiring constant upkeep and technique to sustain the considerable
loft and rigidity — in short, the antithesis of anything I might na-
ively call natural. This was hair no one touched, crushed, or ran
fingers through. One poked and prodded various hair masses back
into formation. This hair presented obstacles to embrace, the scent
of the hair spray alone warded off man, child, and pests. | never
saw my father stroke my mother’s head. Children whimpered when
my mother came home fresh from the salon with a potent do. Just
when a woman’s life was supposed to be opening out into daily af-
fection, the sanctioned affection of husband and children, the
women of my mother’s circle encased themselves in a helmet of hair
not unlike Medusa’s.

In so-called middle age, my mother’s hair never moved. never
blew, never fell in her facc: her hair becamc a museum piece.
When she went to bed, she wore a blue net, and when she took
short showers, short because, after all. she wasn’t washing her hair
and she was scldom dirty, she wore a blue plastic cap for the sake of
preservation. From one appointment to the next. the only change
her hair could be said to undergo was to beccome crestfallen. Taking
extended vacations presented problems sufficiently troublcsome to
rule out countries where she feared no beauty parlors cxisted. In the
beginning, my parents took overnighters, then week jaunts. and
thereby avoided the whole hair dilemma. Extending their vacations
to two weeks was eventually managed by my mother applying more
hair spray and sleeping sitting up. But after the two-week mark had
been reached, she was forced to either return home or venture into
an unfamiliar salon and subject herself to scrutiny, the kind of scru-
tiny that leaves no woman unscathed. Then she faced J ulic’s disap-
proval, for no matter how expensive and expert the salon. my
mother’s hair was to be lamented. Speaking just for myself, I had
difficulty distinguishing Julie’s cunning from the stranger’s. In thesc
years my mother’s hair looked curled, teased, and spraycd into a
waved tossed monument with holcs poked through for glasses. She
believed the damage done to her hair was tangible proof shc had



