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Introduction

The Cutting Edge

Asian American Creativity and Change

By Fred Wei-han Houn

As guest editor for this special follow-up
issue of EAST WIND on Asian American art
and culture, I have attempted to present some
of the finest of contemporary Asian American
creativity that expresses a tradition of cultural
resistance and a commitment for progressive
change. This issue gives attention to new visual
art and poetry, profiles and tributes, and his-
torical and analytic essays
that provoke theoretical and
practical debate as to the
character, function and direc-
tion of Asian American art
and culture.

A highlight is the section of
tributes to writers Louis Chu
and Serafin Malay Syquia.
Their works are examples of
rich and vibrant portraits of
Asian American community
life. Both their literature and
their lives were strongly con-
nected to the masses of im-
migrants and workers of the
Chinese and Pilipino com-

Greater numbers
of Asian Ameri-
cans must become
CONscious con-
sumers of Asian
American
cultural products
(besides cuisine).

My opening essay, ''Revolutionary Asian
American Art,” argues for the historical char-
acter of Asian American culture as a continuum
of resistance rooted to the lives and the strug-
gles of the Asian laboring masses. I posit a gen-
eral call for what would be revolutionary Asian
American art today and encourage that work.

Scholar/historian/arts organizer Jack Chen's
historical essay on Cantonese opera in the U.S.,
the earliest known Asian American cultural
form, also draws lessons for the need to support
Asian American art through greater audience
development and strategies for self-reliance and
self-sufficiency. Greater numbers of Asian
Americans must become conscious consumers
of Asian American cultural
products (besides cuisine).

These essays call for a
broad unity between the ar-
tistic sector and the Asian
American Movement, intelli-
gentsia, entrepreneurs, stu-
dents and communities. They
also insist upon the creation
of an Asian American art that
is strongly rooted to the lives
of its people, yet innovative
and progressive.

The profiles feature art-
ists/cultural workers who
continue to generate new and
valuable works. Forrest Gok

munities, respectively.

profiles author Ruthanne
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Lum McCunn, whose books
are highly dramatic Chinese
American stories, and the cur-
rent controversy over an au-
thor's control of his/her work
when transposed to another
medium. Noted writer Genny
Lim's short review of Mc-
Cunn's current book, Sole Sur-
vivor, highlights it as an ad-
dition to a growing body of
Asian American literature
that combines historical re-
search with effective story-
telling craft. Darrell Lum pre-
sents the work of Bamboo
Ridge Press in developing a
body of literature based in
Hawai'i's local particularities.

The commitment
of art to libera-
tion demands a

constant creative

effort, greater
imagination and
artistic depth,
and makes
for cutting-edge
quality.

by the contradictions and
sharpness of the struggle in
both the Philippines and in
the U.S. Pilipino Americans
are the fastest growing Asian
American population, yet
they constitute the bottom
socio-economic rungs. These
conditions impel a critical-
realist stance in the artistic
expression of the community.
Animated by a commitment
to social struggle, the poetry
of Norman Jayo, Virginia
Cerenio, Mars Estrada, and
the deceased Serafin Syquia,
resonates with love, strength
and defiant spirit.

Relative newcomer David

Two popular folk-style mu-
sicians are also featured:
“Charlie’” Chin of New York and San Fran-
cisco's Robert Kikuchi-Yngojo. Both have been
making consistent contributions to contem-
porary Asian American culture through music
and songs that were inspired from and have
evolved with the Asian American Movement
and their changing perceptions of its current
needs.

There is new, exciting visual art by Tomie
Arai, Yong Soon Min, and two Pilipinos — San-
tiago Bose and Orlando Castillo. Clearly, their
art embodies an Asian American sensibility in a
field of all-too-common confusion and mis-
guided, abstract notions of simply ''being an
artist.” Min, a Korean American, also contrib-
uted the cover art.

Note the strong presence of Pilipino Ameri-
can poets and artists, giving the works featured
in this issue an anti-imperialist cutting edge.
This character to their work is no doubt shaped

Monkawa's haikus are strong
examples within the tradition
of Asian American writing by committed
poet/activists. The haikus, utilizing a traditional
form, nevertheless, are transformed to project a
revolutionary content.

Finally, the "Best of the New" section fea-
tures short reviews and announcements of im-
portant republished and recent works. These
items are essential purchases for any serious
study of Asian American culture. They also of-
fer much joy and inspiration.

The commitment of art to liberation demands
a constant creative effort, greater imagination
and artistic depth, and makes for cutting-edge
quality. This is art that accepts and expects the
constant challenges to go further, to reach
higher levels of aesthetic and social conscious-
ness; not to simply describe reality, but to
finally change it. d

May 1986
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Tradition and Change,
Inheritance and Innovation,

Not Imitation!

Speech presented March 21, 1985, at
Kearny Street Workshop, San Francisco.

* * *

By Fred Wei-han Houn

|
Revolutionary Traditions in
Asian American Culture and Art

At the time that the first Chinese
contract laborers were brought to
America, in China, Cantonese opera
actor Li Wenmao was leading an
armed uprising against the Chinese
imperial government in 1854 during
the Taiping Rebellion. All perfor-
mances of Cantonese opera were
subsequently banned and went
underground. Thus, for more than a
decade, Cantonese opera could only
be openly performed abroad in
overseas Chinese communities.

Cantonese opera was especially
prevalent and popular in the Chinese
community in America among the
early Asian laborers and is one of
the earliest forms of Chinese Amer-
ican culture, gradually evolving to
incorporate the experiences of the
Chinese in America. (An early exam-
ple is a Cantonese opera about Angel
Island presented in the early-20th
century.) As an early Chinese Ameri-
can cultural form, Cantonese opera
is also an example of the revolution-
ary roots of the Asian American cul-
tural tradition.

The tradition of Asian American
culture and art is essentially pro-
gressive and contains a strong revo-

lutionary current. This should come
as no surprise since culture reflects
the objective condition and character
of the people. Since Asian/Pacific
peoples in America have been con-
tinually oppressed, the dialectic
would suggest that there has been
resistance.

Other early Asian American folk
cultural forms include the oral tradi-
tion of talk stories, ballads, chants,
and folk songs brought over by the
early Asian laborers from their peas-
ant oral traditions. Carried over from
their homelands, these oral tradi-
tions were a common part of life in
the Asian labor camps along the
West Coast and became increasingly
shaped by the struggle to survive in

The great body
of the Asian
American
cultural tradition
emanates from
the working class
Asian commu-
nities and is in
the Asian
languages and
dialects.

America, ie., the contradiction be-
tween the dreams of Gold Mountain
and the painful and brutal realities
of contract labor.

Other examples include: The
muk-yu go (wood-fish song), a form of
narrative chant derived from the
popular Cantonese oral narrative
tradition. While chanting, a fish-
head shaped wood block was beaten
for rhythm. An example of such a
chant appeared in a publication in
Canton in 1905 during the boycott of
American goods to protest the exten-
sion of the Chinese exclusion laws in
the U.S. This piece was entitled
Night Cantos of the Gold Mountain
Man, and conveyed feelings of ban-
ishment and indignation over the
agony and injustices faced by the
Chinese in America.

Another example is the 46-syllable
Cantonese folk song form called the
seisapluk jigo with its 8-line patterns
of 5-5-7-7-3-5-7-7 syllables, each end-
ing with a rhyming syllable. These
were often written and sung in the
colloquial language. The only re-
maining collection of these folk
songs is in an anthology of over
1,000 of such pieces published in
two volumes in 1911 and 1915 en-
titled Jian Shan Geji (Songs From Gold
Mountain), of which 246 of these
songs have been translated into
English by Professor Marlon Hom of
UCLA.

Of course, there is the example of
the poetry carved into the wooden
barracks of Angel Island — hundreds
of anonymous poems of the pain,
loneliness, suffering and anger from
being incarcerated in that hell-hole
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What Makes Revolutionary Art
Revolutionary?

In evaluating art, content is always
primary — ie., the ideas of the work.
All art is propaganda — it propagates
ideas and feelings — but certainly
not all propaganda is art.

We must be clear that art is not
above or separate from society. The
artist is not dispassionate or neutral
to the world. A revolutionary analy-
sis of culture and art deals with the
class interest which it serves: the
question of art for whom? But this
question must not be treated me-
chanically, ie, by a simplistic nu-
merical count of the audience
whereby the majority must be work-
ers. Art must reach broadly and in-
clude and reach different classes, but
it must be clear whose interests it
serves. And how are the revolu-
tionary interests of the working class
and oppressed peoples served?

Revolutionary art must intensify
class antagonism,; it is partisan, takes
a stand with the masses; it attacks
the enemy. It is art that accuses! Not
to simply describe oppressive reali-
ties, but ultimately gets at why, and
thereby makes us wise. Being "wise
to the whys' compels us to rise and
to act, to change reality. Revolu-
tionary art boldly exhibits contradic-
tions, the weaknesses and failures
among the people, yet reveals the
causes, shows the motion of our
lives and of our struggles. Revolu-
tionary art will also celebrate resist-
ance. This is how revolutionary art
serves the interests of the oppressed
and exploited.

Another question: art about
whom? Again, we can't be mechan-
ical and one-sided. The subjects of
revolutionary art must also be broad
— revolutionary art is about life! But
revolutionary art must be meaning-
ful and relevant to the working class
masses, the very people whom rul-
ing class art degrades and/or ignores.

There must be the broadest range
of artistic forms. We must be clear
that even aesthetics are class parti-
san, that society conditions our
tastes, values and norms about what

8 EAST WIND

is beautiful and what we should
love. Ruling class bourgeois aes-
thetics promote fear, alienation, sub-
mission, depravity: culture and
values based on the supremacy of
property ownership. The ruling class
seeks to enforce its own image upon
the world, its ideology and world
view, as well as to keep the people in
a state of confusion and impotence
with a host of fads and trendy diver-
sions, but never to offer clarity about
exploitation and oppression.
Revolutionary art' must be artisti-
cally powerful and politically revolu-

We can not
evaluate an
artistic work
solely by the sub-
Jective intentions
of the artist, but
must deal with its
impact in the
real world.

tionary. It must inspire a spirit of
defiance, of class and national pride
to resist domination and backward
ideology. Revolutionary art must
energize and humanize; not pacify,
confuse and desensitize. This is the
liberating function of art, freeing the
imagination and spirit, yet focusing
us to our revolutionary potential.

I am adamantly against one-
dimensional, so-called “correct” pro-
scriptive forms that petty bourgeois
critics try to label as "political art.”
I'm also not in favor of the errors of
socialist-realist art with its glorified

"socialist heroes,” but favor imagi-
native critical realism, a sensuous
rendering of the colorful material
world. Art can fill us with love, with
hope and with revolutionary vision.

Ultimately society must be trans-
formed through the organizatidn of
people for socialist revolution. Art-
ists can contribute a critique of capi-
talist society. This is critical realism:
to criticize appearances and ob-
scured social relations, to show that
social life is fundamentally class
struggle and to expose and shatter
the lies and false consciousness im-
posed on the people. To be an effec-
tive revolutionary artist, therefore,
revolutionary ideology and talent are
required. Artists play key roles in af-
fecting consciousness and can help to
transform the working class from a
class-in-itself to a class-for-itself.

The artist takes a stand through
the practice of creating art and in
his/her role in real struggle. After all,
art comes from life. Revolutionary
and progressive artists must delve
deeply into the lives of the people, to
be integrated with them.

Revolutionary ideas and spirit de-
mand revolutionary artistry, not me-
diocrity and sycophancy. Revolu-
tionary art is about what is coming
into being. Therefore, it is innova-
tive, not imitative or mimicking fads.
Asian American artistic innovation
will come from embracing and incor-
porating the broad tradition of Asian
American culture in a creative leap
in response to the actual leap in the
level of struggle of the people. In-
novation will not come about by
abandoning Asian American culture
for the "individual” and "universal.”
We must realize that the universal is
expressed by the particulars. A full
and deep grasp of the specificity and
particularity of our experience nat-
urally evokes the universal and
makes for a truly rich and profound
universality.

We need to study and grasp the
traditional forms, not to be academic
experts, but to create a living con-
temporary art through taking what is
useful, positive, and rejecting the
negative and backward. Tradition
must serve liberation, to unite and
focus us toward transforming the
world. O



David Monkawa is a Los
Angeles-based poet, artist,
parent and Southern Califor-
nia co-chairperson of the
National Coalition for
Redress/Reparations. He is
active in the labor movement
and other struggles.

Excerpts from:

COUNTER HAIKUS
(An American Calendar)

samurai’'s haiku
written on paper that cleans
peasants’ blood off swords.

moon behind the cop
casts a flaming cross shadow
over still black limbs.

live poems will graze
on virgin moss growing on
capitalists’ graves.

David Monkawa © 1985
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starving for. When I left college and
did not get into medical school, that
was a big turning point. I moved to
San Francisco. Before getting to San
Francisco, I hooked up with Kenny
Endo, who at the time was playing
with Nobuko Miyamoto's Warriors of
the Rainbow. Their sound was a fu-
sion of taiko drums with electric
piano, with an R 'n’ B funk, Asian
kind of sound that also excited
something musically in me. When I
moved to San Francisco, I was hun-
gry for traditional music, hungry
for fusing that with contemporary
sounds. I saw that as Asian Ameri-
can: traditional and American values
that could be combined into one.

N] ¢ This was the time when your
folk-pop days took a drastic turn?

RK: We felt this desire for more
rhythm, more percussion and syn-
copation. We were influenced by the
stuff that was coming out of the city
... our song writing and singing was
changing. By the time I rediscovered
and really wanted to get into kulin-
tang music ... I decided to study
with a kulintang master musician
who was living in Seattle and pre-
pared for a trip to the Philippines.

PY: This emotional resonance you
found with kulintang, was that the
major reason you decided to go to
Mindanao?

RK: Yes, 1 knew I was going to get
there . . . It was one accelerated year
for me. I actually stayed in the Phil-
ippines for five and a half months
... the last two and a half months
were spent in intensive study.

PY: How did that affect you as an
artist, being in the Philippines and
actually studying the culture of one
of your homelands?

RK: 1t was really emotional ... I
studied with Bailabi Mawyag (a prin-
cess). She didn't speak a word of
English. I spoke very little Maranao.
The big lesson for me was to sur-
render all I knew in terms of learn-
ing music, because 1 was approach-
ing kulintang music from a Western
point of view ... (but} that stuff

12 EAST WIND

meant absolutely nothing there ...
The minute I decided to throw out
what I knew, or thought I knew,
and admit I knew nothing, the in-
formation was just flowing ... In
what we call mainstream pop music,
it's such a formula, a prison of think-
ing and a prison of packaging ...
When I was in Mindanao, I realized,
forget the packaging, the ABA
(form), the chords, the beat. This is
going to require communication
without words. This is going to re-
quire me exposing myself, emptying

I am and will
always be com-
mitted to the
traditional form.
Now that it’s a
foundation in me,
I can use that as
the building
blocks . . . that
would express the
American-born
part of me.

my mind and brain and getting what
she's playing, getting the communi-
cation there. It's so ironic, since
kulintang music is social interaction
without words ... The value I got
out of playing kulintang music was
not just the forms, the beats, the
rhythm, but more of an essence of
how music can be a pure form of
communication that requires spon-
taneity, immediate communication
and no intellectualism. Just doing it,
in action, now.

PY: with all these influences and
journeys over the last ten years,
where do you see yourself going
now?

RK: 1 am and will always be com-
mitted to the traditional form. Now
that it's a foundation in me, I can
use that as the building blocks or the
basis of other kinds of work that
would express the American-born
part of me. All the stuff that was me
— the pop stuff, the R 'n' B, the
Motown, Stevie Wonder, the Charlie
Chin-Chris Iijima-Nobuko sound —
can now all be used to weave with
what I've laid down in the last sev-
eral years with kulintang. Now the
new chapter is the electronic age
with synthesizers and rhythm boxes

. almost like I was at the same
point I was ten years ago: what is
Asian American Music? I find that
it's not any particular sound, not a
sound. It is more like it lies in the
heart of the musician; it lies in the
listening of that musician's audience
... It involves a context in which the
artist lives his life, how he's commit-
ted to his people ... The electronic
music, the kulintang, the gagaku, it's
all forming now into a concept I call
Eth-Noh-Tec — Noh is a Japanese
word for the phantom world of mys-
tery — using ancient and future
sounds, East and West, with the ele-
ment of mystery in the world of
technology . .. There's a wave going
on. We are molecules of water in

that wave ... we are creating that
wave. a
DISCOGRAPHY:

Yokohama, California, 1977,

Ballad of Chol Soo Lee, Jeff Adachi
project, 1978;

Noh Buddies, 1983.

MUSIC FOR:

Hollywood Mirrors, a play by the
Asian American Theater Company,
1977,

Quiet Thunder, radio production by
Norman Jayo, 1981;

Chan Is Missing, theme song for the
film by Wayne Wang, 1982.

Norman Jayo is an independent
radio producer. Paul Yamazaki is a
musician and historian of Asian Amer-
ican music and has been producer of
the West Coast Asian American Jazz
Festival.



THE KINGFISH

THE SILVER BEAMS REFLECTED OFF THE OLD PHILCO SCREEN / STROKING HIS FACE WITH
FLUORESCENT VIDEO IMAGES / HOLDING HIM CAPTIVE IN A 1950'S MIND LINK / THE KINGFISH WAS
ON TV/ PUTTIN’' SOMETHING OVER ON AMOS / ANDY HANGIN' BACK / THE STRAIGHT MAN / HE
FORGOT MAMA'S CALL TO THE DINNER TABLE / THE BOY WAS BESIDE HIMSELF WITH LAUGHTER / THE
BOY TURNED AND CALLED OUT/ “... MAMA, LOOK AT THOSE NIGGERS ... ”/ HE WAS ONLY SIX / HE
DIDN'T KNOW NO BETTER / BUT HE DID SAY IT / SHE RUSHED TO HIM IN A BLUR / FASTER THAN SHE
HAD EVER DONE BEFORE / ‘CEPT THE TIME HE GOT HIS FINGER CAUGHT IN THE KITCHEN DOOR / THIS
TIME / SHE GRABBED HIM BY THE BACK OF HIS SHIRT / THE NAPE OF HIS HAIR / THE BEAT OF HIS
HEART / DRAGGING HIM TO THE BATHROOM / LIKE HE WAS TOO MANY POTATOES IN A SACK / ON THE
WAY TO THE DARKNESS OF A CELLAR /

SUCH A SWIFT MOVE / LIKE THE FIRST TIME AN OCEAN WAVE PULLED HIM BELOW THE SEAWEED
SWELL / THE MOTHER IS YELLING / ALL THE WAY DOWN THE HALL / THE KINGFISH IS DEFENDING
HIMSELF / TO SOMEONE OFF CAMERA / THE CHILD IS PLEADING / AND CRYING AT THE SAME TIME /
THE SOUND OF PAIN FILLED HIS EARS / LOUD / DROWNING / DEEP / THE WAY WATER TAKES LAND AT
THE TIDE OF AN ANGRY MOON / TURNING THE FAUCET / AN ANGRY TWIST / THE MOUTH BURNS IN
NEED OF FRESH WATER / TO WASH AWAY THE TASTE OF SOAP AND BITTER SURPRISE / MEASURED
WORDS / “... I DON'T EVER WANT TO HEAR YOU SAY THAT WORD AGAIN ... "/ SLAP / ACROSS THE FACE
/ WET WITH LATHER AND TEARS /* .. DO YOU HEAR ME ... ?”/ AGAIN / THE UNREASONING / “ .. DO
YOU UNDERSTAND . .. ?” | EACH SLAP CREATES THE SOUND FLESH MAKES / HITTING BELLY FIRST ON
WATER / SHE TURNS AWAY / UNABLE TO REASON AWAY / INDIGNATION / AWKWARD SHAME / HE WAS
MOTIONLESS / ON THE DAMP LINOLEUM FLOOR / SOBBING BY THE BASE OF THE TOILET / CRYING FOR
THE MISUNDERSTOOD / OTHER SOUNDS DRIFTED IN / AN ARGUMENT NEXT DOOR / THE KINGFISH'S
VOICE / PLEADING / “... BUT YOU DON'T UNDERSTAND . .. YOU JUST DON'T UNDERSTAND ... !” | SHE
STOPS IN THE HALLWAY / SHAKING / OUT OF SIGHT / WATCHING FROM A DISTANCE / ALONE /

THIS WASN'T LIKE SNEAKIN' COOKIES / OR CROSSIN' FIGUEROA STREET BY HIMSELF / OR PLAYING
WITH THE LIGHTER IN MAMA'S PURSE / THIS WAS NEW / THIS WAS AN UNLEARNING / /.. NIGGERS" |
WAS THE BUS DRIVER'S WORD / ... NIGGERS” / SAID THE OLD WOMAN WHO SOLD PERFUME AND
READ THE BIBLE / ... NIGGERS” /| OUTSIDE STUB'S BAR ON THE CORNER / * .. NIGGERS" |
EVERYWHERE / LEARNING AND UNLEARNING /

SEEMED LIKE HE CRIED FOREVER / SOBS / IN RHYTHM / A MEASURE OF ANGER / HATE PLAYED AN
UNMUTED SOLO / A CHORUS OF SELF-PITY / FRUSTRATION / LACED WITH SLEEPY TEARS / CLENCHED
FISTS / ALL OF HIM SHAKING LIKE A BROWN LEAF / CAUGHT IN AN EARLY MORNING STORM /
WARNING OF THINGS STILL TO COME / DAZED EYES FOCUS / A FAT HARD BACK LOW CRAWLING ROACH
EMERGED / THE SPACE BETWEEN THE BATHTUB AND THE WALL / THE FIST / THE MIND / COMING
DOWN HARD TOGETHER / KILLIN' THE ROACH / FOR THAT MOMENT HIS MOTHER / SHE / WATCHING /
STROBES OF PAIN / TV SHADOWS / IN A HALLWAY WHERE THE KINGFISH CALLS OUT TO A SILENT
HOUSE /

SHE CROSSED HERSELF / TREMBLING HAND / A SIGN / VISIBLE / FEAR / SADNESS / GUILT / INTO THE
LIGHT / CROSSING / SHE STOPS / HE SEES / SUDDENLY / HIS ANGER DISAPPEARS / LEAVING THE CHILD
THAT HE WAS / LEAVING THE MOTHER THAT SHE WAS / SORRY FOR ALL THAT IT MEANT / SHE WENT
TO HIM / AS SHE HAD DONE SO MANY TIMES BEFORE / AND JUST ROCKED HIM / AND ROCKED HIM /

Norman Jayo © 1979

Norman Jayo is a Pilipino poet, songwriter and
radio activist and producer. He is on the media
panel of the National Endowment for the Arts.
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It is regrettable that
these changes were nipped
in the bud. The exigencies
of wartime ended experi-
mental modernization of
the Chinese Opera in
America. World War II San
Francisco entered its Jazz
Age and Chinatown fol-
lowed suit. The Chinese
Opera center shifted to
New York to entertain the
15,000 Chinese seamen
who served on the Allies’
Transatlantic lifeline. The
Pacific War and the post-
war break in relations be-
tween the new People's
Republic of China and the
U.S. stopped the flow of
opera performers from

In the darkest days of
the Exclusion Era
from 1882 to 1943 . . .
opera, even more than
religion, sustained the
spirits of beleaguered
Chinatown dwellers
with its dramas of
the people’s resistance
to oppression.

space and of that support
network, of which we
spoke at the beginning of
this article. Lack of a
theater, the need to rent
space even for rehearsals,
the uncertainties of getting
the proper space needed,
send costs soaring and add
to the hassles of produc-
tion. A felt need to cre-
ate the necessary support
infrastructure of theater
space, funding sources,
publicity and touring facil-
ities has brought together
most of the main perform-
ing arts groups in San
Francisco under the aegis
of the Pear Garden in the
West, the parent organiza-
tion of the San Francisco

China for nearly 40 years.
The old opera companies
here failed to adapt to modern needs and conditions.
Their old community sources of funding were inade-
quate. They never learned how to apply for federal,
state and local grants and help from the corporate
world, or use modern PR methods. Chinese Opera
succumbed to competition from the cinema, radio
and TV. Daily opera shows became a thing of the
past. Except for very occasional amateur perfor-
mances and a few touring troupes from Taiwan or
Hong Kong, Chinese Opera ceased to be part of the
American theater scene. The local opera troupes
disbanded.

Modern theater arts emerge

But Chinese Opera is a synthesis of music, singing,
drama, mime, dance, acrobatics, martial arts. While
opera as an art form declined in America, its small
constituent elements began to take on a life of their
own.

I n recent years, Chinese and Asian American art-
ists have formed vital modern dance, music and
theater groups on both coasts. Important new artistic
works have resulted.

These talented young artists — most are in their
twenties and thirties — have matured extremely rap-
idly. Their best performances are of high pro-
fessional quality. But their further advance is being
seriously hampered by lack of suitable performing

American Chinese Opera.
This was formed just three years ago with two per-
formers and an eight-man orchestra. Veteran and
new young artists have gathered together again. In
1985, it staged five performances of three operas
with a cast of six and supporting personnel. They are
all determined to preserve the classical heritage of
traditional opera and resume that earlier drive for a
new modern opera that will answer the needs of the
21st century. The Pear Garden in the West has re-
ceived great support from such funding sources as
the National Endowment for the Humanities, the
California Council for the Humanities, the San Fran-
cisco Hotel Tax Fund, and the San Francisco, Zeller-
bach, and Bank of America Foundations. They
helped put it on its feet. Now it and its associated
performing arts groups are faced with a further task:
they are urgently seeking a performing arts center to
serve as their home base. They are also working
with other groups such as the Alliance for Asian
American Arts and Culture of New York to recon-
stitute the old national tour route that served the old
opera so well in the past. To achieve these goals they
need the sympathetic help of the whole Chinese
American community. a

Jack Chen, Chinese American historian, author of
The Chinese of America, is president of the Pear Gar-
den in the West: the San Francisco American Chinese
Opera and Performing Arts Center.
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Virginia Cerenio is a
Pilipina American writer ac-
tive in the Kearny St.
Workshop’s Bay Area
Pilipino Writers Group. Her
poetry has appeared in
numerous Asian American
literary anthologies, including
Without Names, a new
collection of Pilipino
American poetry.

EAST WIND

UNTITLED

“in manila, squatters throw stones at soldiers
armed with American bullets '
and orders for eviction

twelve year old Mary Grace Santiago, fallen
into a pool of her own blood

rushed into the white tomb of an ambulance
dies in an hour's breath of time."”

7/25/85

hail mary, full of grace

yet too slow to escape

the staccato notes of machine gun fire

the lord is with thee

the twelve years of your squatter childhood
fallen into a red pool of your own blood

blessed art thou among women

though you will never know

beyond your mother's tear-filled kiss

the miracle of your body

changing with the seasons

blessed is the fruit of thy womb

the life you have sacrificed for this:

the rain gutter roof for your family

the smelly alleys lined with open sewers
your playground, your home

holy mary, pray for us sinners

the soldiers who fight brother sisters parents and cousins
who torture and kill the young and old

pray for us now mary grace

and at this hour

as you draw your last shuddering breath

forgive us for trespassing

the innocence of your childhood.

v.r. cerenio © 1985





















Mars Estrada is a Pilipino
American writer active in the
Bay Area, and a member of
the Kearny St. Workshop's
Pilipino Writers Group. His
poetry appears in their new
anthology, Without Names.

THERE ARE ROPES . ..

There are ropes

tied around our necks
keeping us suspended
between life and death
leaving us dangling
dangling

kicking

gasping

gasping

last breath after

last breath

These ropes have

all kinds of names like
democracy and constructive
engagement

like economic and military aid
defense and military budget
like SDIs and Star Wars

more concretely
like

hunger
unemployment
diseases

some are tied

around our eyes and ears

like hope

education

and lottery

or have hypnotic names

like sports and

entertainment

baseball football basketball
superbowl world series olympics

Manufactured by the same
companies

these ropes

have the same fabric

as olden time ropes

tied from beams

or trees

But don't mistake it
as if

as if these new ropes
are not enough

from time to time
the old rope is pulled out
of the museum shelf

Not far from here

one dark night when
we were busy
watching commercials
a black brother

was hanged from a tree

Suicide
they called it
the next day

mars estrada
15 jan 1986
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The Cane Cutters

It is early morning. The brave

Hawaiian moon sits in the saddle

Of morning, bucking its light.

A woman shivers as she trudges

Briskly, behind a man. She carries

The lunches and an old kerosene lantern
That trails fumes heavily into the gloom.
Surrounding them, piles of bagasse

Sit silently fat and rank. Unmindful,

The old-looking couple, stop to rest.

The man takes out two long knives.
They sparkle in the negligent light.

He fingers each honed edge and tenderly
caresses the sharpness. Pleased,

He hands one to his wife. Together,

native Hawaiians). Things
are different here. And, not
surprisingly, the literature
reflects it.

Of course, there are the
nature themes which, ac-
cording to some visiting
writers, appear too much
and too often in local liter-
ature. But why shouldn’t we
write about nature when lo-
cals know that the EDB
{ethylene dimethylbromide,
more simply, ant poison)
sprayed on the pineapples
shows up in the drinking
water years after they stop
using the insecticide. This
isn't standing-in-awe-of or
ain't-it-beautiful nature writ-
ing that we're talking about.
It's chemicals in the milk
and the water, don't wash
the car or water the lawn
when there's a water short-
age. It's volcanic ash and
ash from burning the sugar
cane. It's the sting of wind-

They work the tall burnt fields,

Long into the tiring hours. They sing,
And they dream to the pendulum

Swing of their machetes.

Juliet S. Kono
© 1980 Bamboo Ridge Press

twenty-year-old, single-wall, three-
bedroom, two-bath place with a car-
port going for $150,000 or so ... on
leased land. This is all part of living
in these islands.

No wonder a number of Hawai'i

writers choose to describe them-
selves as local writers of “local liter-
ature,” (as opposed to 'Asian Amer-
ican’ literature, largely a main-
land term, or '"Hawaiian' literature
which the locals know means ethnic
Hawaiian literature, or work done by

flung sand at the beach and
going out even if it's raining
because it'll probably stop
by the time you get there.
It's smashing a two-inch
cockroach in your bathroom
or listening to a gecko call
all night from your ceiling.
And you learn after that
first time rolling around in
the surf not knowing which
way is up, ""Never Turn
Your Back To The Ocean."

Or at the first hint of a
shipping strike, you find yourself in
line at the supermarket behind all
those mama-sans buying up the rice
and Spam and vienna sausages. They
have memories of shipping strikes
that lasted for months. They have
memories of being a striker or of
someone they know who went hun-
gry during a strike. And for many
islanders, it doesn’t take a lot of dig-
ging to find one's roots in the soil of
Hawai'i's sugar plantations, grand-
parents or great-grandparents who
immigrated to the islands as contract
laborers.

No wonder then, that local litera-
ture published over the years by
Bamboo Ridge — The Hawaii Writers’
Quarterly has echoed this island life.
Forget the “Golden Man" or the
“melting pot’ myths. Not surpris-
ingly the literature of local writers
has a distinct sensitivity to ethnicity,
the environment (in particular that
valuable commodity, the land), a
sense of personal lineage and family
history, and the use of the sound, the
languages, and the vocabulary of
island people. After a while, it all
makes sense and everyone orders
their dim sum not by the Chinese
names or their English translations
but by their local and partly Ha-
waiian counterparts. Me? I like the
chicken curry manapua (neither
Hawaiian nor Chinese but possibly
a corruption of a Hawaiian word
"puaa,” pig, for the Chinese steamed
meat buns), the half-moon (aptly de-
scribed), and the pepeiau (Hawai-
ian for "ear,’ which this dumpling
resembles).

Hungry? More of my favorites
follow:

"The Poet Imagines His Grandfath-
er's Thoughts on the Day He Died”
by Wing Tek Lum, Bamboo Ridge
#13, copyright 1981 Wing Tek Lum;

"Termites'’ by Eric Chock, Bamboo
Ridge #4, copyright 1979 Bamboo
Ridge Press;

Excerpt from "Paint” by Darrell
Lum, Bamboo Ridge #27, copyright
1985 Bamboo Ridge Press.

* * *

Bamboo Ridge Press is a non-
profit, tax-exempt literary small
press founded in 1978 by Eric Chock
and Darrell Lum. The selection in-
cluded here is from a forthcom-
ing anthology, The Best of Bamboo
Ridge, which will be available during
the summer of 1986. For more infor-
mation about the anthology, back
issues, special issues, and yearly sub-
scriptions, please contact: Bamboo
Ridge Press, PO. Box 61781, Hono-
lulu, Hawai'i 96822-8781. O

Darrell H.Y. Lum is a fiction writer
and playwright and co-editor of Bam-
boo Ridge Press.
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sammy

the head butcher

knew him best

he walked a regular
route

painted eyebrows
magnifying glasses
bulging eyes

rumor had it

his brain was damaged
from too many blows
someone else said

he was a former hit man
for some filipino politician
too many hits

too many blows

and he lives in ketchikan
alone

in a hollow house
omigosh

he would say

strolling past us

during brief coffee breaks

EAST WIND

omigosh omigosh omigosh
he would repeat
sometimes

he would visit sammy
and eat fish head soup
with the old ilocanos
in the kitchen
omigosh

he would say

eyes bulging

painted eyebrows
twitching

omigosh omigosh
where is my townmate
sammy said

that omigosh

wanted to give his house
away

away

to someone born

in his province

sammy said

he had money

in the bank

and that hollow house
to give away

away

away to a townmate
omigosh omigosh
where is my townmate
he repeated

sucking fisheyes
gelatin drippings

dropping

on his crusty shoes
just tell him

you were born

in his province

his house is hollow
your voice will echo

a deep growl

from ancestral graves
his house is hollow
and it's yours

just be his townmate
for a while

my apron

covered

with scales

from sliming salmon
all day and night

a rancid smell

pressed

against me

he's loco

we would say

he's gulu

in the head

giving away a volkswagen
to a long-haired blond
dude

he thought was a woman
he's loco

as he walked

the broadwalk of ketchikan
looking for a townmate

— serafin syquia
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lﬂ s a Pilipino immigrant I didn't have
much education, but I know the system
is very cruel. I've read a lot of news-
papers, but Unity stands out because
it reflects people coming together —
Black, white, Chicano, Asian — working
people getting together to fight for their
own welfare to make some changes.’’

Philip Vera Cruz
Former vice president, United Farm Workers Union,
and longtime fabor activist
[ $6/one year [ $3/six months
Unity, PO. Box 29293, Oakland, CA 94604
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Visit the world of Uwajimaya.
Where you will find the
finest and freshest ingredients for
Asian home cookery. Custom cuts.
Special Asian foods and cookware.

And the Northwest’s most impec-
cable and tasteful gifts.

UWAJIMAYA

Always ingood taste.

SEATTLE
624-6248

SOUTHCENTER
246.7077

BELLEVUE
747-8012

Book Release

HAWK'S WELL

A Collection of Japanese American
Art and Literature

Abvailable June 1

Edited and published by Jerrold Hiura,
Asian American Arts Projects of San Jose.
Featuring novelist Yoshiko Uchida,
poets Janice Mirikitani and Jim Mitsui,
artists Tom Kamifuji, Richard and Mark Hamasaki,
Sharon Yoshida, calligrapher Shioh Kato, and others.

200 pages, Limited Edition.
To order, contact:

Jerrold Hiura
131 East Taylor St., San Jose, CA 95112
(408) 294-5536

Alliance for Asian American Arts & Culture
415 West 13th Street
New York, New York 10014

Member Organizations

Amauan Workshop

AADT/Aslan Art
Institute

Asian CineVision

Binari/KACT

Chen & Dancers

Chen Lihua Dance
Co.

Chinese Musical
Arts, Inc.

East Wind Magazine

Epoxy c/o Ming Fay

Expedi Printing

Film News Now
Foundation

Folklorico Filipino

Four Seas Players

Fred Houn & the
Asian Art Ensemble

Music From China

Individual Members

Yeou-Jui Cho
Ming G. Fay
Lllia Fung

Jerry Kwan
Corky Lee

Rick Mascarinas

Human Ties Productions

FiLM/vIDEO
Specializing in productions for
education/camunity organizations

152 Brewster SF, CA 94119
(415) 641-9941









