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Blending Culture, Myth and
Research Into Fiction
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by Janice Gable Bashman

W riters often state that they’ve always wanted to write, that they need to write, and
that writing has been part of their lives since they were young. Lisa See only
wanted to travel. ‘‘I didn’t know myself very well back in the day,’’ she says. ‘‘I

knew I didn’t want to get married or have kids. I only wanted to live out of a suitcase. I
thought the only way to have the life I wanted was to be a writer.’’

Although she eventually married and had two sons, she didn’t change her mind about
her love for and fascination with other places. ‘‘Travel is one of the most important things
you can do as a human being. It truly broadens your horizons and makes you think about
yourself, other people, other cultures, and the world in different ways. Writers have to get
out of their rooms and live,’’ she says. In addition to her travels, her love for her Chinese
heritage has thoroughly informed her writing.

See’s nonfiction book, On Gold Mountain: The One Hundred Year Odyssey of My Chinese-
American Family (Vintage, 1996), and her page-turning novels, including Flower Net (Harper-
Collins, 1997), The Interior (1999), Dragon Bones (Random House, 2003), and Snow Flower
and the Secret Fan (2005), are acclaimed for depicting Chinese culture—helping to transport
readers from their rooms—and continually land on the best-seller lists. Her work has been
praised by Publishers Weekly, The Los Angeles Times, The New York Times, The Washington
Post, National Public Radio, and Booksense.

See’s newest work, Peony in Love: A Novel (Random House, 2007), is set in the 17th
century in the Yangzi Delta. It is based on the true story of three maidens who were married
to the same man. See describes it as a ‘‘ghost story within a ghost story.’’

Draw me into the world of this ghost story and tell me why I would want to
visit.
I’m drawn to history that’s been lost, deliberately covered up, or forgotten. This is one of
the reasons I wrote On Gold Mountain about the Chinese side of my family. It’s why I wrote
the mysteries, which dealt with stories that I didn’t feel were getting enough attention—the
smuggling of endangered animal parts used for Chinese herbal medicine, how American
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goods are made in China, and the building of the Three Gorges Dam. Snow Flower and the
Secret Fan used as its backdrop nu shu, a writing system invented, used and kept secret by
women in China for 1,000 years.
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I look at the new book as a kind of re-
verse-mirror image of Snow Flower. It’s
based on the true story of three women who
lived in 17th-century China. Peony, the
beautiful, well-educated and cloistered
daughter of a wealthy Hangzhou scholar,
loves an opera called The Peony Pavilion.
(In real life, this opera was known to cause
lovesickness in many young women with
resulting death by age 16.) One night while
wandering in her garden, she meets by acci-
dent the man to whom she’s been betrothed
in an arranged marriage. Quite unexpect-
edly, they fall in love. But for Peony it’s
more serious than that. She’s caught a case
of lovesickness, writes obsessively about
love in the margins of a copy of opera,
wastes away, and dies. She isn’t buried
properly and returns to earth as a ghost to
complete her project on love and to be rec-
ognized as the rightful wife of the man she
loves. He, however, marries two more
times. Peony gets her sister-wives to con-
tinue writing in the margins of the opera.
The second wife also dies of lovesickness.
The third wife pawns her wedding jewelry and uses it to have the project published. (It
became the first book of its kind to be published by women anywhere in the world and it
remained in print for nearly 300 years). The novel uses the richness and magic of the Chinese
afterlife to explore the different manifestations of love—mother love, romantic love, erotic
love, deep-heart love—and how they can transcend death. Ultimately it’s about female friend-
ship, the cost of expressing creativity under oppressive circumstances, and the desire and
need for women to be heard—all as timely and pertinent today as they were three centuries
ago. And it’s a story that remained hidden for a long time, but shows the great courage and
ingenuity of women.

China plays an important role in your novels and the Chinese culture informs
your work. Why?
I’m part Chinese. My great-great-grandfather came here to work on the building of the trans-
continental railroad. My great-grandfather was the godfather/patriarch of Los Angeles China-
town. I don’t look at all Chinese, but I grew up in a very large Chinese-American family.

All writers are told to write what they know, and this is what I know. And when I don’t
know something—nu shu, for example—I love to find out whatever I can about it and then
bring my sensibility to the subject. In many ways I straddle two cultures, and I try to bring
that into my work. The American side of me tries to open a window into China and things
Chinese for non-Chinese, while the Chinese side of me makes sure that what I’m writing is
true to the Chinese culture without making it seem too ‘‘exotic’’ or ‘‘foreign.’’
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You use Chinese culture to explore universal themes such as love, friendship,
betrayal, passion and death. Explain the significance of this in your work.
Chinese culture is what I know best because of how I was raised. Frankly, I don’t know what
else I would write about. I try to use the Chinese experience to get people to think about
their own lives and relationships. What I really want people to get from my books is that all
people on the planet share common life experiences—falling in love, getting married, having
children, dying—and share common emotions—love, hate, greed, jealousy. These are the
universals; the differences are in the particulars of customs and culture.

You stated that when you read, you love to ‘‘open the pages, fly to a different
world, time or culture and connect to the characters and by extension to the
human condition.’’ Explain the process you use to provide this experience for
your readers.
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I try to create a place and the people who
inhabit it using all five senses. Isn’t smell
supposed to be the strongest sense? If you
look, you’ll see that I use a lot of odors,
fragrances and aromas in my work. I try
to create descriptions that you can see as
though you were there, humidity that you
can really feel on your skin, unique sounds
that really put you in a place, and sensa-
tions—like foot binding—that you can feel
as though you’re going through them
yourself.

Creating characters that are believable
and empathetic comes next. This is impor-
tant whether a character is real or imag-
ined. Characters must be real to the writer
in order for them to be real to the reader. If
their emotions are real and true, then read-
ers—myself included—will connect to
them. As a writer, I hope then that people
will move from those characters to thinking
about themselves, and yes, about the hu-
man condition.

Obviously all this hinges on two things:
doing research (not just reading in a library
or seeing what you can find on the Internet,

but going out and seeing and experiencing for yourself), and finding the emotional truth for
every single character.

Once you have a story in mind, do you discover your location, character or
plot first? Explain how they evolve.
I don’t think one comes before the other. They’re all entwined. Let’s use Snow Flower as an
example. I knew I wanted to write something about the secret language. I went to a very
remote part of China to see what I could see. As I was going there, I had an incredible meal
where they brought in a live chicken, killed it, and then we cooked it in a hot pot. They made
taro and caramelized sugar for dessert. This meal became the favorite special meal for Lily
and Snow Flower.
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I didn’t know that Snow Flower was going to marry a butcher until I sat on the porch of
a house in a tiny village and learned that this was the home of a butcher. There was a big
wok embedded in the porch where the butcher slaughtered the pig and then boiled the body
to remove the skin—right outside the front door!

I didn’t know the overall form for the novel until I was leaving China. I had one night in
a nice hotel room. I had my first hot shower in a long time and a meal that didn’t involve
pig penis or pig’s blood. This voice came to me that was a bit of my grandmother, a bit of
my great-aunt, and a bit of a 96-year-old woman I’d met in one of the villages. I got in bed
and wrote the opening chapter. It involved an old woman filled with regrets looking back on
her life. So the novel was written from her point of view as an old woman looking back on
her life in a kind of autobiography. The point I’d like to make is that these things could have
happened in any order. One thing just builds upon another. You have to be open and receptive
to what the universe brings you.

Incorporating historical fact and myths into fiction seems like a daunting
process. What methods do you use to make this process successful?
I think you have to get very straight in your mind what you want your story to be. I over-
research, use it all, and then cut a tremendous amount of it. As a teenager, I used to read
James Michener. He did all this research, but when I came to it as a reader, the story would
stop dead. I would skip paragraphs and sometimes pages. So I really watch out for that in
my own work. For a short time, I need to be the world’s greatest expert on a subject. The
art comes in cutting most of it out and letting the characters tell their story. What I hope
happens is that the history and research are holding the story like a good foundation, not
like a big brick wall separating the reader from the characters, the emotions and the action.

Myths are a little different. Why are you using a myth? If it pertains to the story, then use
it. If it doesn’t and you just happen to like the myth, then it shouldn’t be there. It has to have
some meaning in the story you’re trying to tell.

How do you research your work?
I go to the library, look on the Internet, go to locations, search for out-of-print books, take
photos, look at art (if I’m writing about a time before photography was invented). I love
research and I do it all myself, because you never know what you’ll come across that will
be an aha! moment.

Do you find your characters’ voices or do they find you?
A little of both. I already explained how Lily came to me. With Snow Flower, I thought about
how I would have felt living my entire life in an upstairs room with just one window to look
out of. I would have been desperate to get out, which would have been impossible, given
the time and the circumstances. So, if I had been in that upstairs room, I would have looked
inward and relied on my imagination. Snow Flower always talks about birds in flight, soaring,
and flying.

With the new book I’m writing, Peony is a ghost—forever sixteen. She lived in the 17th
century, so her language is different from what a sixteen-year-old might use today. I drew
on poetry written by women in 17th century China to find her voice. But even though she’s
forever sixteen, ghosts aren’t dumb and they don’t remain the same, so 300 years later her
language, her concerns, and the way she views the world are very different, so naturally her
voice changes and evolves through the novel.
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In his book, On Writing, Stephen King discusses the necessity for all writers
to have a writer’s toolbox. The toolbox, at its most basic level, must contain
vocabulary, grammar, the elements of style and the commitment of the writer
to the work. What tools have you added to your toolbox and what benefit do
they serve?
I think my greatest tool is my work habits. I work every day, all day doing research, or writing
1,000 words, editing 20 pages of the first-draft, or polishing 50 pages of clean copy. The
house can be falling down around me—and often it is—but I have to get my work done first.
(This is especially important for women, because we have the added burdens—gifts!—of
caring for our homes and families. I can’t tell you how many times my husband and kids
have had to eat cheese and crackers for dinner. But they’ve survived and I’ve been happy,
so what’s the harm?)

I have a good attitude about editing. I figure you have to divide criticism from others into
three categories: a third of the time they’re completely wrong, a third of the time they’re
completely right, and a third of the time you have to acknowledge that something wasn’t
quite working and then try to fix it.

You also have to take good care of yourself. Others like warm baths and candles, but I
take walks, swallow lots of vitamins, and reward myself with a good stiff drink on occasion.


