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The following essay is “life writing” taken from Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman
Warrior. It begins with a catalogue of exotic foods of the Chinese, and ends with a
detailed description of the eating of the monkey’s brains. A number of facts/points are
easily observable from the essay. For example, the list of foods consists exclusively of
animals, and eating is the focal concern. Look for as many of these facts as you can
and try to explain their significance. What do you think Kingston is trying to say in
this essay? What is her attitude about the Chinese and their culture. What is your
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attitude toward such a culture? Why does the essay end with “I would live on

plastic?” What doe it mean? Translate the underlined passage into Chinese.

My mother has cooked for us: raccoons, skunks, hawks, city pigeons, wild ducks,
wild geese, black-skinned bantams, snakes, garden snails, turtles that crawled ahout
the pantry floor and sometimes escaped under refrigerator or stove, catfish that swam
in the bathtub. “The emperors used to eat the peaked hump of purple dromedaries,” '
she would say. “They used chopsticks made from rhinoceros horn, and they ate ducks’
tongues and monkeys’ lips.”....When I was as tall as the washing machine, [ stepped

out on the back porch one night, and some heavy, ruffling, windy, clawed thing dived

at me. Even after getting chanted back to sensibility, I shook when [ recalled that

perched everywhere there were owls with great hunched shoulders and yellow scowls,

They were a surprise for my mother from my father.. ..

In a glass jar on a shelf my mother kept a big hand with pointed claws stewing in
alcohol and herbs. She must have brought it from China because I do not remember a
time when I did not have the hand to look at. She said it was a bear’s paw...

Just as I would climb up to the shelf to take one look afier another at the hand, [
would hear my mother’s monkey story. I’d take my fingers out of my ears and let her
monkey words enter my brain. I did not always listen voluntarily, though. She would
begin telling the story, perhaps repeating it to a homesick villager, and I’d overhear
before I had a chance to protect myself. Then the monkey words would unsettle me; a
curtain flapped loose inside my brain. [ have wanted to say, “Stop it. Stop it,” but not
once did I say, “Stop it.”

“Do you know what people in China eat when they have the money?” my mother
began. “They buy into a monkey feast. The eaters sit around a thick wood table with a
hole in the middle. Boys bring in the monkey at the end of a pole. Its neck is in a
collar at the end of the pole, and it is screaming. Its hands are tied behind it. They
clamp the monkey into the table; the whole table fits like another collar around its
neck. Using a surgeon’s saw, the cooks cut a clean line in a circle at the top of its head.

To loosen the bone, they tap with a tiny hammer and wedge here and there with a
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silver pick. Then an old woman reaches out her hand to the monkey’s face and up to
its scalp, where she tufis some hairs and lifts off the lid of the skull. The eaters spoon
out the brains.”

Did she say, “You should have seen the faces the monkey made”? Did she say,
“The people laughed at the monkey screaming”? It was alive? The curtain flaps closed
like merciful black wings,

“Eat! Eat!” my mother would shout at our heads bent over bowls, the blood
pudding awobble in the middle of the table., ..

“Have you eaten yet?” the Chinese greet one another,

“Yes, I have,” they answer whether they have or not. “And you?”

I'would live on plastic.




