labor sustained the lives of their families, and whose dreams augured a better
future for the second generation of Chinese Americans. Fabric rippling off the
bolt echoes the ladders in Journey to Gold Mountain and Second Step leading
up and out. Sun s recurrmg book image — commmng the pages of history —

|form, butiressed roofik teach corner. The
dressforms are the artist's most direct incarnation of China Mary — nameless,
faceless yet formidable, they are literally pillars of strength. If China Mary is the
seeing eye of the paintings, then these figures are skeletal monuments, a part of
herself she has left behind, like the fabric cutouts, that provide the form and
structure for the present, while upholding the past.

While offering an actual overview of the past, Labyrinth leads us into the
present. It is strewn with images that convey the complexities of existing within
a larger social context, and the contemporary hybridity of life as a Chinese
American. Labyrinth is rendered from a vantage point that rises far above Gold
Mountain. Significantly, we glimpse the top of the ladder for the first ime, and
this seems to signal our arrival at some elevated landing from which we may
survey our progress. Once again, familiar images mark historical passages: a
mechanized pulley, the junk, the railroad winding in and out of the labyrinth at
center. But this fime, we spy a rowboat with oars manipulated by unseen hands,
and a basketball whirling above the rim of a net. These two images are not
weighted with cultural or historical specificity, but rather furnish a broadened
contemporary social context for the work. At the same time, they sustain the
themes of chance and possibility that run throughout the China Mary Series.

The final bookend for China Mary's remembrances is Germination, an
affirming vision embodied in a tree of life that sprouts images of past, present
and future. Here the fluttering pages of history found in previous paintings,
loosened from the bindings of books, find their place on the free, as tokens of
memory. This is a history with vitality, a history that grows and wavers with the
winds of change and chance.

The history that is narrated throughout the China Mary Series, finds its
appropriate denouement in Germination. If the works that precede it are about
Chinese American history from a woman's perspective, then Germination
depicts its representation. This final work is about passing on these stories for
others to tell and add to — in order fo validate the past, meet the present, and
greet the future. Like a nesfing box, or a hall of mirrors, they yield inexhaustible
images and stories that reflect back on what has come before. When the artist
paints a sprouting seedling, tied o its slender stem is a page on which a book
is inscribed, whose pages, in furn, contain images of trees, whose branches are
tied with sheets of paper with image upon image...

The history imparted by China Mary is anything but anonymous or generic.
Through the China Mary Series, Carol Sun provides viewers with glimpses info
anotherrealm of experience, full ofrich and specific images. Her vision of history
and|ifein Americais one that, against many odds and daily hardship, is founded
on dreams and chance, serendipity and magic, butalso on an unmistakably self
determined empowerment. It is a reflection of her own personal perspective as
a second generation Chinese American woman, and her relationship to her
parents who emigrated from China in 1949. For Asian Americans, and Asian
American women in particular, her works fulfill the desire for subjectivity, and
reward the search for familiar, affirming and compelling imagery that acknowl-
edges our presence and identity here, where we live.

Kerri Sakamoto, 1993
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THE CHINA MARY SERIES:

The Chinese American odyssey through her eyes.

...Chinese women were...considered curiosities
and given “generic” names like “China Mary,” just as their
men were generally referred to as “John Chinaman.”!

Carol Sun’s monumental paintings suggest a
submerged dream world, an alternate reality that
the viewer travels through like a moving camera-
eye. The six paintings in the exhi n depict
episodes in the life of “China Mary,” the Chinese
immigrant woman assigned this anonymous label
upon her arrival in America, by those unwilling to
learn her proper name

The China Mary Series uncovers a rich culfural
identity, assembling images of an unchronicled
history in this country, and in the process, forges a
vital subjectivity for the Asian American woman. For

the camera-eye is China Mary's eye through which

we witness a whirlwind experience of immigration

and journey, and negotiate assimilation info a new cultural and social ferrain.
For Asian American viewers, there is a plainness and familiarity of the
everyday in Sun’s images — the everyday of the Chinese American. Yet each
objectis infused with color and movement, and enveloped in a magical mimetic
space. Ifthese collected images —ladders, boats, irons, sewing needles, spools,
bedsheets — feel uncannily animated, it is because they bristle with the vitality
of China Mary herself as she draws us, implicit and unseen, through the space
of the painting. This space, though infinite, is never neutral. There are no
boundaries which mark its myriad transformations — from sea to earth to air,
churning or windblown; from domestic, intimate space, to epic grandness.

For the non-Asian viewer, these works invite a loosening of the imagination
and a means of insight: of seeing through the eyes of the other o discover China
Mary’s world of experience. It is significant that the artist sets mundane objects
in moon, ifo wih purpose and functon: he spool o thread unwinding, the
sheath of paper fluttering, th i laundry line. Th
oriental curiosifies fo be fefishized by the wesoem gaze, nor are they anthropo-
logical artifacts. Rather, they are receptacles for living culture, linked to the
people who use them. They suggest a larger historical and social context for the
hybrid experience and identity of Chinese Americans.

China Mary’s odyssey in America is framed by the discovery of gold in
Californiain 1848, propeled by the mdusmalrevu\unon and expansion info the
west. It resfrictive immig uch as The Chinese Exclusion
Act of 1882 that forbid immigration ofchmese laborers, and the Immigration
Act of 1924 that kept out Chinese wives of American citizens. Both pieces of
legislation were aimed at limiting Chinese immigration and the growth of
2

Journey to Gold Mountain/
China Mary Series #1, 1991

Chinese families and communities in the U.S. From
1882 until 1943 when the Exclusion Act was finally
repealed, an average of only 215 Chinese women
each year entered the country.

The starting point of Journey fo Gold Mountain,
the first in the China Mary Series, is the experience
of the gam saan haak, or travellers to the golden
mountain — men who, fleeing hardship in China,
joined the California Gold Rush. The scale of the
painting and its ethereal quality convey the sense of
possibility and chance, and the dream that brought
fortune-seeking immigrants to the new world. But in
this world, objects are poised precariously; acci-
dents seem either about to occur, or fo be

d. A ladder propped atop a staircase that.
side and descends on the other, leads skyward without support; a cart tumbles
along railroad tracks that wind helter-skelter toward the first of three pristine gold
cones. These mountains are shimmering, mysterious, almost illusory. Their scale
is deceptive: they appear towering and formidable, but at the same fime, they
resemble tops used in games of chance. Journey fo Gold Mountain depicts an
odyssey consisting of fransitions; points at which elements meet — the staircase
and the ladder, the railroad and the mountain — mark both landings and
embarkation.

While the lure of gold £ ht men from Chi pr ily from G d
(Kwangtung) province on the southeastern coast — women came as well. First
3

(top) Second Step/China
tary Series #2, 1991
{obove) Herstory/China

Mary Series #3, 1991

as exofic st brought by white beginning in 1834, then
as picture-brides and prosfitutes indentured to Gold Mountain men during the
1850s. After the Gold Rush ended, Chmess men began to work in railroad
agriculture, lightind rvice, moving fonew rural
areas and urban Chinafowns. Women rmsed large families of six to thirteen
children often while doing assorted jobs for pay, such as washing, cooking,
cleaning, sewing, even tending livestock and hauling fish. Journey fo Gold
Mountain captures that point of migratory transition, marked by the cart rearing
up on the railroad. The white sheet that flaps behind the cart is a domestic
reference, a lynchpin at its wheel o indicate China Mary's spirited presence.
“The pace at wh:ch our lives accelerate offen leaves us with litle time fo
with our ir diate past and [ histories
of our cultures, ”the artist remarks. This valorization of history i, of course, borne
out through the China Mary Series as a whole. But each work functions in an
episodic fashion, encompassing its own discrete history, rendermg both the
backward glance and the envisioned future. This lends the work an epic quality,
fertile terrain for a free ranging imagination. Second Step exemplifies this vision
of history that elaborates as it proceeds, reiterating, then moving forward. In this
work, the artist reprises the journey from there fo here — in actuality a gruelling
rwc»momh voyage 7lhrough lhe image of the junk. If the China Mary Series as
memory, then the boat
in Second Step floats in a substratum of recu" at further remove from the other
elements at the painting’s center.
In Second Srsp, memory e:hoes lhrough recurring shcpss cnd motifs that
and play le. Asin , elements
are poised, but not precariously. Although the work is characterized by ausfere
lines and stark forms e\emems are balanced in relation to one another with
growing solidi the lives of Chinese more firmly
eslabhshed inthe new world Aladder Ieods up outof the boatto a trio of houses
lacing the three gold tai but these roofless h Iso resemble
carpenters’ “toolboxes. The top one buttresses a pulley with cables from which two
scales are suspended. The left scale holds a clothing iron and teacup; the right,
a pick, hammer and spike. Here, the arist clecrly calls for equal recognition of
men and women's roles 'hmughom their history in this country; roles which are
complementary yet disfinct.
Itis @ witty irony that the two scales straddle a division in the canvas, subtly
drawing attention to the fact that each individual painting in the China Mary
Series is comprised of four panels. These can be seen as building blocks, an
appropriate metaphor for the ideas expressed in the work. In their entirety, the
4

(lf)Labor Force/China Mory
Series #4,
{rightLabyrinth/China Mary
Series #5, 1992

paintings each measure an unwieldy 76 by 100 inches. For practical reasons,
says Sun, she divided the canvases to allow herself a more intimate and
ble rel hip to them, both as and as completed
entities. In this way, the works attain a monumental quality, aftesting fo the epic
journey and the dream, yet they remain accessible, human-caled units.

At the very center ohh-s series, is Herstory, a \undscupe of memory qhm Ihe
viewer s invied i Ii d fashion. Object:
submerged in compcrlmems that serve as receptacles for China Marys
memories: ultimately these memory-boxes cannot contain the elements within,
which ruso ond burn with lfe. For China Mery, thre i no inea hisory, no

| history, fic and social space,
imagery s\de by side, und a folding of fime. So, a \unk floats in one box, @
bamboo seedling sways in another; an abacus leans propped and ready for use
beside an iron, while chopsticks and a bowl with leftover grains of rice nestle in

Afire blazes, pages of books flutter, a ch furls. These
represent the milestones of the journey, the comforts of home, and the tools for
survival.

By the 1920s, Chinese women in large urban centers had begun to work in
garment and cigar factories, and canneries. In rural areas, they picked, sorted
and packed fruits and vegetables. Many women helped their husbands operate
laundries, restaurants and stores. From the time of their arrival on these shores,
Chinese lived primarily within their own communities, establishing. local
Chinatowns to insulate themselves from racial prejudice, and to allow the
preservation and evolution of cultural traditions and practices.

Labor Force depicts the urban experience of these women workers whose
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Germination/China Mary
Series #6, 1993



