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ABSTRACT 

 
  
 The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs is a book of Chinese folk songs and 

culture that was created by Chih-Hsiang Chen, Chin-Hsin Yao Chen and published in 

1943. This thesis is comprised of three major chapters, each dealing with a different 

aspect of the Chens’ book and their lives and an introduction and conclusion. Chapter 2 

presents information regarding American’s treatment of Chinese immigrants and 

stereotypes of the Chinese. The Chens immigrated to America during a time of political 

turmoil in China and strong anti-Chinese sentiments in America. Between 1850 and 

1940, Americans were known for treating the Chinese poorly and had passed a variety of 

anti-Chinese laws that culminated with the Chinese Exclusion act in 1881, which was 

renewed until its repeal in 1943. In addition to anti-Chinese legislation there were also a 

variety of Chinese characterizations present in the American media, of which Pearl S. 

Buck’s The Good Earth, the Fu Manchu novels by Sax Rohmer and the Charlie Chan 

novels by Earl Biggers are examples. Of these three examples, the latter two mostly 

contain negative stereotypes of the Chinese. After the bombing of Pearl Harbor and the 

United States entering into World War II, American attitudes and sentiments towards the 

Chinese began to change since China was now an American ally.  

 The Chens book was published soon after America entered into World War II, 

and during the war-time years Americans became interested in learning about the cultures 

of their allies and their foes. The John Day Company, the publishers of the Chens’ book, 

during this time became one of the foremost publishers of books on the Far East, and a 

brief history of The John Day Company is part of the next chapter in this thesis. Chapter 

3 also contains information regarding the events surrounding the publishing of the Chens’ 

book, ideas for marketing the book, biographical information about the authors, and an 

examination of the collaborative efforts were part of the creation of this book. The Chens, 

who were both well-educated, were able to make many connections with prominent 

literary figures like John Hall Wheelock and Padraic Collum and important musicians 

and composers like Charles and Ruth Seeger, Nadia Boulanger, Henry Cowell, Harrison 

Kerr, and Hanns Eisler.  
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 Chapter four contains an analysis of the music, art, and cultural and historical 

sections present in the Chens’ book. The Chens’ book is split into five major sections, 

and each section contains a piece of art and cultural and historical information about the 

pieces contained within. Each of the folk songs presented in The Flower Drum and Other 

Chinese Songs has been arranged for voice and piano with both English and Romanized 

Chinese texts below. Mrs. Chen states in her preface that she has tried to imitate the 

various Chinese instruments that would usually accompany these songs in her 

accompaniments. A variety of musical examples are presented and compared to both 

Mrs. Chen’s descriptions of the original accompaniments and modern performances of 

these folk songs.  The conclusion also discusses these modern performances as well as 

the importance of this book in American musical history.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE FLOWER DRUM AND OTHER CHINESE SONGS 

 

 The Sino-Japanese War and World War II put Asia into the forefront of American 

awareness and made people of all walks of life aware of Asian cultures, the influences of 

these cultures in their lives, and the Asian communities present in America. Between 

1937 and 1945 a large number of publications were created for scholarly and mass 

consumption regarding a variety of aspects of Asian culture, art, literature, politics, 

society, religions, and music. An article printed in the Far Eastern Quarterly in 1945 

states that over 319 books on Asian topics were printed between 1942 and 1945.1 The 

Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs, translated and arranged by Chin-Hsin Chen and 

Shih-Hsiang Chen, is one such book. This work, published by the John Day Publishing 

Company in 1943, contains Chinese folk songs arranged for publication in the United 

States.  Unlike other books of this kind published in America, The Flower Drum and 

Other Chinese Songs contained arrangements of the folk songs that did not rely on 

Western harmonic conventions, but whose accompaniments were derived from traditional 

musical figures for Chinese folk instruments. The Chens’ book was also endorsed by 

many prominent musical and literary figures. An investigation of this book places it as an 

example of the cultural and musical environments during this time and as a book that 

could have only been created and published in the United States in the 1940s. This 

chapter presents a brief outline of societal and cultural events in America in the 1940s, a 

brief description of the book and biography of the authors, a brief review of literature 

used to create this thesis, and an overview of the contents of the chapters in this thesis. 

Overall, this thesis will present a brief history of the Chinese in America, examine the 

circumstances that led to the creation and publishing of this book, analyze Mrs. Chen’s 

settings of these folk songs, and discuss this book in relationship to other similar works.  

In order to make sense of The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs, it is 

important to understand the social, political, and cultural events that occurred both in 

China and America during this time. The Sino-Japanese war officially began in 1937, but 

                                                 
1 Meribeth Cameron, “Outstanding Books on the Far East,” The Far Eastern Quarterly 
4/4 (August 1945): 377.  
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the Japanese had begun invading China much earlier than this.2 Throughout the Sino-

Japanese war Japan controlled several major regions and cities within China, including 

Beijing, Shanghai, Nanjing, the Toishan Region, and Hong Kong. This affected many 

people who wanted to immigrate to the United States because Hong Kong and the 

Toishan Region were two major points of embarkation for Chinese leaving for the United 

States.  

In response to the Japanese invasion of China, Chinese-Americans tried to raise  

awareness of the Sino-Japanese war in the United States through lectures and 

publications. Unfortunately, the American public largely ignored these efforts because of 

stereotypes of the Chinese that had been formed by the American media. Chinese-

Americans were depicted as the uneducated working class, who spoke in broken English 

and were cunning and at times evil. After Pearl Harbor, America declared war on Japan 

on 8 December 1941, and Chinese stereotypes needed to be reconsidered, since China 

was now an American ally. American soldiers were now being sent to Asia, and 

Americans wanted to know more about the people and cultures there. This led to the 

publishing of books on a variety of aspects of Asian culture, of which The Flower Drum 

and Other Chinese Songs is an example. 

The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs and Its Authors 

The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs is written in English, including a 

foreword, a preface, introductory material, and five main content sections. Each of the 

five main parts contains music from different locations or musical traditions within 

China. The beginning of each section is a discussion of the history and traditions 

associated with each song. The historical information in these sections also contains 

reprints of Chinese art or photographs either created in the same time periods as the songs 

or serving as visual representations of the songs’ subjects.  

The songs in this book have a novel and unusual accompaniment style. Unlike 

other books of this kind, The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs does not pair 

Chinese melodies with Western chordal accompaniments. Instead, Mrs. Chen, who 

created these accompaniments, tried to create accompaniments that replicated timbres, 

                                                 
2 Iris Chang, The Chinese in America: A Narrative History (New York: Viking, 2003), 
217.  
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sounds, and melodic lines idiomatic to the Chinese instruments that would typically 

accompany the folk tunes.  

The authors of the book, Chin-Hsin Yao Chen and Shih-Hsiang Chen were both 

Chinese émigrés to the United States. Little biographical information is available about 

Ms. Chen, except what is provided in the introduction to The Flower Drum and Other 

Chinese Songs; she did most of the research for this book, she was married to her co-

author, and she appears to have been a pianist and well-educated musician. It is also 

known that she studied at the Hochschule für Musik in Berlin from 1932 to 1939. More 

information is available about her husband, Shih-Hsiang Chen. He was a scholar of both 

Chinese and English literature and came to America in 1941 to teach at Harvard and 

Columbia where he remained until 1945.3 He then left Columbia and Harvard to teach in 

the Department of Oriental Languages at the University of California at Berkeley.4 

 The lives of these two authors seem extraordinary, and a further exploration of the 

introduction written by the Chens makes it apparent that they must have had a wide-

ranging social circle. In his portion of the introduction Mr. Chen thanks John Hall 

Wheelock, Padraic Colum, Yuan Ren Chao, Pearl S. Buck, and Richard J. Walsh. John 

Hall Wheelock and Padraic Colum were American and Irish poets, respectively, and are 

credited with helping Mr. Chen translate the Chinese texts into poetic English words that 

would fit the songs. Yuan Ren Chao taught at Harvard and is responsible for creating the 

official system for Romanization of Chinese characters called Gwoyueh Romatzyh and 

the phonetic pronunciation chart included at the end of the book. Pearl S. Buck was a 

very famous author, whose works were published by the John Day Company. Buck, the 

daughter of missionaries, grew up in China, and many of her books dealt with Chinese 

subject matter. She also wrote the preface for the book. Richard J. Walsh worked as a 

publisher for the John Day Publishing Company and was to become Buck’s future second 

husband. Mr. Chen thanks Ms. Buck and Mr. Walsh for their interest in and promotion of 

this book. 

                                                 
3 Cyril Birch. “Shih-Hsiang Chen, April 23rd, 1912-May 23rd, 1971,” Journal of the 
American Oriental Society 91/4 (October-December 1971): 570.  
4 Ibid., 570. 
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 Like Mr. Chen, Mrs. Chen also mentions several important names in her section 

of the introduction, including Henry Cowell, Charles and Ruth Seeger, Harrison Kerr, 

Hanns Eisler, Liu Liang-Mo, Gladys Mayo, and Nadia Boulanger.  It is not known at this 

time how all of these important musicians knew the Chens, or how they contributed to 

this project. The inclusion of these names does suggest a wider interest in this book. They 

represent literary figures, ethnomusicologsts, authors, poets, and composers. This wide 

range of disciplines among people interested in promoting and editing this book suggests 

that this book was thought to have the potential to be influential not only in these 

disciplines but to the American people.   

Literature and Other Sources 

 The resources used in this thesis can be divided broadly into two categories: 

primary sources and secondary sources. Primary sources for this thesis include three 

different copies of The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs, letters between the 

authors and the publishing company, Henry Cowell’s copy of his preface to the book, 

documents containing the publishing information and sales data for the book, personal 

papers regarding the Chens and their various collaborators, and three popular novels 

written in the early twentieth century that prominently featured Chinese characters. The 

first of these is The Good Earth by Pearl S. Buck.5 Of these three novels, The Good Earth 

is the most realistic and sympathetic portrayal of the Chinese and their culture. Buck 

lived in China for most of her young life, and she recreates life in rural China in the book 

including both positive and negative events and traits. The book was a success in 

America, but it became the source of much debate in China, because the government did 

not approve of the scenes in the book that included famine, extreme poverty, opium use, 

and theft. The other two novels in this category were written by authors who had spent no 

time in China and feature highly stereotyped Chinese characters. Sax Rohmer’s Fu 

Manchu presents his Chinese character, Fu Manchu, as a devious, evil, and cunning.6 In 

these novels, Fu Manchu uses a variety of poisons, rare wildlife, or other ancient Chinese 

methods to try to capture and kill the books white protagonists. The Charlie Chan series 

                                                 
5 Pearl S. Buck, The Good Earth (New York: Washington Square, 1958). 
6 Sax Rohmer, The Insidious Dr. Fu-Manchu (New York: McBride, Nast and Co., 1913); 
Sax Rohmer, Tales of Chinatown (New York: A.L. Burt Company, 1922). 
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by Earl Biggers is the final source in this group. Biggers presents his Chinese character as 

a big, quiet man who solves crimes by accident.7 Chan aids the white protagonists in 

solving their crimes, while also creating much of the comedy in the book, both because 

he is clumsy and because he does not understand or speak English very well. All of these 

books were popular in America during the 1930s and 1940s and helped to create 

stereotypes of Chinese people in the American imagination and in popular culture.  

 The secondary source documents used in this thesis are many, and they can be 

grouped into several subcategories: biographies, histories of the John Day Company, 

reviews of The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs, music, and historical context. 

Biographies that were examined for this thesis include those of the Chens and their 

collaborators.  The only written biography for either of the Chens’ lives is “Shih-Hsiang 

Chen, April 23rd, 1912-May 23rd, 1971” by Cyril Birch. This article was published both in 

the Journal of the American Oriental Society in 1971 and in In Memoriam. February 

1974.8 Birch gives a brief chronicle of Chen’s life focusing on his contributions to both 

Chinese and Western literature and the community at the University of California at 

Berkeley. The remaining biographies used in this study regard the Chens collaborators in 

this project. These biographies are as follows: Harrison Kerr: Portrait of a Twentieth-

Century American Composer by Randy B. Kohlenberg, Hans Eisler: Political Musician 

written by Albrecht Betz and translated by Bill Hopkins, Pearl S. Buck: A Cultural 

Biography by Peter Conn, Charles Seeger: A Life in American Music by Anne Pescatello, 

Ruth Crawford Seeger: A Composer’s Search for American Music by Judith Tick, 

Padraic Colum by Stanford Sternlicht, Nadia and Lili Boulanger by Caroline Potter, and 

“Yuan Ren Chao” by William S.Y. Wang.9  Each of these biographies places its subjects 

in New York City during the 1940s and gives their major university affiliations; none, 

however, mentions any relationship the subjects had with the Chens.  

In addition to biographies, another important source of information for this project 

comes from documents regarding the history of the John Day Company. The John Day 

Company was one of the foremost publishers of books about Asia in the United States, 

                                                 
7 Earl Derr Biggers, Charlie Chan Carries On (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merril, 1930); Earl 
Derr Biggers The Chinese Parrot (New York: P.F. Collier, 1926). 
8 Birch, 570.  
9 Please see bibliography for complete bibliographic listings for each of these books.  
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and the company’s history and output is described in several different articles. “Intext 

Purchases the John Day Company” appeared in Publishers’ Weekly, describes the 

acquisition of the John Day Company by Intext (International Textbook Company).10 It 

lists the president of the company as Richard J. Walsh Jr. and reports the printing 

specialties of the John Day Company to be “trade books in both fiction and nonfiction, 

children’s books, and a special education program of works for the mentally retarded, the 

handicapped, the disadvantaged, and their teachers and parents.” Another Publishers’ 

Weekly article regarding the John Day Company’s history, “John Day Celebrates Its 

Tenth Anniversary,” commemorates the tenth anniversary of the John Day Company, 

giving a brief overview of the careers of the four founding members of the company, 

Richard J. Walsh, Cleland Austin, Trell Yocum, and Guy Holt.11 It also contains a listing 

of the first books published by the company and stresses the focus of the company on 

publishing books on “the Orient.”  Elizabeth Pryor’s article “The John Day Company” in 

the book American Literary Publishing Houses, 1900-1980: Trade and Paperback details 

the history of the John Day Company from its creation in 1926 to some time in the 

1980s.12 Pryor lists major books and authors published by this press and the efforts of the 

company’s president, Richard J. Walsh, to publish books on the Far East. Each of these 

articles, while giving important historical information and lists of personnel for the 

company, also stresses the company’s interest in publishing literature on Asian subjects.  

 A third type of source employed in this research is reviews of The Flower Drum 

Song and Other Chinese Songs, four of which were available. The first, by Meribeth E. 

Cameron, is titled “Outstanding Recent Books on the Far East” and mentions The Flower 

Drum and Other Chinese Songs in a footnote as one of the exceptional books of Chinese 

music published between 1940 and 1945.13 The second review of this book, by Henry 

                                                 
10  “Intext Purchases the John Day Company,” Publishers’ Weekly 194 (30 December  
1968): 46. 
11 “John Day Celebrates Its Tenth Anniversary,” Publishers’ Weekly 130 (25 July 1936): 
255-256.  
12 Elizabeth Pryor. “The John Day Company,” in American Literary Publishing Houses, 
1900-1980: Trade and Paperback ed. Peter Dzwonkoski 104-7 (Detroit: Gale Research 
Company, 1986). 
13 Meribeth E. Cameron “Outstanding Recent Books on the Far East.” The Far Eastern  
Quarterly 4/4 (August 1945): 367-77. 
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Eames, discusses his impressions of The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs and 

what he finds to be the most positive features of the book. 14 The last two reviews in this 

section are by Virgil Thomson and Alfred Frankenstein and both were solicited by the 

Chens. Virgil Thomson briefly mentioned the Chens’ book in his weekly column in the 

New York Herald Tribune, stating that it sounded “more like classical Chinese music than 

a great deal of modern Chinese music written in classical syntax does.”15 The final 

review, by Alfred Frankenstein, was printed in the San Francisco Chronicle on 19 

December 1943. In his half-page review, Frankenstein extols the virtues of the Chens’ 

book and provides important information about the authors’ biographies.16 

Another category into which sources for this project can be placed is music. 

Sources in this category include other books of Chinese folk music that were published in 

the 1940s. In their collection of folk songs titled Min River Boat Songs Stella Marie 

Graves and Malcolm Farley created highly Westernized musical settings for the Chinese 

folk songs that they selected.17 Though neither of the authors was Chinese, both spent 

time in China, and they created what could be called a typical collection of folk songs to 

be published in the United States. A second book in this category is Songs of Fighting 

China by Lee Pao Chen.18 In this book Lee presents songs that were composed and sung 

in early twentieth-century China. As in the Graves and Farley book, these songs are 

harmonized with Western chordal accompaniments and contain little context or 

information regarding their performance.  

 A fourth and final important group of sources provides the history of Chinese 

Americans and the Chinese in America. Iris Chang’s work The Chinese in America: A 

Narrative History is arguably one of the most comprehensive histories of Chinese people 

                                                 
14 Henry Purmont Eames. “Review [Untitled] of The Flower Drum and Other Chinese 
Songs by Chih-Hsin Yao Chen and Shih-Hsiang Chen,” The Far Eastern Quarterly 4/4 
(August 1945): 398-99. 
15 Virgil Thomson. “More Books,” New York Herald Tribune (26 December 1943): 7. 
16 Alfred Frankenstein. “The World of Music,” San Francisco Chronicle (19 December 
1943): 21.  
17 Stella Marie Graves and Malcolm F. Farley. Min River Boat Songs (New York: The 
John Day Company, 1946). 
18 Lee Pao Chen, Songs of Fighting China (New York: Chinese News Service, 1943).  
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in America.19 Chang’s history covers both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and she 

gives each major period in American/Chinese-American history its own chapter. Asian 

Americans: An Interpretive History by Sucheng Chan is a broader history of Asians in 

America.20 Chan does not focus only on the Chinese but also includes information on 

immigrants from other Asian countries.   

Organization and Chapter Summaries 

 The following chapters in this thesis explore a variety of topics as they relate to 

The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs. Chapter 2 focuses on the status of the 

Chinese in America, starting with a brief introduction to the history of relations between 

China and the United States, particularly at the turn of the century. American legislation 

regarding the Chinese is then discussed, and the chapter ends with a discussion of 

American stereotypes of the Chinese, specifically those presented in The Good Earth by 

Pearl S. Buck, the Fu Manchu series by Sax Rohmer, and the Charlie Chan series by Earl 

Biggers.  

 Biography is the main focus of Chapter 3, and the lives of both Shih-Hsiang Chen 

and Chin Hsin Yao Chen are explored. Collaboration played an extremely important role 

in this work, and biographical information of the Chens’ collaborators is also included, so 

far as it relates to the creation of this book and the situation of these collaborators in New 

York City in the 1940s. The publisher of this work, The John Day Company, is also 

mentioned as a collaborator, and a brief history of the company and the publication 

information for this work is included.  

 The fourth chapter contains an analysis of the music and iconography in the work. 

One of the most touted and novel features of the work is how the folk songs were 

arranged, and a majority of the chapter is devoted to discussing how the songs are put 

together and how Chinese folk song elements are incorporated in the accompaniments.  

In addition to the musical analysis, the discussion considers the choices of paintings and 

pictures in the book and their iconographic significance.  

 The conclusion of this work, Chapter 5, brings together all of the ideas and 

methodologies to create a coherent, clear, and concise statement about the book. This 

                                                 
19 Iris Chang, The Chinese in America: A Narrative History (New York: Viking, 2003). 
20 Sucheng Chan,  Asian Americans: An Interpretive History (Boston: Twayne, 1991). 
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chapter also explores the impact and importance of this work and discusses further 

avenues for research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

NO COOLIES ALLOWED: CHINESE AND AMERICAN RELATIONS AND 

STEREOTYPES OF THE CHINESE IN AMERICA: 1845-1940. 

 

Historical Background and Anti-Chinese Laws 

 In order to gain an understanding of why there was a market for The Flower 

Drum and Other Chinese Songs and why the Chens would want to create it, it is 

important to discuss the treatment of Chinese people in America and Americans’ 

perceptions and portrayals of China and Chinese people. Chinese immigrants began 

arriving in the United States in the nineteenth century, enticed by the promise of a better 

life, bountiful land, and abundant, well-paying work. China was a country in crisis in the 

nineteenth century, and the separation there between the ruling class and the working 

class was vast. As has been shown throughout history, the disparity between working and 

ruling classes creates an environment that is rife with the possibility for revolution, and 

this is indeed what occurred. With peasants revolting and the country in upheaval, many 

Chinese people sought to leave the country, and nowhere was the future more promising 

than America.  

 The Chinese sense of America as the “promised land” was created mostly by a 

combination of letters from relatives already living and working in America and 

information provided by American missionaries and other Westerners living in China. 

News arrived about the Gold Rush in California, and young Chinese men were eager to 

travel there to seek their fortune. Many Chinese men were forced to marry local women 

in order to guarantee that the families of these men would also profit from their 

opportunities for wealth in America.21 The future seemed bright for these Chinese 

immigrants leaving their motherland to seek their fortunes in the wilderness of America, 

but the anti-Chinese attitudes and oppression that awaited them in their new world would 

prove a stark contrast to the American mythology that they had been led to believe.  

  Upon arriving in America, many Chinese immigrants went to first work in gold 

mines in and around San Francisco. The working conditions in the mines were very poor, 

                                                 
21 Iris Chang, The Chinese in America (New York: Viking, 2003):19. 
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and the living conditions for the Chinese workers, who were called coolies by white 

Americans, were cramped and primitive.22 Compensation for mining work varied; some 

Chinese miners found very little gold, while others found their fortune quickly and easily. 

According to various descriptions available of the Chinese workers, in addition to being 

depicted as docile, they are also characterized as never complaining about the laborious 

nature of their work and as working tirelessly until the job was complete or their work 

time for the day was at an end.23 The willingness of the Chinese to perform difficult and 

undesirable tasks for long periods of time and to accept very low wages made some 

Americans feel threatened; according to their point of view, a cheaper, more industrious 

work force would certainly take jobs away from white Americans. The Chinese work 

ethic was categorized as un-earthly and devilish, and American lawmakers began to try to 

limit Chinese immigration and strictly control the rights of the Chinese immigrants in 

what they thought of as an effort to protect the rights and job security of the white 

American worker. On 6 May 1882 “The Chinese Exclusion Act” was passed, whereby 

American lawmakers succeeded in their efforts to limit Chinese immigration and the 

rights of the Chinese currently in the United States.  

 The Chinese Exclusion Act was drafted and proposed as a bill to Congress by 

John F. Miller sometime in 1881. Prior to the introduction of this bill American anti-

Chinese sentiments were growing, and several riots had occurred in Los Angeles over the 

rights and status of the Chinese immigrants.24 California lawmakers also created state 

taxes that forced employers to pay four dollars a year for every foreign miner in their 

employ.25 Lawmakers and other residents of California felt that this tax was not enough 

                                                 
22 For more information on mining and living conditions for Chinese workers in the 
nineteenth century, see Chapter 4 of Iris Chang’s The Chinese in America. The word 
“coolie” is taken from the Chinese word k’u-li, which means “hard-strength.” This term 
was generally applied to menial laborers, but the meaning was changed when this term 
began to be used in America and other Western countries.  
23 Examples of articles from the New York Times from this period that describe the 
Chinese in this way include: “The Chinese in California,” New York Daily Times (27 
September 1852): 2; “Orientals in America,” New York Daily Times (15 April 1852): 2; 
“Gov. Bigler and the Chinaman,” New York Daily Times (21 June 1852): 2. 
24 Chang, 121.   
25 S.W. Kung, Chinese in American Life: Some Aspects of Their History, Status, 
Problems, and Contributions (Seattle: University of Washington Press: 1962): 71.  
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and did not contribute sufficiently to their overall goal of removing Chinese immigrants 

from the United States. The Chinese Exclusion Act was a much stronger piece of 

legislation that originally proposed to ban most Chinese immigration for twenty years. 

President Chester Arthur felt that a twenty-year ban was unconstitutional, and the ban 

was reduced to ten years.26 This legislation also stated that Chinese immigrants were 

precluded from American citizenship and thus would be considered only resident aliens 

without rights and voting privileges.27 At the end of the ten-year period stipulated by the 

original bill, Congress voted to renew the bill, and the Chinese Exclusion Act continued 

to limit Chinese immigration until 1943, when it was repealed. Thus, for the forty years 

before the Chens’ book was published, Chinese immigrants faced legal discrimination 

and sub-standard working conditions in America. 

 Between 1882 and 1943 American anti-Chinese sentiment continued to exist and 

manifested itself in a variety of different ways. Several violent outbreaks occurred in 

Seattle, Washington, and Rock Springs, Wyoming, and the Scott Act was passed in 1888, 

barring the reentry of Chinese people to America.28  In 1905 the Chinese government 

                                                 
26 Chinese citizens could immigrate to the United States if they were able to obtain papers 
from the Chinese government stating their reason for immigration and giving government  
approval for immigration. Americans could also lobby to have members of their 
household staff, teachers, and doctors allowed into the country.  
27 Ibid., 76. 
28 The riot in Seattle occurred in 1885 and grew out of an Anti-Chinese rally. The 
participants in the rally issued a proclamation that declared their desire to have all of the 
Chinese immigrants removed from Seattle and Tacoma by 1 November. On 3 November 
an angry mob of white men raided the Chinatown in Tacoma and forced the Chinese 
immigrants to the train station to wait overnight for a train to take them to Portland, 
Oregon. In the same year in Rock Springs, Wyoming, white miners wanted to remove 
their Chinese competition, because the Chinese immigrants would work for lower wages 
and thus were employed more frequently than the higher wage white workers. The white 
miners, like the people who rallied in California, also tried to remove the Chinese citizens 
from Rock Springs. The white miners set fire to the buildings in Rock Spring’s 
Chinatown and forced the Chinese out to the railroad stations, where they were taken to a 
safe place. The use of railroads as a means by which to transport endangered Chinese 
immigrants was not unusual; many of the railroad workers were Chinese immigrants 
themselves, and it is very possible that they were interested in helping their fellow 
immigrants.  
 The Scott Act made it almost impossible for Chinese immigrants who had left the 
country to return. In order for Chinese-Americans to regain entry into the country, they 
would have to have a white man testify and sign an affidavit as a means of proof that they 
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decided to boycott American goods in an effort to have Chinese immigrants treated fairly. 

The boycott ended in 1906, when the American government pressured the Chinese 

government into ending the protest. The Chinese American community suffered another 

loss in 1906, when an earthquake destroyed San Francisco’s Chinatown. As a result of 

the earthquake many Chinese immigrants in that area were homeless. In addition to 

destroying many homes and businesses, the earthquake also destroyed all of the papers 

and records that had been kept on the Chinese immigrants, which allowed for an illegal 

paper trade to occur. More Chinese were able to immigrate to America by buying fake 

papers to present to the officials at Angel Island, the West Coast point of immigration by 

San Francisco through which many Chinese immigrants after 1910 passed on their way 

into the country.  

 Throughout the period between 1910 and 1943 the Chinese citizens of America 

were unlawfully persecuted in a variety of cases and were subject to illegal searches and 

seizures that occurred at the pleasure of the local governing officials.29 Also during this 

time span two more Anti-Chinese laws were put into effect, the Alien Land Act of 1913 

and the Quota Act of 1924. The Alien Land Act mandated that aliens living within 

California were not able to purchase or own land, although they were able to lease land 

for three years. This act turned many Chinese in the west into migrant farmers and did 

not allow the Chinese workers to make or save much money.30 The Quota Act of 1924 

concerned more than just Chinese immigrants, but it was particularly devastating to the 

Chinese. The act delineated the different percentages of immigrants from a given country 

that would be allowed into the United States. These percentages were based upon United 

States census numbers, and they only applied to European countries.31 Immigration from 

Asian countries was not allowed under any circumstances from 1924 to 1943, and during 

                                                                                                                                                 
had been living in America prior to their departure. In 1894 the courts ruled that 
American-born Chinese people had the right of jus soli and thus should be allowed to 
enter and exit the country as they pleased.  
29 Several illegal searches and seizures occurred in New York City between 1900 and 
1943, the most famous being the searches that occurred in the Elsie Sigel case.  
30 Chang, 161; it should also be noted that this land act was in effect until it was repealed 
by the California Supreme Court in 1952.  
31 Kung, 85.  
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this time many Chinese citizens would have had to try to immigrate to America 

illegally.32 

 With laws making immigration nearly impossible and denying Chinese 

Americans the rights of other American citizens, the outlook for the Chinese people in 

America was very bleak. To add insult to injury, Chinese-Americans faced more difficult 

times after the bombing of Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941. The Chinese were not 

responsible for the bombing of Pearl Harbor, and the American public certainly knew 

this; yet Chinese-Americans faced extra persecution because of their Asian appearance. 

After the bombing of Pearl Harbor, Chinese citizens in American began to try to 

differentiate themselves from other Asian nationalities, most specifically Japanese 

citizens.33 Chinese-Americans began to wear badges and organize community war-efforts 

in order to distinguish themselves from the Japanese. American magazines, such as Time 

also began to publish guides about the ways in which one could tell a Chinese person 

from a Japanese person.34 All in all, the time period between 1880 and 1943 was a very 

difficult time for Chinese-Americans, and despite their efforts to the contrary other 

Americans still viewed the Chinese citizens in a mostly negative light.  

American Stereotypes and Portrayals of Chinese in the Media 

 Anti-Chinese legislation and attitudes present in the United States prompted the 

creation of a variety of Chinese stereotypes. While the Chinese were living in mining 

                                                 
32 According to the chart on page 93 of Kung’s Chinese in American Life: Some Aspects 
of Their History, Status, Problems, and Contributions only 196 Chinese immigrants were 
legally allowed into the United States between 1940 and 1943, the years during which the 
Chens would have immigrated to America. In the year that the Chens would have more 
than likely arrived in America, 1941, only 73 Chinese citizens were admitted to the 
country. These numbers and their relationship to the Chens will be discussed in Chapter 
5.  
33 In addition to Pearl Harbor, the Chinese had another reason to be upset with the 
Japanese; for the past ten years, the Japanese had been trying to invade mainland China in 
what is now called the Sino-Japanese War. This war lasted from 1931-45 and was 
subsumed into World War II after the bombing of Pearl Harbor. The Chinese-Americans 
tried to do a variety of things to alert other Americans to this war, but their efforts went 
largely unnoticed by the Americans until Japan bombed Pearl Harbor.  
34 Anonymous. “How to Tell Your Friends from the Japs,” in Time Magazine Online. 
Originally printed 22 December 1941. 
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,932034,00.html (Accessed 20 
February 2009).  
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communities, Americans created several stereotypes regarding how Chinese workers 

looked and their typical demeanor and work ethic. American cartoonists created drawings 

and caricatures representing how the typical Chinese person looked and dressed; an 

example of one of the drawings of Chinese miners can be seen in Figure 2.1.  

The drawing in Figure 2.1 is a more realistic visual depiction of Chinese miners 

than is seen in most other drawings of Chinese immigrant works. The Chinese workers in 

this drawing are seen standing around their campsite, wearing loose fitting shirts and 

pants that appear to be typical for Chinese clothes during this time. The items of clothing 

that might be considered most characteristically Chinese, however, are their hats and 

shoes. Hats and shoes like the ones seen in this picture were and are still associated with 

cartoon-like depictions of Chinese in American culture.35 A final Chinese trademark in 

this picture is the single braid worn on an otherwise shaved head. This was a traditional 

hair style for Chinese workers, and American artists, cartoonists, and authors in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries latched on to the braid as one of the defining 

characteristics of a Chinese person. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
35 Chinese hats and shoes like the ones in the pictures can be seen in a variety of places in 
modern American culture. Video games like Mortal Kombat, use the wide hat and shoes 
to help make their Chinese characters Raiden, Kung Lao, more visually Chinese, and 
Disney also uses similar dress for the Chinese characters in the movie Mulan. These hats 
and shoes are also sold in Chinese-goods stores in American Chinatowns.  
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Figure 2.1: “Mining Life in California: Chinese Miners.” Harper’s Weekly, 
3 October 1857.36 

 
 

In addition to visual depictions of Chinese-ness, American authors also wrote 

about the mannerisms and impressions that they received from Chinese mining camps. 

Mark Twain described the Chinese worker in Roughing It: 

They are a harmless race when white men either let them alone or treat them no 
worse than dogs; in fact they are almost entirely harmless anyhow, for they 
seldom think of resenting the vilest insults or the cruelest injuries. They are quite, 
peaceable, tractable, free from drunkenness, and they are as industrious as the day 
is long. A disorderly Chinaman is rare, and a lazy one does not exist. So long as a 
Chinaman has strength to his hands he needs no support from anybody; white 
men often complain of want of work, but a Chinaman offers no such complaint; 
he always manages to find something to do. He is a great convenience to 
everybody—even to the worst class of white men, for he bears the most of their 
sins, suffering fines for their petty thefts, imprisonment for their robberies, and 
death for their murders. Any white man can swear a Chinaman’s life away in the 
courts, but no Chinaman can testify against a white man. As I write, news comes 
that some boys have stoned an inoffensive Chinaman to death, and that although a 
large crowd witnessed the shameful deed, no one interfered.37 
 

In this paragraph Twain discusses several important stereotypes and political issues for 

Chinese immigrant workers. The first stereotype that Twain presents involves the quiet, 

peaceable, and industrious characters of the Chinese workers. Twain is not the only 

                                                 
36 Anonymous. “Mining Life in California: Chinese Miners,” Harpers Weekly (3 October 
1857) in “Prints and Photographs Online Catalog.” Published by the Library of Congress. 
http://www.loc.gov/rr/print/catalog.html 
37 Mark Twain, Roughing It (New York: Harper, 1913):105-6. 
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person to have observed this, as numerous articles appeared in the New York Times 

between 1850 and 1852 that describe the Chinese in this way.38 Though at first this 

description seems rather benign, a second reading reveals that it also makes the Chinese 

seem weak and passive. Twain reinforces this reading when he mentions that the Chinese 

rarely think of retaliating against the unfair treatment that they sometimes received from 

white Americans. Other writers who wrote similar descriptions of the Chinese follow it 

with comparisons to African-American slaves in the south, and they even go so far as to 

suggest that the Chinese would be a more efficient and docile work force than the African 

American slaves and ultimately might cost less to house and hire.39 

 In addition to drawings and articles and Mark Twain’s writings, other literary 

works and motion pictures from this period also can be used to create a picture of how 

the American public may have generally viewed Chinese immigrants. According to Don 

Knight, an American Army Public Relations Officer who was working in China between 

1944 and 1949, most Americans knew the following about Chinese Culture:  

 When Pearl Harbor happened, the knowledge of China held by most Americans 
 consisted of Marco Polo, O-lan and the locusts (from The Good Earth), Fu 
 Manchu, Charlie Chan (who was an American), and pennies contributed in 
 Sunday school toward missionary efforts. At the end of the war, their knowledge 
 consisted of Marco Polo, O-Lan and the locusts, Fu Manchu, Charlie Chan (still 
 an American), and billions contributed to that pretty Mrs. Chiang who made 
 speeches to Congress.40 
 

The three characters that Knight mentions, O-lan, Fu Manchu, and Charlie Chan, 

appeared in literature that was popular in America in the first half of the twentieth 

century. These three literary characters were so popular, in fact, that a movie or a series 

of movies was created featuring each one of them. Each of these characters demonstrates 

a different view of Chinese people and their culture, and an examination of the characters 

and the authors who created them will help explain how Americans were taught to view 

the Chinese in the decades preceding the Chens’ book.  

                                                 
38 See articles cited in footnote 3.  
39 See Anonymous, “The Chinamen – An Opportunity,” New York Daily Times (14 June 
1852): 2. 
40 Stephen R. MacKinnon and Oris Friesen, China Reporting: An Oral History of 
American Journalism in the 1930s and 1940s (Berkeley: University of California Press: 
1987): 120.  
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 The first character whom Knight mentions is O-lan, the heroine of Pearl S. Buck’s 

best selling novel The Good Earth. O-lan is the wife of a farmer in late nineteenth- and 

early twentieth-century rural China, who views herself as a slave and is a loyal and 

hardworking wife. She bears her husband, Wang Lung, many strong children, and dies at 

a fairly young age of an unknown disease. The story is not told from O-lan’s point of 

view, nor is O-lan the main character; the story is told in a third person omniscient voice, 

and the main character is clearly Wang Lung.41 The Good Earth gives a positive 

description of what life was like in rural China during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries; throughout the book the characters speak with correct grammar and 

syntax, and then are portrayed as hardworking, complex characters, whose traits are 

neither exaggerated nor sainted or demonized. Given Buck’s background, it is no surprise 

that this book is one of the more realistic portrayals of life in China during this time. 

Pearl S. Buck (1892-1973) was the child of missionaries who lived in China. Buck spent 

most of her childhood in China, living with the Chinese people and learning their 

language and their culture. She returned to the United States for her schooling, though 

she did not move there permanently until sometime in the 1930s. The Good Earth was 

published in 1931 by the John Day Publishing Company and won the Pulitzer Prize in 

1932. It was listed as a best-seller for many weeks and, based upon its popularity in 

America, there is no doubt that this book was a part of American culture.  

  Since the book was so popular, studio executives at MGM decided to adapt it for 

the silver screen. The movie, also titled The Good Earth, was released in 1937 and 

featured white actors portraying the Chinese characters.42 This film became popular in 

                                                 
41 It is interesting that Knight mentions O-lan instead of Wang Lung as the character that 
most Americans remembered from The Good Earth. Though O-Lan does play a central 
role in the book, Wang Lung is clearly the main character. The book begins and ends 
with events in Wang Lung’s life, and other characters are only mentioned because of 
their interactions with Wang Lung. The film made by American director Sidney Franklin, 
however, makes O-Lan more of a main character, and this is probably why she was 
remembered more by some of her American audience.  
42 During this time American films rarely if ever featured non-white actors and actresses. 
The studios needed big-name white actors to anchor the film and guarantee a successful 
box office run. Minorities did not begin acting in lead roles in movies until the 1950s and 
1960s. A notable exception to this trend was Anna May Wong who did star in silent films 
and several early sound films.   
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the United States. In China, however, where some of the filming took place, it was not 

nearly as well received. The Chinese government and people objected to the portrayal of 

life in rural China, and their arguments are summed up in a review written in the Sun Pao 

Newspaper by Tsao-yun-Hsiang and translated by Pearl S. Buck:  

 The reason why the author discusses this matter is that “Good Earth” is a world-
 known master-piece in literature, and there are different opinions about the 
 “Good  Earth.” Thought [sic] the main person is a common Chinese farmer in 
 “Good  Earth,” there is prosperous circulation of this book in Europe and 
 America. Other literary books written by other authors can not [sic] excel “Good 
 Earth.” In “Good Earth,” the rural living of China is described in detail. But due 
 to the detailed description of Chinese rural living, one part of the Chinese 
 [oppose] this book of “Good Earth,” because the ugly conditions about physical 
 calamities, bandits, opium smoking, housemaids and concubines are revealed in 
 “Good Earth.” In fact, there are quite differences about the customs, traditions, 
 and other things in societies of many countries. And the bands and physical 
 calamity do not only exist in China. The revelation of social facts can distinguish 
 what is good and what is evil for us and we may then remove the evil and 
 promote the good. This is the contribution of literature to society. And further 
 more [sic], these ugly revelations are not central events in “Good Earth,” and they 
 are only surroundings in the book. A warm welcome to “Good Earth” given by 
 the west, is due to the fact that foreigners can get a good idea of China from 
 “Good Earth.” This good idea is about Chinese morality and such a gentle 
 character as Wang-Lung.43 
 
This paragraph from Hsiang’s review of The Good Earth reveals quite a few things about 

the Chinese reception of Pearl S. Buck’s book. First, it shows that the author felt that this 

book accurately described both the positive and negative aspects of the life of a rural 

Chinese farmer. Buck leaves no detail out of her description, and the author states that he 

and his countrymen feel that she should have omitted the portions of rural farming life 

that involved “calamity” and “ugliness.” The most beneficial part of the book, according 

to Hsiang, is the portrayal of Chinese morality and gentleness. In the rest of the article 

Hsiang explores the reasons for the strong and good character possessed by Wang Lung 

                                                 
43 Tsao-yun-Hsiang, “Criticism on the matter that America screen photo party come to 
China for photography the ‘Good Earth’ into moving picture.” The “Shun-Pao Screen 
Section,” in Shun Pao (19 January 1934) translated by Pearl S. Buck, John Day Company 
Archive, Box 180, Folder 15, Princeton University. It should be noted that this passage 
and the title for this article are transcribed into this thesis exactly as they are written on 
the original source. I did not try to correct any of the grammatical errors that Ms. Buck 
made when creating this rough translation.  
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and decides that old Chinese doctrine is responsible for this. Though he is unable to 

explain exactly what this doctrine is (he hints that it might be based on the teachings of 

Confucius), he goes on to say that a strong education, religious upbringing, and social 

law would only help reinforce this Chinese doctrine and would help other Chinese people 

to become as charitable and moral as Wang Lung. The Chinese government also seems to 

have shared Hsiang’s views on Buck’s book, because they tried to prohibit the filming of 

the movie in China unless the negative scenes were cut from the screenplay.44  

 Unlike The Good Earth, Sax Rohmer’s Fu Manchu novels and Earl Biggers 

Charlie Chan novels were not based on actual experiences with China and Chinese 

culture. They were instead based upon stereotypes that had been created based upon 

diasporic communities of Chinese people living in Chinatowns. Rohmer’s novels are set 

in England and depict Chinese people as evil, devious, and treacherous. The villain of the 

book, Fu Manchu, is described by the main character thus: 

This man, whether a fanatic or a duly appointed agent, is, unquestionably, the 
most malign and formidable personality existing in the world to-day. He is a 
linguist who speaks with almost equal facility in any of the civilized languages, 
and in most of the barbaric. He is an adept in all the arts and sciences which a 
great university could teach him. He is also adept in certain obscure arts and 
sciences which no university to-day can teach. He has the brains of any three men 
of genius. …Imagine a person, tall, lean and feline, high-shouldered, with a brow 
like Shakespeare and a face like Satan, a close-shaven skull, and long, magnetic 
eyes of a true cat-green.45 

 

Rohmer’s description of Fu Manchu is extremely demonizing, and plays into stereotypes 

of Chinese people in the early twentieth century. Chinese people living in either Britain 

or America were viewed with a xenophobic eye, and their quiet nature was translated into 

cunning, deviousness, and other generally negative and dishonest traits. Fu Manchu is the 

epitome of all of the negative traits that were typically associated with Chinese people; he 

is an evil genius bent on destroying the white protagonists and is said to look like a cross 

between a cat and Satan. The movies later made based on Rohmer’s book played into this 

                                                 
44 “Doctoring the Good Earth,” Kobe Chronicle (25 May 1934), John Day Company 
Archive, Box 180, Folder 15, Princeton University. 
45 Sax Rohmer, The Insidious Dr. Fu Manchu (New York: McBride, Nast and Co., 1913) 
24-26.  
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portrayal, and the white actor who played Fu Manchu, Warner Oland, was given overly 

accentuated Chinese facial characteristics (see Figure 2.2).  

 Unlike earlier visual representations of Chinese people, it is difficult to tell from 

this poster exactly what Fu Manchu is wearing or whether or not he has a braid. Clearly, 

from the prose description provided by Rohmer, he is meant to have these previously 

discussed characteristics. Why the characteristics did not transfer to the poster is unclear, 

however, the poster does portray Fu Manchu as a sinister figure with an Asian 

countenance and Asian looking clothes, thus creating a visual image for the American 

people of the corrupt, depraved, and dangerous Chinese stereotype. 

 

 

Figure 2.2: Movie Poster for Paramount Picture’s The Mysterious Dr. Fu Manchu46 
  

                                                 
46Scott Ashlin, “The Mysterious Dr. Fu Manchu,” 1000 Misspent Hours and Counting 
with El Santo http://www.1000misspenthours.com/reviews/reviewsh-
m/mysteriousdrfumanchu.htm (Accessed 20 February 2009).  
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 Earl Biggers’s depictions of the Chinese via Charlie Chan contrast with Sax 

Rohmer’s, but Bigger’s Charlie Chan is still an embodiment of negative Chinese 

stereotypes. Unlike Fu Manchu, who is portrayed as deviant and vile and is the antagonist 

in Rohmer’s stories, Charlie Chan is one of the protagonists, though he is by no means 

the main character. Chan is always paired with a white protagonist whom he helps to 

achieve the ultimate goal of novel. When Chan speaks in the books, his English is broken 

and his grammar and syntax are completely incorrect, leaving Chan’s white cohort to 

interpret his speech and translate his mannerisms to the other white characters in the 

story. Chan is also completely different from Fu Manchu in appearance; Chan is 

portrayed as an overweight, soft spoken, passive man who dispenses what was thought to 

be Confucian wisdom in broken English. Though Chan is not an evil genius like Fu 

Manchu, the stereotype presented in Chan’s character is just as negative. Chan portrays 

Chinese people as somewhat incompetent, bumbling, and stupid figures who needed help 

from white people in order to be understood and taken seriously (see Figure 2.3).  

 

 

Figure 2.3: A Rendering of Warner Oland as Charlie Chan47 
 

                                                 
47 Anonymous, “The Top Ten Wise Quotes from Charlie Chan,” Reel Life Wisdom 
http://www.reellifewisdom.com/the_top_10_wise_quotes_from_charlie_chan (Accessed 
20 February 2009) 
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 Each of these representations of Chinese people and culture presented to the 

American public the different views held by the authors of these works. Of the three, 

Pearl S. Buck’s novel presents the most realistic views of Chinese people and culture, but 

the presentations of Chineseness by Rohmer and Biggers are likely represent more 

accurately the overall American views and interpretation of the diasporic Chinese 

communities present throughout the country. These presentations and interpretations of 

Chinese-ness by white, English-speaking people, and the Anti-Chinese laws in America 

prior to 1943, created a very inhospitable climate in America for Chinese people. Only 

after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, did Americans think about reconsidering their views 

regarding the Chinese and their culture. Once China and America entered into an alliance 

in early 1942, Americans began requesting more information and literature about the 

Asian countries that were fighting against the Axis Powers. Both the creation of these 

stereotypes and the desire to know the truth behind the stereotypes are signs of the 

Americans’ interest in the Chinese. The mere creation of these stereotypes can be seen as 

an attempt by Americans to define the Chinese and their culture in a simplistic and 

generalized way. These simple and at times negative stereotypes were then disseminated, 

and seen by both people who were completely unfamiliar with the culture and by 

Chinese-Americans and others who were very familiar with the culture. Those who were 

very familiar with Chinese culture, like Pearl S. Buck, may have felt compelled to correct 

these stereotypes and to try to create a more realistic and positive portrayal of the Chinese 

for American consumption. Her book The Good Earth does just that, and it is possibly 

with this same spirit and intention that the Chens created their book.  
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CHAPTER 3 

OPPORTUNITIES AND CONNECTIONS: THE CHENS AND THEIR BOOK.  

 

 Now that some socio-cultural history of Chinese immigrants, their imagery in 

America, and a need for a book like the Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs has been 

established, it will be appropriate to sketch the biographies of the authors, discuss the 

collaboration that took place prior to completing the work, and create a timeline of events 

that led to the publishing of this book.  

 The two authors of this book, Shih-Hsiang Chen and Chin Hsin Yao Chen, 

immigrated to the United States from China sometime in 1941.48 Information about their 

lives prior to their arrival in America is available in varying degrees; more information is 

available about Mr. Chen’s life than Mrs. Chen’s. Mr. Shih-Hsiang Chen was born 23 

April 1912 in Peking. His father was a scholar and his grandfather was a poet, so it is 

hardly surprising that Chen himself became a scholar of poetry, literature, and languages. 

Chen enrolled at Peking University in 1929 to study both Chinese and English literature. 

During his time at the university he met and studied with Sir Harold Acton.49 The two 

scholars would continue to collaborate throughout their lives, and Chen is mentioned 

several times in Acton’s memoirs and biographical sketches.50 Acton gives a physical 

description of Mr. Chen in his first set of memoirs, Memoirs of an Aesthete:  

 A Northerner, stockily built, with broad nose, full lips, friendly brown eyes under 
 strongly marked eyebrows curved upwards, vigorously dashed on as it were, by 
 the brush of a master calligrapher, surmounted by a crop of raven hair, parted in 
 the middle but always unruly, as if it had just been washed, which gave him a top-
 heavy appearance, he would lean over the desk in the front row with a slightly 
 puzzled frown. His expression was full of candor and mobility.51  
 

                                                 
48 Cyril Birch, “Obituary: Shih-Hsiang Chen, April 23rd, 1912 – May 23rd 1971,” Journal 
of the American Oriental Society 91/4 (1971): 570.  
49 Personal communication between Cyril Birch and Jennifer Talley, 17 December 2008. 
50 To see examples of Acton’s writings about Chen, see More Memoirs of an Aesthete pp. 
263-65, and his preface to his English edition of The Peach Blossom Fan.  
51 Sir Harold Acton, Memoirs of an Aesthete (London: Methuen & Co., 1948) 335. 
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Acton also describes Chen as an accomplished flutist and remembers several occasions 

when Chen entertained a group with traditional Chinese flute music.52 Chen graduated 

from Peking University in 1935 and stayed on to teach there until he left for America in 

1941.  

 Information about Mrs. Chin Hsin Yao Chen from this same period is extremely 

limited, and I have found little information about her age or her life in China. What is 

known is that she grew up in both Shanghai and Beijing and between 1932 and 1940 she 

studied Western classical music with Paul Hindemith at the Hochschule für Musik in 

Berlin.53 During the 1930s the Hochschule für Musik was beginning a scholarship 

program for musically promising Asian students, and it is possible that the young Ms. 

Yao was selected as a recipient of this scholarship. After her studies at the Berlin 

Hochschule she returned to China in 1940. Her activities in China in 1940 and 1941 are 

unknown, and it is also unclear how she met Mr. Chen. It seems very likely that they 

were married shortly before their departure for the United States in 1941.54  

 Once in America the Chens settled in New York, and Mr. Chen took positions 

first at Columbia University and then Harvard University. While employed at these 

institutions, Mr. Chen worked with two important literary figures of the time: Padraic 

Colum at Columbia and John Hall Wheelock at Harvard. Chen thanks each of these poets 

in his preface for helping him with the translation and adaptation of the Chinese poetry 

for an English-speaking audience. Colum and Wheelock, however, were not the Chens 

only new literary friends. Sometime in 1941-42 the Chens made the acquaintance of Pearl 

                                                 
52 Ibid., 335. 
53 Alfred Frankenstein. “The World of Music” San Francisco Chronicle (19 December, 
1943): 21.; Chin-Hsin Yao Chen and Shih-Hsiang Chen. The Flower Drum and Other 
Chinese Songs (New York: The John Day Company, 1943) dust jacket, rear flap. 
54 I place the date of their marriage in 1940 or 1941 based on two different documents 
and the date of the publication of their book. The first is the dust jacket for their work, 
which on the rear flap states: “The book is the result of their collaboration during the first 
year of their marriage.” The second is a letter written by Pearl S. Buck to the Chens dated 
10 August 1942. If this book is indeed the product of their first year of marriage, and the 
book was published in December of 1943, the work would have had to have been 
finished, pitched to the editors, completed, and typeset sometime in 1942. We know from 
the letter from Ms. Buck that the Chens were married by 10 August 1942, and based upon 
the statement in the jacket, I think it is safe to assume that they were married sometime 
between 1940-41.  
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S. Buck and Richard J. Walsh. Pearl S. Buck was a staunch supporter of positive relations 

between China and the U.S., as well of Chinese immigrants in America. Richard J. Walsh 

Sr. was one of the four founders of the John Day Publishing Company in New York.55 He 

was, at the time, also married to Pearl S. Buck. It is remarkable that the Chens were able 

to move in such important literary circles, and these connections enabled the publishing 

of The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs.  

 The Chens remained in New York until late August of 1943, when they relocated 

to Berkeley, California to work for the United States Office of War Information.56 

Between 1943 and 1945 Mr. and Mrs. Chen both worked for the OWI transmitting 

musical concerts to China. In 1945 Mr. Chen took a teaching position at the University of 

California, Berkeley, where he remained until his death in 1971. Little is known about 

Mrs. Chen’s activities between 1946 and 1948; it appears that sometime during this two-

year span she divorced Mr. Chen and went back to China.57 There is no information 

available in English about Mrs. Chen’s activities after she returned to China, and she 

remains a very mysterious character in the history of The Flower Drum and Other 

Chinese Songs.  

 Based on the Chens’ biography and letters contained in the John Day Company 

Collection at Princeton University, we know that the Chens met Pearl S. Buck and 

Richard J. Walsh Sr. sometime prior to August of 1942. By forming a friendship with 

Buck and Walsh, the Chens were allying themselves with two important proponents of 

Chinese culture and literature and a publishing house that was quickly becoming one of 

the top publishing houses for Chinese literature in the United States. 58   

 The John Day Company had been founded by Richard J. Walsh, Cleland Austin, 

Trell Yocum, and Guy Holt in April of 1926. The name chosen for the company, John 

                                                 
55 Anonymous, “The John Day Company,” The Publishers’ Weekly (25 July 1936): 255.  
56 Transcription of letter from the Chens to Walsh Jr., 1 August 1943, John Day Company 
Archive, Box 180, Folder 15, Princeton University. 
57 Transcription of letter from the Chens to Walsh Jr., 15 September 1952, John Day 
Company Archive, Box 287, Folder 8, Princeton University. 
58 There are discrepancies in the publishing date. Some sources say 1930, while others 
say 1931. The copyright information found at the beginning of The Good Earth lists the 
publication date at 1931, and that is the date that I have chosen to use for the purposes of 
this document. 
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Day, came from a sixteenth-century English printer. The company released its first list of 

published books in 1926. In 1930 Walsh became the head of the company, and they 

began printing several books on Asian topics.59 Walsh took over the editorship of the 

journal Asia in 1934, and by 1936 the John Day Company was known for their 

“increasing specialization in books dealing with the orient, [which grew] out of the 

success of Pearl S. Buck’s novels of China.”60  

 Given the strong history that the John Day Company had for producing quality 

books about Asia, it is no surprise that this company would be interested in publishing a 

book on Chinese folk music. The Chens first approached the John Day Company 

sometime prior to 12 March 1943 to present their ideas regarding a book on Chinese folk 

music. On 12 March 1943 Walsh Sr. wrote the Chens discussing the mechanics of 

creating and printing such a book and a proposed length.61 The next written 

communication about the Chens book comes in the form of a memorandum from Richard 

J. Walsh Sr. to Richard J. Walsh Jr. The memorandum notes that the Chens were also 

offered a contract for this book by a Mr. Feist, but they declined this contract in order to 

work with their friends at the John Day Company.62 It also states that Walsh Jr. was to 

take over the production and editing of the book from Walsh Sr. The John Day 

Company’s contract for this book was finalized on 22 April 1943 and official contracts 

were sent to the Chens on 15 May 1943.63 

 With contracts in order and a proposed publishing date in late November, it was 

now time for the Chens to begin creating their book. Unfortunately, no drafts of the book 

have been located at this time, and it is difficult to say how the compilation and editing of 

this book took place. Editorial details (spelling, syntax, spacing, placement, etc.) were 

discussed in letters sent between the Chens and Richard J. Walsh Jr.  Letters between 

Walsh Jr. and the Chinese character engraver, Pat de Rosa of the Chinese Printing Office 

                                                 
59 Anonymous, “The John Day Company,” 255. 
60 Ibid., 256.  
61 Letter from Richard J. Walsh Sr. to Mr. and Mrs. Chen dated 12 March 1943 John Day 
Company Archive, Box 180, Folder 15, Princeton University. 
62 Memorandum from Richard J. Walsh Sr. to Richard J. Walsh Jr. dated 9 April 1943, 
John Day Company Archive, Box 180, Folder 15, Princeton University  
63 Letters from Richard J. Walsh Jr. to the Chen’s dated 22 April 1943 and 15 May 1943, 
John Day Company Archive, Box 180, Folder 15, Princeton University. 
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at Yale have also been found, though they mainly discuss issues involved with setting the 

Chinese characters and estimated dates of completion of the typesetting.64   

 Though there is little information regarding the overall editing of this work, there 

are two documents in the collection that discuss and describe the book’s goals, sales 

tactics, and audience. One is a document titled “Sales Memorandum – John Day THE 

FLOWER DRUM and Other Chinese Songs.” This document outlines the purpose, the 

construction, the market, and the sales strategies for the book. The colloquialisms in the 

memorandum suggest that it was written as a quick introduction for the sales staff or 

perhaps as a means to gather ideas and information that would be pertinent to promoting 

and selling the book. A more formal presentation of the goals and audience for the book 

appears in a flier created for distribution as a mailer. This flier, printed on light blue card 

stock, is slightly larger than a post card and is printed on both sides. The front side of the 

flier contains the cover art as it appears on the dust jacket for the book (see Figure 3.1). 

The reverse contains the official description and advertising for the book, as well as an 

order form that can be cut off and mailed to the company. 

SALES MEMORANDUM – JOHN DAY 
THE FLOWER DRUM And Other Chinese Songs 

By T.S. Chen and S.H. Chen 
 

Purpose 
Mr. and Mrs. Chen have produced what musicians consider the first successful rendering 
of Chinese songs into Western notation and language.  
 Mrs. Chen, who is the musician of the two, has put the tunes into the Western 
scale and provided piano accompaniments without sacrificing the tonal peculiarities and 
all the nuances so characteristic of Chinese music. Mr. Chen, with a fine command of 
English, has made excellent translations of the verses. Together, they have prepared from 
their research brief commentaries on the five different types of song included in the 
volume.  
 The preface by Henry Cowell, noted pianist, copy of which is attached, is proof of 
the success with which the Chens have achieved their purpose. 
 
The Book 
There are seventeen songs, each with verses and piano accompaniments. With all but 
three, there are included Chinese words, in two forms – in English transliteration, and in 
Chinese characters. For each section there is an illustration – mostly reproductions of 

                                                 
64 Letters from Richard J. Walsh Jr. to Pat de Rosa, John Day Company Archive, Box 
180, Folder 15, Princeton University.  
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Chinese paintings and prints – and for one section there are two, a total of six. There are 
also a Guide to Pronunciation and a bibliography. 
 
The Market 
During the last few years Americans have begun to discover Chinese songs. The war 
songs, of which “Chee-lai” and several others are now well known here, have been sung 
frequently on the radio and on records and at public performances. It is to be expected 
that this interest will develop beyond the point of mere curiosity. We will have the first 
book to take advantage of it.  
 We are issuing the book in two editions – one in stiff cloth binding, one in limp 
paper – to take advantage of as much of the music market as possible. It is assumed that 
the regular bookstores, including their music departments, will want the cloth-bound 
edition, while music stores will be more likely to want the paper-bound. 
 
Promotion 
Through various contacts of the Chens’, it is likely that their songs and the book will 
receive a good deal of special publicity. We may arrange for the performance of some of 
the songs on the radio and elsewhere. We are investigating the chances of putting them 
on records. They may be used in stage performance. Finally, friends of the Chens in the 
American musical community will be plugging for us.65 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3.1: Front of the dust jacket for The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs.66 
 

                                                 
65 Sales Memorandum, John Day Company Archive, Box 180, Folder 15, Princeton 
University. 
66 Chen and Chen, dust jacket cover.  
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 THE FLOWER DRUM is a unique volume, for it is one of the first collections of 
traditional Chinese folk songs to be published in the West. Recently Americans have 
begun to become familiar with modern Chinese music through the modern patriotic songs 
such as “Chee-lai,” and the Chinese National Anthem. But the older music sung by the 
peasants in the fields and the peddlers in the villages has been little known. 
 In THE FLOWER DRUM, Mr. and Mrs. Chen present in five groups examples of 
various types of songs from Chinese folk music, old and new. In introductory section 
notes, they explain the history and characteristics of each general type of music and the 
particular facts about individual songs. 
 In arranging the intricate Oriental melodies for the piano without sacrificing their 
distinctive nuances and effects, Mrs. Chen has achieved what has long been considered 
well nigh impossible. Mr. Chen has adapted English versions of the Chinese verse to the 
music, a task almost equally difficult. 
 THE FLOWER DRUM AND OTHER CHINESE SONGS, a handsome volume of 
64 pages in full music size (8 5/8 x 11 inches), contains seventeen songs which include 
both English and Chinese texts as well as the Chinese transliterations. It is illustrated 
with photographs of famous Chinese paintings and woodcuts. THE FLOWER DRUM is 
available in a regular cloth binding at $2.50, and in limp paper covers at $1.60. 
 THE FLOWER DRUM will be published in late November. Books ordered on 
this form will be shipped in time for remailing before Christmas within the continental 
United States.  
 Orders will be honored as long as the first edition lasts. No additional copies can 
be printed until 1944.67 
 

Each of these documents presents different information regarding the content and 

audience for the Chens’ book. As compared to the sales memorandum, the mailed flier 

contains much less information on the market for the book and the major advantages of 

the work over other works in the same genre. Even though information about the market 

for this book is somewhat sparse, Walsh Jr. wrote to the Chens about the success of the 

flier in boosting sales for the book: “I enclose as a matter of interest to you both copies of 

bills showing various cash purchases by individuals, all or nearly all resulting from our 

circularization. The mailing seems to have been very successful.”68 

 In addition to the flier and the sales memorandum, the John Day Company also 

had a third means by which to market the book the dust jacket of the book itself. The dust 

jacket contains a mixture of information about the book’s contents, information on the 

                                                 
67 Promotional Flier, John Day Company Archive, Box 180, Folder 15, Princeton 
University. 
68 Letter from Walsh Jr. to the Chens dated 21 December 1943, John Day Company 
Archive, Box 180, Folder 15, Princeton University. 
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authors that is not contained within the book, and the book description that can be found 

on the marketing flier. The front of the dust jacket, pictured in Figure 3.2, uses the same 

picture as the flier. This work of art can also be found within the book itself on page 11.69 

The use of this piece of art seems very appropriate; the work is titled Flower Drum Play, 

and the authors and publishers may have chosen this work to grace the cover of the book 

because it illustrates the title. On the back of the dust jacket the publishers chose to quote 

the foreword and the preface.70 These two items are quoted almost in their entirety on the 

back of the dust jacket, most likely because there were no other extant reviews of this 

book at the time it was published. The Chens’ book was originally supposed to be 

produced in late November, but Walsh states that issues at the bindery delayed the 

distributing of the book and the Chens make a statement about World War II also 

possibly creating delays with printing and distributing.71  

 Complimentary copies of the book were distributed, once they were printed but 

before they were shipped to retail vendors, to a variety of different people. The first 

group of people who received books were reviewers associated with the Chens, 

prominent specialists on Chinese and East Asian music and culture, and reviewers 

associated with the John Day Company. Though there is no complete list of writers and 

reviewers who received complimentary copies, the letters between the Chens and Walsh 

Jr. do mention several names of potential reviewers for the work. In an internal 

memorandum from the John Day Company, a Miss Harriet Mills, presumably either a 

book agent or a company secretary, is asked to make sure that the following four names 

are added to the companies list of regular music reviewers: Mr. Alfred Frankenstein of 

the San Francisco Chronicle, Mr. Virgil Thomson of the New York Herald Tribune, Mr. 

Howard Taubman of the New York Times, and Mr. Colin McPhee of Modern Music 

magazine. Reviews by Virgil Thomson and Alfred Frankenstein are mentioned in letters 

between the Chens and Walsh Jr. as well as a review by an unknown author in the 

Hartford Times. All three of these letters state that they contain clippings of these 

                                                 
69 The art within the book will be discussed in Chapter 4 of this thesis.  
70 The foreword and preface of this work will be discussed further in Chapter 4.  
71 Letter pair between Richard J. Walsh Jr. and Mr. and Mrs. Chen dated 30 November 
1943, John Day Company Archive, Box 180, Folder 15, Princeton University. 
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reviews, however, none of the clippings is extant in the collection.72 Of the three reviews 

mention in the letters, the reviews by Thomson and Frankenstein have been located. 

Thomson writes that the Chens’ set the folk songs “with remarkably sensible English 

translations and with free pianoforte accompaniments that sound more like classical 

Chinese music than a great deal of modern Chinese music written in classical syntax 

does.”73 Frankenstein is equally happy with the Chens work stating that “although there 

are only 17 songs, the selection and arrangement of them is such as to provide a very tiny 

cross section of Chinese folk song, and extremely illuminating notes cast important 

sidelights on each. … All in all, this is a book of immense charm, notable scholarship and 

high creative imagination.”74 

In addition to these reviews mentioned by the Chens and Walsh Jr. there is also a 

fourth review written by Mr. Henry Purmont Eames which was published in the August 

1945 edition of the Far Eastern Quarterly.75 Eames writes glowingly about the Chens’ 

book. He found the music accessible to its intended Western audience. He states that the 

book is “new and attractively dressed,” and that it passes the “final” test of being 

enjoyable to sing and play.76 Mr. Eames feels that Mrs. Chen was “rather uniquely 

qualified with knowledge of the aesthetic and the technique of both Eastern and Western 

music, [and] is also sensitive to interracial musical marriages and avoids misalliances by 

a skillful use of free and fragmentary counterpoint as piano accompaniment.” At the end 

of his review Eames goes out of the way to mention that this book “presents that one 

more link in the chain of international friendship-through-understanding” and that “the 

earth and its people must be encircled by such a chain of universal beauty if the dream of 

the brotherhood of man is ever to become a reality.” Eames’s comments about the book 

                                                 
72 See letters between the Chens and Richard J. Walsh Jr. dated 20 and 22 December 
1943, John Day Company Archive, Box 180, Folder 15, Princeton University; Of the 
reviewers to whom the Chens sent complimentary copies of their book, it appears that 
Frankenstein and Thomson were the only ones that wrote reviews. A search of both 
Modern Music and the New York Times has not yielded any reviews of the Chens book.  
73 Virgil Thomson. “More Books” New York Herald Tribune (26 December 1943): 7.  
74 Frankenstein, 21.  
75 Henry Purmont Eames, “The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs by Chin-Hsin 
Yao Chen and Shih-Hsiang Chen.” The Far Eastern Quarterly 4/4 (August, 1945), 398-
99. 
76 Ibid., 398. 
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are poetic, and it seems that he truly did feel that this book was created to help bridge the 

perceived gap between Eastern and Western culture.77 This idea of bridging the East-

West gap through the Chens’ book will be discussed again in Chapters 4-5.  

In addition to the reviewers, another group of people also received copies of the 

Chens’ book prior to its distribution. These were individuals who assisted the Chens with 

the preparation and compilation of this book. All of the individuals in this category were 

mentioned in the Authors Introduction at the beginning of the book. Mr. Chen and Mrs. 

Chen each wrote their own introduction to the book, and each of them thanks different 

people for their help with various tasks and steps in the editing and publishing process. 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Mr. Chen thanks Padraic Colum and John 

Wheelock, his colleagues at Columbia and Harvard, for helping him with the translations 

of the song texts.  He also thanks Professor Y. R. Chao, who is credited with creating the 

pronunciation guide for the Romanized Chinese text.78 Chao and Chen were also 

colleagues at Harvard, and for Mr. Chen to be able to get direct help from the founding 

linguist of China’s national Romanization system was a rare opportunity.79  Based upon 

the letters exchanged between the Chens and Walsh Jr. it is difficult to determine which 

of Mr. Chen’s collaborators received complimentary copies of the book. What is known, 

however, is that in a letter dated 30 November 1943, Walsh wrote to the Chens to inform 

them that John Hall Wheelock would not be receiving a copy of the book. Though he 

does not state why, the wording of the letter seems to suggest that Walsh wishes to keep 

the number of complimentary copies sent to the authors’ collaborators to a minimum.  

Like Mr. Chen, Mrs. Chen also thanks several people at the end of her portion of 

the Authors’ Introduction. These names belong mainly to prominent musicians in and 

around the eastern United States, and the names that are important to this study are as 

                                                 
77 It does not appear that Mr. Eames’s review was solicited by the Chens or the Walshes, 
but was presumably written at the behest of the editors of the Far Eastern Quarterly.  
78 Professor Chao also created the system of Romanization used throughout China at this 
time as well as in the book. This system of Romanization called Gwoyeu Romatzyh is the 
precursor to Pinyin, and was adopted as the official Romanization of the Chinese 
language in 1928. For more information on Chao and his Romanization system please see 
“Yuan Ren Chao” by William S-Y Wang in Language 59/3 (1983): 605-7.  
79 Chen and Chao would go on to be colleagues again at the University of California, 
Berkeley, when Chen took a position there in 1943-44. 
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follows: Hanns Eisler, Nadia Boulanger, Henry Cowell, Charles and Ruth Seeger, Liu 

Liang-mo, Harrison Kerr, and Gladys Mayo. Of these names, Hanns Eisler, Nadia 

Boulanger, and Liu Liang-Mo were born in other countries and were in America during 

this time to escape the war. Both Boulanger and Eisler came from countries where the 

Nazis were in power, and Eisler’s music was banned under this new regime. Nadia 

Boulanger was no longer composing, although the environment was so discouraging to 

the progressive composers who would have wanted to study with her that she no longer 

had as much teaching to do in France; in fact, she scheduled quite a lot of performances 

and teaching commitments in the U.S. between 1938 and 1946. Liu Liang-Mo, like the 

Chens, came from China to study, work, and escape the Sino-Japanese war. It is difficult 

to say exactly how several of these prominent musicians contributed to the project; the 

only evidence that is currently available about their contributions is what Mrs. Chen 

wrote about each of them in her portion of the Authors’ Introduction. She thanks Hanns 

Eisler for his consulting on the work, Nadia Boulanger for her criticism of Mrs. Chen’s 

manuscripts, the Seegers for their help with notation, and Gladys Mayo,80 who first 

encouraged Mrs. Chen to create the book.81  Although it is unclear exactly how Mrs. 

Chen met all of these famous musicians, most were living and working in the eastern 

United States during this time. Of all of these relationships, the two that are amplified by 

more material evidence than the others are the Chens’ relationships with Henry Cowell 

and Harrison Kerr. Henry Cowell wrote the preface, and it appears that he met the Chens 

sometime in 1943. Mr. Chen’s addresses and telephone number appear scrawled in the 

addresses and telephone numbers section at the back of Cowell’s 1943 datebook.82 

Unlike most all of the other entries in Cowell’s book, this entry is written in pen and is 

the only mention of the Chens’ extant in any of Cowell’s datebooks. Whether or not 

Cowell had met the Chens or was contacted by the John Day Company is unclear, but it 

is clear that Cowell had written the preface for the Chens’ book as early as 18 June 1943, 

                                                 
80 Gladys Mayo (19 January 1894-23 May 1977) was on the piano faculty at Juilliard 
from 1921-50. It is unclear exactly how she and Mrs. Chen met or what was the nature of 
their professional relationship.  
81 Chen, 9. 
82 Henry Cowell’s Datebook, 1943, Henry Cowell Collection, Box 93, Folder 15, New 
York Public Library 
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though from the copy of the preface present in the Cowell Collection at the New York 

Public Library, it appears that Cowell was unaware of what the book was to be titled.  

 
June 18, 1943 

PREFACE TO BOOK OF CHINESE SONGS ARRANGED BY MRS. TSCHI SCHI Y. 
CHEN 
 
It is a pleasure to be able to point out, concerning this collection of Chinese melodies, 
that it is unique. I have been upset at the bad taste with which Chinese melodies have 
usually been arranged for use by the Occidental World. Our musicians have known too 
little of the background of Chinese music to do more than make an impressionistic 
“Pseudo-Oriental” background. Chinese musicians who have studied Western music are 
often so swept away by their studies in simple chords that we find them harmonizing 
their own native melodies more or less in the style of a Lutheran hymn tune.  
 
I have always felt, and sometimes openly contended, that it would be impossible to make 
a truly satisfactory accompaniment for a Chinese melody on the piano because Chinese 
melody is full of curves and graces, while a piano is square-cut in tone. Mrs. Chen, in her 
arrangements, proves that I was entirely mistaken. Using simple counterpoint and open 
intervals Mrs. Chen persuades the piano to follow the melody with some embellishment, 
truly in the style in which the Chinese instrumentalists accompany singers.  
 
The present collection is the best introduction that I know, to the style and charm of 
Chinese Folk Music for Westerners. 83 

 
In his preface, Cowell mentions several of the same points that Eames mentions in his 

review of the Chens’ book, and it seems that Cowell must have had access to some kind 

of prototype or draft of the book prior to its printing.84 At present, no drafts of the book 

have been located. Letters between the Chens and Walsh Jr., however, make it appear 

that Cowell’s was the first and most important musical endorsement for the book.  

 As was the case for Cowell, there is also more information in the Chens’ and 

Walsh’s letters regarding Harrison Kerr. Unlike Cowell, who seemed to communicate 

mostly with the Chens, it seems that Kerr communicated mostly with Walsh Jr. 

According to the letters in the John Day Company archive, Walsh Jr. used Kerr for 

consulting purposes both for the book and for a set of proposed recordings to accompany 

                                                 
83 Henry Cowell, Preface to a Book of Chinese Folk Songs Arranged by Mrs. Tschi-Schi 
Y. Chen. Henry Cowell Collection, New York Public Library, Box 147, Folder 26 (p. 1) 
84 Cowell’s claims about the Chens’ book present in his preface will be discussed more in 
Chapter 4.  
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it.85 Unfortunately, the letters between Kerr and Walsh are rather vague; they are mainly 

thank-you notes, and it is difficult to say exactly what Kerr’s opinions and advice were. 

Since Kerr was located at the American Music Center in New York City at this time, it is 

highly likely that much of Kerr’s and Walsh Jr.’s communication occurred via telephone 

or in personal meetings.  

 Between creating fliers and sending advanced copies of the books to different 

reviewers and contributors, the Chens and the Walshes were able to create a large pre-

publication interest in the book. As stated earlier, Walsh seemed very excited about the 

press that the flier was generating; the company had received a large number of pre-

orders from the flier as well as many letters beyond that from people as various as Hazel 

Tesh Pfennig, an English teacher at Indiana State University in Terre Haute, Indiana to 

Warren D. Allen, an organist and music critic living in New York City, who would later 

go on to become a professor of music history at The Florida State University.  

 Sales records for the book exist in the John Day Collection, and according to a 

sales memorandum dated 25 February 1944 the Chens’ book had already sold 757 

clothbound copies and 241 paperback copies domestically, 50 cloth books in Canada, and 

11 cloth and 12 paper copies to Asia, for a grand total of 1,071 books sold within the first 

11 weeks of its availability to the public.86 The book was also affordably and reasonably 

priced, cloth copies of the book costing $2.50, and paper copies of the book costing 

$1.60. For two relatively unknown authors, these numbers seem high. The publicity 

tactics used by the Chens and the Walshes seemed to have worked. In addition to the 

                                                 
85 The Chens had originally planned to release a set of recordings for the book sometime 
in 1943-44, however, this set of recordings was never created. Plans for the recordings 
laid out in various letters stated that they were to be recorded by Columbia records and 
several names were discussed in letters for potential singers and pianists. In a letter dated 
1 August 1943, Mrs. Chen wrote to Walsh Jr. to discuss the release and recording of the 
records and suggest that if they were to be done in New York, that she would sing and 
Gladys Mayo would play piano. It is unclear exactly why the recordings did not pan out, 
but the Chens were moving to the West Coast at this time and starting jobs with the 
Office of War Information. As anyone who has moved knows, it is difficult to move from 
one coast to another and still continue to make progress on other projects. Once they were 
settled in California, the Chens may have decided not to pursue a recording because of 
the success in sales and reviews of the book. 
86 Sold Memorandum for The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs dated 25 February 
1944, John Day Company Collection, Box 189, Folder 30, Princeton University 
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sales records, the Chens and Walsh Jr. also received letters from a variety of companies, 

asking to use several of the Chens’ songs in textbooks or films.87  

 For each copy of the book sold, the Chens made 25 cents, and in the first eleven 

weeks the Chens made $225.06 in royalties. According to different letters sent between 

Walsh Jr. and the Chens, collecting royalties was a problem for the Chens. Because they 

were considered non-resident aliens, the royalties would have to be taxed in excess of 

thirty percent. The Chens, not wanting to lose such a large portion of their royalties, 

engaged a lawyer and tried to argue that they were now residents of the United States and 

were not planning on returning to China. Unfortunately, the Chens did not win this battle, 

and in 1946 the John Day Company paid the Chens their royalties up to that point, minus 

the thirty percent tax.  

 After the publication of their book, the Chens began to promote it in a variety of 

ways. There were lectures and performances given throughout the California area, and 

the book went on to sell copies until at least 1950. The last letters on file between the 

Chens and Walsh Jr. are from 1952, when Mr. Chen wrote to Mr. Walsh to discuss his 

divorce and the possible division of the subsequent royalties between himself and the 

former Mrs. Chen. Unfortunately, Mrs. Chen was unreachable at this time because she 

had moved back to China and stopped communication with Mr. Chen, thus there was no 

way for royalties to be sent to Mrs. Chen. It is unclear whether or not the separation of 

Mr. and Mrs. Chen had an effect on sales and promotion of the book. The major sales 

seemed to have occurred before their divorce, which happened sometime after 1946 but 

before 1950. This book was a collaboration of both the Walshes and the Chens, as well as 

a variety of other important musical and literary figures, and was heavily promoted, well 

reviewed, and touted as an exemplary blending of Eastern and Western music and 

culture, all of which will be explored in the following chapter.  

 

                                                 
87 Walsh Jr. wrote to the Chens on 1 July 1943 that Silver Burdett wanted to use several 
of the Chens songs in a music education textbook to be published in that year. There is 
also a telegram from Fox asking Walsh for the rights to use “Song of the Hoe” in the 
movie Keys of the Kingdom. 
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CHAPTER 4 

EAST MEETS WEST: AN ANALYSIS OF THE FLOWER DRUM AND OTHER 

CHINESE SONGS 

 

 Clearly, there was a need for books that accurately described various aspects 

Chinese culture. It is also obvious that, with their literary and musical connections, Mr. 

and Mrs. Chen were in a position to create such a book. This chapter will examine the 

content of the Chens’ book, provide musical analysis of several of the pieces that it 

includes, and discuss how it differs from similar books that were published in the early 

1940s. 

Content of The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs 

 The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs is a flat-lying book that measures 

27.9 cm x 21.6 cm (see Figures 3.1 and 4.1). It contains a foreword, a preface, 

introductory material, and five main content sections, titled “Flower Drum Songs,” 

“South of the Yangtze River,” “In and Around the Old Capital,” “Lyrics of Love and 

Nature,” and “Toward the Present Day.” Each section contains music from different 

locations or musical traditions in China. At the beginning of each section is a discussion 

of the history and traditions associated with each song. The historical information in these 

sections is illustrated by Chinese art or photographs that were created in the same time 

periods as the songs or that serve as visual representations of the subjects of the songs 

(see Table 4.1 and Figures 4.2, 4.3, and 4.4).  
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Figure 4.1: The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs, open view. 
 
 

Table 4.1: List of sections and songs contained in each88 
 

Section Title: Song Titles: 

Flower Drum Songs “The Flower Drum No. 1 
“The Flower Drum No. 2 

South of the Yangtze River “Meng Chiang Nu’s Lament” 
“What Flow’r Blooms?” 
“Scenes of Wusih” 

In and Around the Old Capital “Little Cabbage” 
“Little Monk” 
“Old Fisherman” 
“The Grumbling Mother-In-Law” 
“Purple Bamboo” 

Lyrics of Love and Nature “Sunset” 
“Departure” 
“Love’s Lament in Mid-Autumn” 
“Spring Tidings” 

Towards the Present Day “Poor Ch’iu Hsiang” 
“Song of the Hoe” 
“Husband Goes to War” 

 

                                                 
88 Chin-Hsin Yao Chen and Shih-Hsiang Chen. The Flower Drum and Other Chinese  

Songs. (New York: The John Day Company, 1943), 7.  
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Figure 4.2 – Flower Drum Play89 

 
 

 
 

Figure 4.3 – Wife of Ch’i Liang90 
 

                                                 
89 Chen, 11 
90 Ibid., 17. 
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Figure 4.4 – 10,000 Soldiers Singing “Chee-Lai” in Suiyuan, 193791 
 
 

Figure 4.2 depicts a performance of a Flower Drum song. It is an example of 

artwork pertaining to the performance practice of some of the songs included in the book. 

This picture is found on the dust jacket, on the promotional flier, and in the first section 

of the book. The Chens explain below the picture that these songs typically take the form 

of a duet between an older male and a younger female character, though there may also 

be a younger male with whom the young female flirts in order to obtain extra money. In 

addition to singing, the young female and older male characters also accompany 

themselves on instruments; the female plays the flower drum, and the male plays a gong. 

This picture portrays all three of these Flower Drum characters in their costumes and with 

their respective instruments.  

Figure 4.3, a woodblock carving by Ku K’ai-chih, is called “Meng Chiang Nu’s 

Lament.” This work originated in China in the fourth century and is a depiction of a 

scene from the legend of Meng Chiang Nu. Known throughout China, this legend tells 

the story of a woman whose husband dies while building the Great Wall. Upon hearing 

                                                 
91 Ibid., 48.  



 
 

42 

about his death, Meng Chaing Nu becomes distraught and goes to the Great Wall to find 

her husband’s remains. Her wailing causes a portion of the wall to crumble, revealing the 

bones of her deceased husband. Nu collects the bones and is so grief-stricken that she 

drowns herself in the nearby river. The Chens included this picture in their book to give 

the performer/reader a visual depiction of the subject of one of their songs. This 

particular song is sung in the first person, and a visual depiction of Nu’s grief that is both 

Chinese and from the period in which this legend was created might help the performers 

better understand and interpret the music. 

 Figure 4.4 is a picture of unknown origin that the authors label as a photograph of 

Chinese soldiers singing. The song, “Chee-Lai,” is not included in this book, and at first 

glance it may seem that this photograph does not belong here; unlike the other pieces of 

art that are included in this book, this picture does not directly represent the performance 

practice or the characters of any of the songs. There are two possible purposes for this 

photograph. One would be to depict the political nature of the songs included in this 

section and show China’s military might. The other might be to show current practice of 

the Chinese singing tradition. Though the exact reason for the inclusion of this 

photograph in the book is unknown, it is important to note that it is the only photograph 

and it thus gives the songs in its section a present feeling.  

 After the discussion of the history of the songs or traditions and their respective 

pieces of art come the songs themselves. There are between two and five songs in each 

section, arranged in Western notation for voice and piano with two sets of lyrics below 

the music. The upper line of text gives an English translation, and the lower line of text 

provides a transliteration of the original Chinese poem. At the end of each song, the 

authors include the original Chinese text (see Examples 4.1 and 4.2).  
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Example 4.1: Beginning of “Song of the Hoe.”92 
 
 
 

 
 

Example 4.2: Chinese Text at the End of “Song of the Hoe.”93 
 

                                                 
92 Ibid., 54.  
93 Ibid., 55.  
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 The ways in which the Chens set the different texts for the book and the 

transcription of these songs into Western notation indicate the type of audience for which 

this book was intended. The typical American music consumer more than likely knew 

little about Chinese folk music, and the Chens take great care to try to give the performer 

a basic context for the music presented in the book. The inclusion of the transliterated 

Chinese text might seem strange, given the limited exposure that most Americans had to 

the Chinese language; its inclusion indicates the Chens’ desire for the performer to be 

able to feel that he or she was able to recreate this music in a semi-realistic way. This 

semi-realistic representation of Chinese folk music appears to have been a concern of the 

Chens throughout the book, and it seems that their endeavors were recognized by several 

sources.  

 In her preface to The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs, Mrs. Chen states 

her goals and aims for the book:   

 In trying to transcribe faithfully the Chinese melodies into Western notation 
 without inventing new signs, accented and unaccented grace notes have been 
 used. […] One may take some liberty with the ornaments when singing in 
 English, for I believe many of them owe their existence to the unique tonal 
 accents of the Chinese language. However, all grace notes must be sung in “The 
 Grumbling Mother-in-law” and “Husband Goes to War,” for there they constitute 
 an important part of the music.  
 
 As is well known, Chinese folk songs are usually accompanied by 
 instrumentalists in unison with the voice, with occasional embellishments. In 
 theory such music is complete in itself, and it would hardly be necessary to add to 
 it any counter-melody or harmony. In the West however, where the ear is no 
 longer accustomed to hearing the melodic element alone, these songs, if presented 
 without arrangements, might lose much of their appeal. Moreover, I have here 
 attempted to explore the possibilities of the piano as an aid to the interpretation of 
 Chinese music. […] In all cases, I have tried, so to speak, to make East and West 
 meet in the happiest possible combination.94  

 
It is clear that Mrs. Chen tried to combine traditional Chinese music with Western 

musical sensibilities. Her efforts towards this end were also recognized in the front matter 

of the book written by Henry Cowell and Pearl S. Buck. Buck is lavish with her praise in 

her introductory material. She wrote that  

                                                 
94 Ibid., 9.  
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 this collection of folk songs, has two outstanding merits; the songs themselves are 
 faithful to well known and original theme songs, and the accompaniments are not 
 harmonized in the Western sense. Mrs. Chen has by some extraordinary means of 
 her own put piano notes together in ways, in such rhythms, that the effect is 
 amazingly that of flutes, drums, lutes, violins, and other instruments with which 
 Chinese country folk accompany their singing.95  
 

Music Analysis 

 The endorsements written by Henry Cowell and Pearl S. Buck corroborate the 

compositional and style goals that Mrs. Chen laid out for the performer/reader in her 

preface. Since Cowell and Buck both noticed Chen’s efforts towards this end, it is worth 

examining in detail the different compositional techniques that Chen uses when setting 

these different Chinese melodies. This section will discuss the styles of two pieces, 

Flower Drum No. 1 and Departure and then will present shorter musical examples to 

illustrate the variety of compositional techniques that Mrs. Chen uses throughout the 

book. 

 Flower Drum No. 1 is the first song in the Chens’ book, and it exemplifies many 

of the compositional techniques that Mrs. Chen outlines in her portion of the 

introduction. The Chens describe the performance practices of Flower Drum songs in 

their discussion of the history and traditions of these songs: 

The songs are accompanied by the singers themselves with a drum and a gong. In 
street shows they are sung by a man and a girl, impersonating a couple who are 
refugees from Fen-yang. Usually the man strikes a small gong and the girl plays a 
drum (the hua ku or flower drum) suspended waist-high under her left arm 
(although it happens that in Song No. 2 the man plays the drum.) These 
instruments, though beaten sonorously and with strong rhythm, are so simple and 
light the actor and actress can play them while singing and dancing, as shown in 
the frontispiece.”96  

 
In this description of the song the Chens give the reader/performer several clues how 

Chinese musicians would perform Flower Drum No. 1. Mrs. Chen delineates the different 

genders’ roles in these songs and explains that the man typically plays the gong parts, 

while the woman plays the drum. She also states that the gong and drum parts are simple 

enough that one might play them while singing and dancing. This information is 

                                                 
95 Ibid., 5. 
96 Ibid., 10. 
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important to note, because it will serve as the basis for the accompaniment that Mrs. 

Chen created for this particular work.  

  Flower Drum No. 1 is a twenty-four-measure piece comprising of two texted 

verses, an instrumental interlude, and an instrumental postlude. The interlude and 

postlude in this piece feature the drum and gong, and are part of modern performances of 

this piece by Chinese folk musicians.97 The text in this piece is set syllabically, as are 

most of the pieces in this book, and the rhythms in the music are clearly set up to favor 

the English text.98 Each of the four large sections of this piece can be broken down into 

two-bar phrases whose relationship to one another can be traced through analysis of their 

motivic content, range, and melodic contour (see Table 4.2) 

 

Table 4.2: Sections, Phrases, Measures, and Cadence Notes in 
Flower Drum No. 1 

Section Phrase Measures Cadence Note 

Verse 1 a 
b 
c 
aI 

m. 1-2 
m. 3-4 
m. 5-6 
m. 7-8 

F# 

E 
E 
E 

Interlude I1 
I2 

m. 9-10 
m. 11-12 

N/A (Percussive) 
N/A (Percussive) 

Verse 2 d 
aII 
c 
aI 

m. 13-14 
m. 15-16 
m. 17-18 
m. 19-20 

A 
E 
E 
E 

Postlude I1 
I2 

m. 21-22 
m. 23-24 

N/A (Percussive) 
N/A (Percussive) 

 

                                                 
97 Video recordings of modern performances of this and other songs in the book are 
available on www.youtube.com. While they are not performed by only a man and a 
woman as Mrs. Chen described, these instrumental ensembles do play the same melodies 
and rhythms that Mrs. Chen uses in her arrangement. An example of a modern ensemble 
playing “Flower Drum No. 1” can be seen at the following link: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3x6NAtacDaM. This ensemble has arranged the 
melody for multiple instruments to play in unison, while other instruments play pitches 
and rhythms that represent the drum and gong sounds, which is very similar to the way 
that which Mrs. Chen chose to arrange this folk song for piano and voice.  
98 This favoring of the English text in regards to the rhythms presented in the music will 
be examined further during the discussion and analysis of Departure.   
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 As Table 2 shows, each verse consists of four two-bar phrases. Every two-bar 

phrase is marked by a rest on beat 4 of the second bar and a punctuation mark in the text. 

In verse 1 the first three phrases, a, b, and c, end with commas, while the fourth phrase 

ends with a period.  In verse 2 the first and third phrases end with commas, while the 

second phrase ends with a semicolon, and the fourth phrase ends with a period. The 

different punctuation marks do not seem to affect the type of melodic cadence that is 

used; this piece is based in an E pentatonic mode, and even though phrases b and c in 

verse 1 end with commas, they nevertheless cadence on the final of the mode. What is 

most interesting about these phrases, however, is not how they cadence or their 

relationship to the text, but how the phrases are constructed in relationship to each other 

(see Examples 4.3-4.8) 

 

 

Example 4.3: Flower Drum No. 1 Phrase a, mm. 1-2. 
 
 

 

Example 4.4: Flower Drum No. 1 Phrase aI, mm. 7-8. 
 
 

 

Example 4.5: Flower Drum No. 1 Phrase aII, mm. 15-16. 
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Example 4.6: Flower Drum No. 1 Phrase b, mm. 3-4. 
 
 

 

Example 4.7: Flower Drum No. 1 Phrase c, mm. 5-6. 
 
 

 

Example 4.8: Flower Drum No. 1 Phrase d, mm. 13-14. 
 
 
 The piece employs four different phrase types labeled a, b, c, and d. Each of these 

phrase types has different combinations of beginning notes, ending notes, and ranges, and 

these combinations serve as criteria for placing each of these phrases into an a, b, c, or d 

category. The a phrase category includes phrases that begin on b1, extend from e1 to d2, 

and have a down-up-down arched contour (see Examples 4.3-4.5). The first a phrase is 

presented in m. 1-2, and presents the a theme with a more limited range than the 

subsequent a phrases; the range of the a phrase is from f#
1 to b1, whereas the following a-

type phrases, aI and aII, have an expanded range, from e1 to d2. Each of the a phrases also 

begins with the same quarter-note and eighth-note motive beginning on b1 and ending on 

f1. After this beginning motive each of the three a phrases contain a different combination 

of pitches and rhythms. Even though the second parts of these a phrases are different, 

they all still incorporate the same basic pitches in almost the same places. One could even 

say that they have the same melodic structure and that the other a phrases are embellished 

versions of the original a phrase model. Phrases, aI and aII, end on e1 instead of f1. Ending 
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on e1 gives these phrases a greater sense of closure, since e is the final of the pentatonic 

mode employed in this piece. Ending on e1 makes sense in these subsequent a phrases 

because they are located at the halfway point or end of a given verse (see Table 4.2 for 

reference). 

 Another important feature of the form of this piece, and one that Cowell drew 

attention to in his preface, is the accompaniment provided by the piano. Each hand of the 

piano functions in a different way; the right-hand  part doubles the vocal melody, while 

the left-hand part plays a non-tertian chord in a variety of rhythmic patterns. The 

doubling of the vocal melody in the right-hand piano part is used in almost every song 

throughout the book, and it harkens back to statements made by Mrs. Chen in her preface 

about how these melodies are traditionally accompanied. The left-hand piano part, 

however, does not embellish the melody, but tries to recreate the sounds of the gong and 

drum that would traditionally accompany this piece (see Example 4.9). 

 

Example 4.9: The “Gong/Drum Chord” From Flower Drum No. 1. 
 
 
 This chord, which I have labeled the Gong/Drum chord, is used as an 

accompaniment pattern in the left-hand throughout most of this piece. The Gong/Drum 

chord is clearly non-tertian, and is constructed of the projection of a perfect fourth and a 

perfect fifth above B (e and f#). These two groups of notes, B and e/f#, are meant to 

replicate the sounds that would be made by the gong and drum accompaniment, where 

the B represents the drum, and the e/f# represent the dual tones produced by the gong.  

This chord is used over and over again throughout the left-hand piano part and comprises 

the basis for most of the pitch material used in the instrumental interlude and postlude 

(see Example 4.10). 
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Example 4.10: Left-hand accompaniment m. 9-12. 
 
 
 Flower Drum No. 1 is just one example of how Mrs. Chen recreated a Chinese 

folk melody for a Western audience. A contrasting example can be found in the song 

Departure. In this piece Mrs. Chen used a variety of techniques to accompany the melody 

as well as to accommodate the text. Departure appears in the section of the book titled 

“Lyrics of Love and Nature,” which contains songs whose lyrics are drawn from a type of 

traditional Chinese poetry called tz’u. Tz’u is a classical form, and its construction is 

based upon a specified order of accents, tones, and rhyme. In the introduction to this 

section the authors posit that this poetry was originally a combination of both words and 

music, since tone was a large component of the poetic form. The melodies that originally 

accompanied these poems have been lost, and the melodies that the Chens included with 

the songs in this section were created some time after the poems were originally 

written.99 Of the songs included in this section Departure stands out as the only one that 

does not have bar lines or time signatures (see Examples 4.11-4.12). 

                                                 
99 Ibid., 36. 
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Example 4.11: Departure, second system. 
 

 

Example 4.12: Departure, third system. 
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The absence of bar lines and meter in this piece allowed Mrs. Chen to set the text 

in a free-rhythm setting articulated by fermatas. In some ways, the performer/reader 

could view the fermatas as section dividers; throughout the piece, the fermatas occur in 

conjunction with punctuation marks in the text. There are six different phrases, each with 

two lines. Each phrase contains a different number of quarter notes accommodating the 

poetic structure of the text more appropriately than would bar-lines and a regular meter.  

Another interesting feature of this song is the way in which Mrs. Chen set the text 

to the rhythms of the melody. When one compares the Chinese text to the English text, it 

is clear that the English text does not always have the same number of syllables as the 

Chinese text. Because of the extra syllables in the English verses it became necessary for 

Mrs. Chen to attach several of the English syllables to notes in the melody where there 

were no Chinese syllables (see Example 4.11). Attaching syllables to these previously 

untexted notes gives these notes a different function; originally these notes may have 

been purely ornamental and performed at the discretion of the performer, whereas now 

that these notes have text, they must be performed in a less improvisatory manner.  

A final interesting feature of this piece is the way in which Mrs. Chen 

accompanied the melody. As in Flower Drum No. 1, Mrs. Chen invoked the sound of 

traditional Chinese instruments; in her portion of the preface she mentions trying to 

evoke the sound of woodwinds in this piece. Unlike many of the other pieces in this 

book, Mrs. Chen does not always use the piano right-hand to double the vocal melody. In 

Example 4.12, for instance, the phrase does not have any doubling of the melodic pitches 

and rhythms in the right or left hand of the piano. Instead, the piano part creates an 

accompaniment that uses syncopation and suspensions to characterize the 

accompaniment throughout the song. The two hands of the piano part could easily be 

performed by a pair of Chinese flutes (transverse or end-blown), and the long flowing 

lines are idiomatic for woodwind music. 

Flower Drum No. 1 and Departure are just two examples of the different types of 

songs in the book and the different ways in which Mrs. Chen accompanied the original 

melodies. Throughout the book there are many examples of different types of 

accompaniments, and Mrs. Chen employed a variety of different techniques to evoke the 
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sounds of different instruments. Several of these different accompaniment styles and 

compositional techniques can be seen in Examples 4.13-4.17.  

 

   

Example 4.13: Meng Chiang Nu’s Lament, mm. 2-3, Qin-like accompaniment. 
 
 

 

Example 4.14: Little Cabbage, mm. 1-4, Flute-like, duet-texture accompaniment. 
 
 

 

Example 4.15: Sunset, mm. 1-2, Lute-like or Qin-like accompaniment. 
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Example 4.16: Husband Goes to War, mm.54-57, drum-like accompaniment. 
 

The captions of each of these examples identify the different types of instrumental sounds 

that Mrs. Chen states that she was trying to emulate in the piano parts. In all of the 

examples except for Example 4.16 the right-hand part doubles the vocal melody while the 

left-hand part creates the instrumental effects listed. Example 4.16 is taken from a song 

titled Husband Goes to War. Both hands of the piano differ from the vocal melody, and 

Mrs. Chen states in her preface that this particular song is supposed to have drum like 

effects that would usually be found in taku song style. Taku songs are a genre of Chinese 

folk music in which the singer chants a long story and simultaneously strikes a drum.100 

Example 4.16 shows a passage from the accompaniment of this song that portrays in the 

right hand what might be one of the drum-like rhythms that Mrs. Chen mentions.101  

 It is clear from the descriptions above that Mrs. Chen was trying to make the 

piano parts sound like Chinese instruments by using different rhythmic, timbral, and 

melodic effects. The accompaniments that she created, as well as the historical and 

cultural background present in the book set the Chens’ book apart from other books of 

Chinese folk melodies that were published in America during the 1940s.  Unlike the 

compilers of the books that will be discussed in the next section, the Chens tried to 

recreate Chinese folk music in a realistic way using a Western instrument and Western 

notation. 

                                                 
100 Ibid., 50.  
101 Mrs. Chen, of course, was not the first to try to emulate other instruments on the 
piano. One only has to look at piano works like Ornstein’s “Wild Men’s Dance” and 
Bartok’s “Allegro Barbaro” to see instrumental and percussive effects on the piano. 
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Other Collections of Chinese Folk Songs: 

 The Chens’ book was not the only collection of Chinese folk songs published in 

America in the 1940s. It is unclear how many such books appeared during this time, but 

if one takes Cowell’s sentiments towards other collections of Chinese folk melodies at 

face value, it would seem that there were at least a few and the other authors harmonized 

the Chinese melodies “more or less in the style of a Lutheran hymn tune.” I have not yet 

found any collections of Chinese folk songs from this time that use such a basic, chorale-

like accompaniment, but I have found two books that present Chinese folk music in a 

very Westernized fashion. Min Riverboat Songs by Stella Marie Graves and Malcolm F. 

Farley and Songs of Fighting China by Li Pao Chen both present Chinese music in ways 

that are less cognizant of the original function and the performance practices of Chinese 

folk musicians. The following discussion will present background on both the books and 

the authors and will then present a brief analysis of how these two authors arranged songs 

in their respective books. 

 Min Riverboat Songs is the product of collaboration between Stella Marie Graves, 

a music educator living and working in China, and Malcolm F. Farley a professor of 

English literature and Romance languages at Fukien Christian University. In her preface 

to this work Graves outlines her relationship with Farley and the way in which he would 

collect the folk songs included in this book:  

He would get up at any hour of the night – his children would often call him when 
a boat with men singing went by – in winter or summer, in rain or fair weather, to 
listen to the men singing as they sailed, rowed, or pulled their boats by long ropes 
upstream against a powerful current. He would play these melodies on his flute, 
or sing them, and write them down at once, not waiting for the morning. His good 
ear and excellent musicianship made the recordings of these boat songs as 
accurate as any outside of actual phonograph recordings, I believe.102 

 

Shortly after Mr. Farley had finished collecting these songs in the late 1930s or early 

1940s, he gave his collection to Graves and returned to the United States, where he died 

in 1941. After recounting how she came upon these tunes, Graves then goes on to give a 

brief background of the performance practice of these songs (they were sung only by 

                                                 
102 Stella Marie Graves and Malcolm F. Farley, Min Riverboat Songs, (New York: The 
John Day Company, 1946): 8.  
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male voices, and the songs were usually in simple duple meter) and quote extensively 

from Farley’s field notes. Graves ends her preface with a description of her settings of 

these Chinese folk songs: 

Because Chinese folk music is very rich and not so limited as some have thought 
to a strict pentatonic scale, I have felt free to write accompaniments in more than 
one style for the tunes that I chose from Mr. Farley’s collection. I have done this 
in order to say what the tunes say to me and to portray and interpret Chinese boat 
life, with the hope that these songs may add to what has already been done to 
create a greater interest and understanding and love of this strong, courageous, 
patient, long-suffering and friendly people.103 

 

 Graves did indeed use a variety of compositional techniques to accompany these 

Chinese folk melodies, but she did not do it in the same way that Mrs. Chen did. Mrs. 

Chen’s arrangements, as shown above, preserve the original folk melodies, adapt the 

English text to fit the original notes and rhythms, and use accompaniments that imitate 

the idioms of different Chinese musical instruments. Example 4.17, is the first page from 

one of the songs included in Graves’s and Farley’s book titled The Moon and Stars. 

Graves mentions this piece in her preface and states that Farley transcribed the melodies 

from the singers in the river boats, but the text used in the book is not the same text that 

was sung by the Chinese singers. Farley instead wrote his own lyrics for this folk melody 

and Graves credits herself as the composer of The Moon and Stars. At the beginning of 

each song, Graves includes a transcription of the original melody on which she has based 

her composition, and she includes notes regarding how she has either transposed or 

altered the melodies to suit her goals. Graves’s composition appears below the 

transcriptions of the original folk melody, and it looks very much like a Brahms piano 

work. The rolled and arpeggiated chords make the piece look and sound very much like a 

piece of Western art music, and thus the accompaniment does very little to preserve the 

Chinese style of this song.  

 A second book that can be used to contrast with the Chens’ book is Songs of 

Fighting China by Li Pao Chen. Li Pao Chen was a professor at the National 

Conservatory of Music in Chungking, China and was one of the founders of the mass 

                                                 
103 Ibid., 10. 



 
 

57 

singing movement in China.104 He came to the United States on leave sometime in the 

early 1940s and wrote several articles about music education in both China and the 

United States. Songs of Fighting China is not so much a collection of folk songs as a 

collection of patriotic songs composed in the early twentieth century to help promote 

Chinese nationalism. In the foreword to this book an unknown editor writes “The songs 

in this collection were selected by Mr. Lee with the help of students and choral groups, 

and are representative both of the most popular tunes in China and of the most popular 

composers.”105 As can be seen in Example 4.18, The March of the Volunteers is not at all 

based on any traditional folk music but instead looks like a Western military march, 

complete with bold triads and dotted rhythms.  

 These books serve as a contrast to the work that Mrs. Chen did in The Flower 

Drum and Other Chinese Songs. They rely entirely on Western, tertian harmonies and do 

not try to preserve Chinese folk music or account for the performance practices of 

Chinese folk musicians.  

 

                                                 
104 The singing movement in China was a reform of music education system started by 
Li-Pao Chen in the 1930s and 1940s. Chen served as the director of music education on 
China’s Ministry of Education, and he created a model for music education at the center 
of which was choral music. Throughout his career, Chen, with the help of the Chiense 
government, organized large festival choirs to perform Chinese folk and political music 
in public. This movement sough not only to revive Chinese folk music but also to 
improve Chinese moral and nationalism.  
105 Li Pao Chen, Songs of Fighting China, (New York: Chinese News Service, 1943): i.  
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Example 4.17:The Moon and Stars, first page.106 
 

                                                 
106 Ibid., 22. 
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Example 4.18: First Page of March of the Volunteers.107 

                                                 
107 Ibid., 4.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS 

 
 

 The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs was just one of several books of 

Chinese folk songs published in America in the 1940s. Though it is not well known 

today, it was an important and widely promoted book among musicologists, literary 

figures, composers, music critics, and folk-music enthusiasts in the 1940s and 1950s. 

This thesis has presented information on the treatment and stereotypes of the Chinese in 

America, biographical information on the authors and their co-creators, an analysis of the 

Chens’ book, and a comparison of The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs to other 

books of Chinese folk music published during the 1940s. Each of these chapters provides 

background on the environment in which the Chens lived and created this book, 

establishing a context in which their work can be better understood. 

 The Chens’ story, while not typical, does include many elements that wee 

common to many Chinese immigrants to the United States in the 1930s and 1940s. The 

United States had a history of discriminating against the Chinese, and during this time 

Americans were wary of Asian citizens and immigrants. It is surprising that the Chens 

were able to enter the country because of the laws the American government had passed 

restricting Asian immigration to the United States. The United States media also 

presented negative stereotypes of the Chinese. There is no doubt that the socio-political 

climate of America was generally hostile toward the Chinese; yet in spite of this the 

Chens and many other Chinese immigrants still felt that the United States would be safer 

and would offer more opportunities than their own country. America did offer the Chens 

a variety of chances for a better life, and they were very fortunate in their connections 

and their vocational choices.  

 It is safe to say that the Chens realized their privileged position within American 

society, and the connections that the Chens formed, both in China and in America, must 

have been instrumental to their success in finding professional positions and their ability 

to author their book. While no records are available of Pearl Buck’s having known the 

Chens prior to their arrival in America, connections that Mrs. Chen made while studying 

at the Berlin Hochschule für Musik and Mr. Chen’s close relationship with Sir Harold 
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Acton no doubt helped them find the prestigious jobs that they held during their time in 

the United States. It is also possible that these contacts helped to arrange safe travel and 

permission for the Chens to enter America.  

 Almost immediately upon arriving in the United States, the Chens began working 

on their book of folk songs. Their book was pitched, produced, promoted, published, and 

available for public purchase in seven months. Early drafts of the book and other 

documents indicating Mrs. Chen’s compositional process are not available, though there 

are several places where these documents might yet be located (e.g. with Mr. Chen’s 

second wife, with Mrs. Chen’s family in China, in the collections of one of the Chens’ 

collaborators). Further research in the collections of the Chens’ collaborators, such as Sir 

Harold Acton, Ruth Crawford, and Hanns Eisler, may also give more insight into the 

writing and composing process, the nature of the relationships between the Chens and 

these important literary and musical figures, and the choices made by Mrs. Chen 

regarding the construction and contents of the book.  

 The book itself, while it was the result of both the Chens’ lives and their 

collaboration with other musical and literary people, is also important because of its 

content and format. The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs is one of the first 

English-language books to recreate Chinese folk music realistically for an American 

audience and for a Western instrument. Henry Cowell states as much in his preface to the 

book, and I have not found any other books of Chinese folk songs from 1940 or before 

that try to reconstruct Chinese music as faithfully as Mrs. Chen did in her arrangements. 

Most books of Chinese folk songs published in the United States were published by 

missionaries or other musically inclined travelers to China, who transcribed the melodies 

and set them to accompaniments that would make sense to the Western ear. Neither do 

other books provide information on the performance practices and history of the songs 

that they present. The Chens book is thus notable both for including the descriptions of 

performance practice and history of these songs and for the re-imagined Chinese 

accompaniments created by Mrs. Chen. It is clear that this book could only have been 

created in the United States, not only because it is in the English language, but also 

because of the United States’ history with the Chinese people and its role in the war. 

Many musicians from Germany and France, including Hanns Eisler and Nadia 
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Boulanger, fled to the United States to escape war and persecution, and the presence of 

these various musicians in America allowed for unique collaborations. Also, America 

was not under threat of land attack in the same way that Great Britain was, and printing 

presses and universities were not being destroyed by German bombs.  

 Though it has not been possible to check Mrs. Chen’s accompaniments for 

accuracy in any print source, many videos are available on sites such as YouTube of 

Chinese ensembles performing these songs. In listening to these videos and comparing 

the music to Mrs. Chen’s accompaniments, I have found that she has faithfully recreated 

these Chinese accompaniments for the piano. Most of Mrs. Chen’s accompaniments, in 

fact, contain the same pitches and rhythms as the recordings of Chinese ensembles. While 

these videos reflect current practices of folk music ensembles affiliated with schools or 

universities, it seems that these practices may in fact be similar to, if not the same as,  

those with which Mrs. Chen had been familiar while she was growing up and studying 

music in China.  

 A final reason that the Chens’ book is important is that it was an exemplar of 

burgeoning efforts by musicologists to understand both music and culture. Musicology 

and the study of musics of unfamiliar cultures were beginning to be recognized as 

important fields of study by American universities, both because of key American figures 

such as Henry Cowell, Ruth Crawford, and Charles Seeger, and because of the influx of 

German musicologists to America during World War II. While there is no information at 

present regarding the Chens decision to include background information in their book, it 

is not impossible that they were influenced by the ideas and practices of these 

musicologists. Indeed the Chens worked with three of the most important figures in 

American musicology in the 1940s, and Mrs. Chen had received musical training in 

Germany, where musicology was a well established and important field. While no extant 

documents explain why the Chens felt it important to included the substantial prose 

discussions (whether it was their idea or whether it was something suggested to them by 

Cowell, Crawford, or Seeger), the Chens obviously wanted to provide a context for these 

songs to aid their American audience in understanding them and performing them.  

 While much has been uncovered here about the Chens’ book, there are still many 

avenues of research that might be pursued. First, I would like to find more information on 
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Mrs. Chen’s biography. There is very little information available about her education, her 

life in China, her musical training, and her relationship with the various American 

musicians whom she listed in her preface. I still do not know how Mrs. Chen knew or 

was able to meet many of the musical figures whose acquaintance she mentions, and that 

information might further illuminate the musical choices that she made in the book. We 

also know very little about Mrs. Chen’s compositional process, and it would be 

interesting to search several more library collections to see if there are any extant early 

drafts of the music in this book. Another area of the Chens’ lives about which I would 

like to learn more is their involvement in the Office of War Information. While we know 

that they assisted in transmissions of musical concerts to and from China, it would be 

interesting to know more about how their work with the OWI and Chinese music affected 

the American public. A final area related to this project about which I would like to do 

more research regards the performance and use of this book in America and Canada. 

Papers in the John Day Collection that state that songs from the Chens’ book were used 

for Chinese benefit concerts in California and that one of the songs was even used in a 

major motion picture. These are probably not the only two instances in which songs in 

the Chens’ book reached the public and more information on this topic would show how 

this work was used and accepted by the American and Chinese-American communities at 

large.  

 Overall, The Flower Drum and Other Chinese Songs appears to have played a 

noteworthy role in American music history. Written and composed by two native Chinese 

citizens, it was recognized by musicologists as one of the most accurate presentations in 

its time of Chinese music for an American audience. While it is relatively unknown 

today, it was one of the first books to include both art and cultural context for the songs, 

and to create a piano accompaniment that effectively replicates the music of the 

traditional Chinese instruments that would typically have accompanied these pieces in 

their native setting. This collection thus deserves to be regarded for the quality of its 

music, its informative content, and its attempt to contribute to political understanding in a 

crucial moment in the history of Sino-American relations. 
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