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A book I have read,

and re-read again

very recently for the

purpose of writing this article,

is A Gesture Life, by Chang-

rae Lee, published in 1999 by

Riverhead books (356pgs). 

Though this book is almost

clinically cold in tone and at

times shockingly cruel to some of its characters, I quite

enjoyed the experience of reading it once again. I hoape

not to put off any potential readers by this statement

right up front. We ll take a look at the book itself after

introducing its author.

Chang-rae Lee is a Korean-American writer who

currently has four novels under his belt including his

debut, Native Speaker, Aloft, and his latest effort,

The Surrendered, due this fall. Chang-rae Lee was born

in Seoul in 1965 and moved to the U.S. with his parents

when he was only three years old. He spent his early

years in Westchester County, New York State (which is

where A Gesture Life takes place in its present day

setting). He currently teaches writing at Princeton

University. This first person narrative takes place in an

invented upscale town called Bedley Run and is told by

one Franklin Doc Hata (often referred to as, Good Doc

Hata, by the townspeople). Doc Hata is an elderly,

retired, former owner of a medical supplies store. Though

not an actual physician, the townsfolk find it a fitting and

respectful moniker, and Hata seems to enjoy the accolade

throughout. Well respected, seemingly by the entire

town, he has won the town s deference through

politeness, impeccable manners, and a series of kind

gestures. Though held in high regard, he is well aware

that he doesn t quite fit in. It is this uneasiness

throughout the book that makes the work intriguing. The

author plays with notions (notions, incidentally, being

one of Hata s favourite words; among the many in his

very advanced vocabulary) involved in racial and

national identity, and deftly fools with the readers

expectations when it comes to what some of these

identities really are. It is after he is hospitalized for smoke

inhalation after a minor mishap at home that he begins to

reflect on his past life. His reminiscences focus around

three women: a widower he was in a relationship with a

decade or so before, his estranged adopted daughter, and

a woman known as K from his time as a medic in the

Japanese Imperial Army during the last days of WWII. In

major ways, these are all failed relationships and it is

worth a brief mention of the latter two. Hata s adopted

daughter came from Korea yes, from right here in Pusan

and she is described by him at one point as being of like

enough race. She lives with him for a decade, from

young child to teen-ager, and during this time they

become no closer than when she was first picked up from

the airport. 

This continued circumstance causes the young teen-

ager to act out while the father keeps tight control over

his feelings. Thoughts about his daughter eventually lead

to intense memories of his time as a field medic stationed

in Burma at the most far-flung sector of [Japanese]

occupied territory. There, he is put in charge of taking

care of the last shipment of comfort women, among

whom is an attractive Korean known simply as, K .

Able to spend many hours alone with her in an empty

infirmary (as she is being reserved special for the captain)

he falls in love, or something like it, as they pretend for

awhile to be other people in order to escape the everyday

horrors of the camp. These two memories are

uncomfortably juxtaposed (in his mind, too, we can

assume) as the flashbacks cut back and forth between

each other; the daughter reminding him of K and vice

versa. 

We are left with a man who, beyond national and

racial identity problems, is also burdened with a personal

identity crisis. We find him saying things throughout,

such as, Now and then, I sometimes forget who I really

am. Or thinking about, ...what things or set of things

define [me] in the most simple ordinary way. And, ...of

being in a place and not being there, which seems of

course a chronic condition of my life.... There is,

however, a sliver of redemption. The descriptions of

camp life for the comfort women can be graphic and

upsetting, and it is interesting to see on the final page the

author acknowledge the time spent in interviewing

surviving comfort women in Seoul. I highly recommend

this novel and it is available at most bookstores in Korea

that have a decent English section. There is also a Korean

translation available. For an interview with the author

about this book, go to : http://www.kcrw.com/etc/

programs/bw/bw991104 chang-rae_lee

Prof.
Christopher Coffin
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