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Abstract

The Garden of Evening Mists by Tan Twan Eng narrates the progression from apprenticeship
of a Malaysian Chinese woman, Teoh Yun Ling, to her romantic relationship with a Japanese
gardener, Nakamura Aritomo, expanding the space for identity writing in Malaysian English
literature that reflects the interactions among diverse cultures. This article discusses Yun Ling’s
adaptation of Japanese culture at the acculturation stage, her rediscovery of Chinese culture at
the deculturation stage, and her transcultural practice of different cultures at the neoculturation
stage, in light of transculturation theory. It argues that Yun Ling’s ongoing negotiation, while
involving a collision between the external Japanese and internal Chinese cultures, forms an
important foundation for her determination to practice her transcultural identity within
multicultural Malaysia. It offers an alternative perspective for better understanding the mutual
connections among diverse cultures and embracing hybridity, a central concept in postcolonial
studies.
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INTRODUCTION

Many diasporic Malaysian authors—both past and present—still draw on Malaysia
in their imagining and articulations of home, revealing intricate ties of attachment
and belonging, in addition to the complexities of identity in a globalized era (Chin
and Quayum 585). Within the diaspora, the mobility of human beings makes cultural
contact possible, leading to cultural collision, transfer, and integration. Culture no
longer refers to earlier closed and unified national worlds but presents dynamic
and transcultural characteristics (Gui 5). This article applies Cuban anthropologist
Fernando Ortiz’s theory of transculturation to Teoh Yun Ling, the protagonist of
Tan Twan Eng’s novel, The Garden of Evening Mists, concerning the processes of
her acculturation, deculturation, and transculturation. It aims to scrutinize her
dynamic and inclusive views on cultural identity, particularly her adaptation of
Japanese culture, her rediscovery of Chinese culture, and her transcultural practice
beyond diverse cultures. We argue that Yun Ling’s exploration of transcultural
identity captures the essence of transcultural studies and contributes towards
a profound understanding of how the Malaysian Chinese community strikes a
balance to shape and uphold their unique identity within a multicultural Malaysia.
It offers a beneficial reference for promoting transcultural communication to
question cultural centrism and resist cultural hegemony.

Set in Malaysia in the late 1980s, with flashbacks from the Japanese Occupation
of Malaya (1941-1945)" in World War II and the Malayan Emergency (1948-1960)*
after the war, The Garden of Evening Mists tells the story of Teoh Yun Ling and
Nakamura Aritomo. Yun Ling, a Malaysian Chinese woman and well-regarded
Supreme Court judge, was imprisoned in a Japanese internment camp in the early
1940s and suffers loss of memory from primary progressive aphasia (PPA) in her
late fifties. Aritomo, a former gardener to the Emperor of Japan, arrived in Malaya
in 1940, and stayed for over ten years before he mysteriously disappears into the
jungle without bidding farewell to Yun Ling. The connection between the two
stems from Aritomo’s refusal of Yun Ling’s request to build a Japanese garden for
her deceased sister, in 1951. Later, he proposes that she become his apprentice, and
they eventually live together as lovers after getting to know each other better in
Yugiri.

The novel has attracted significant scholarly attention for its intricate exploration
of memory, trauma, colonial legacies, and the psychological and emotional
development of the characters. However, the exploration of transcultural identity
within the multicultural context of Malaysia has not been sufficiently addressed,
even though it is a crucial aspect of the novel’s thematic complexity. Previous
scholars, such as Seneca Nufleza Pellano and Nai-an Shih, have provided in-
depth analyses of how memory and trauma shape the characters’ experiences and
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identities. While these works are insightful, they primarily focus on individual
and collective trauma but do not fully explore how these traumatic experiences
interact with or are influenced by transcultural identities in a multicultural
society like Malaysia. The aesthetic strategies, such as Japanese gardening and
other art forms, discussed by Gail Fincham, Darin Pradittatsanee, and Vandana
Saxena, provide a rich framework for understanding how art mediates memory
and trauma. However, these discussions tend to focus on aesthetics within specific
cultural frameworks (e.g., Japanese), without addressing the broader cultural
interplay and negotiation of multiple ethnic identities in postcolonial Malaysia.
Works by Angelia Poon and David C.L. Lim have highlighted the ways in which
colonial histories and imperial ideologies influence characters’ understandings
of the past. However, the transcultural dynamics of postcolonial Malaysia remain
underexplored. The intersection of colonial trauma with Malaysia’s multicultural
setting calls for a more nuanced analysis of how different cultural memories and
identities are navigated and negotiated by the characters. Fiona Lee touches on
the issue of Chinese racism and the cosmopolitan racial formations in Malaysia
but the conversation could be extended to a more detailed discussion of how
Tan’s characters embody transcultural identities. This focus would highlight
the complexity of identity formation in a society that is both multicultural and
postcolonial, examining how characters like Yun Ling navigate the intersection of
Malaysian Chinese and Japanese influences.

Given that Malaysia is a society with a rich tapestry of ethnic groups and cultural
influences, it is noted that relatively little attention has been paid to how the novel
addresses the concept of transcultural identity. Tan’s blending of diverse artistic
and cultural traditions (as noted by Poon) offers a fertile ground for analyzing how
characters embody and express identities that transcend singular ethnic or cultural
categories. A focused investigation into how transcultural identity is constructed
in the novel could illuminate the complexities of postcolonial Malaysian society
and its ongoing negotiation of cultural hybridity.

By emphasizing transcultural identity, this article fills a crucial gap in the
existing critical literature, extending beyond the established themes of memory and
trauma to explore how characters’ identities are shaped by their interactions with
multiple cultural heritages. This approach would enrich the critical conversation
surrounding The Garden of Evening Mists and provide new insights into the novel’s
portrayal of identity in a multicultural, postcolonial context.
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TRANSCULTURATION THEORY

“Transculturation” was first proposed in place of “acculturation” by Ortiz in
the 1940s in Cuban Counterpoint: Tobacco and Sugar. His theoretical concept
interpreted three different stages of cultural contact during the European colonial
expansion in Cuba: (1) “acculturation,” referring to the acquisition of another culture
under the onslaught of colonial rule; (2) “deculturation,” referring to the loss or
uprooting of a previous culture; and (3) “neoculturation,” referring to the creation
of new cultural phenomena that came out of the previous two stages (102—03).
In the 1990s, the German cultural philosopher Wolfgang Welsch introduced the
concept of “transkulturalitat” as a critique of the limitations of multiculturalism
and interculturalism. He argued that although multiculturalism acknowledges
the existence of multiple identities such as community, class, gender, occupation,
and language, it tends to view these identities as innate and fixed (203). Different
ethnic groups in a nation would fight for their interests, and this consequently
leads to nationalism and racialism. Thus, in the context of multiculturalism,
diverse cultures share a place in society but still see themselves as distinct (Codell
2), instead of being integrated. Interculturalism, aiming to achieve interculturality
through communication between diverse cultures, admits cultural diversity, and
emphasizes the coexistence of different cultures. However, this interaction among
cultures cannot be separated from the value orientation and cognition of each
culture, as the boundary between the self and other remains (Li 125). Therefore,
transculturation, which concerns the significant changes that occur when cultural
borders are transcended, rather than the homogenization of culture within closed
and exclusive national borders, has garnered profound attention from postcolonial
literature in analyzing hybrid cultural phenomena and transcultural identities in
the era of globalization.

In the realm of literature, the term “transculturation” was initially applied
within the context of Latin American literary discourse. Justin Read investigated
the relationship between poetry and the construction of American society in the
context of transculturation (xvii). Stephanie M. Alvarez studied the theory of
transculturation and its application to the study of US Latino literature, especially in
taking Spanglish as a form of linguistic transculturation in the poetry of Tato Laviera
and Roberto G. Fernandez’s novel Raining Backwards (16-7). Angel Rama believed
that “transculturation involves losses, selections, rediscoveries, and incorporations”
(23) and argued that “one’s selection in cultural contact is a necessary step in
shaping culture” (34). He emphasized the idea of narrative transculturation as key
to understanding Latin American literature. Similarly, Mary Louise Pratt illustrates
that “during the process of transculturation, the subjugated individuals decide
to varying degrees what elements they adopt and how they utilize them, despite
lacking control over what originates from the dominant culture” (6). In “Arts of
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the Contact Zone,” she further explains that “contact zones are social spaces where
cultures encounter, conflict, and engage with one another” (34). Thus, postcolonial
literature may serve as the most profound example of transculturation (Ashcroft
122), as it illustrates these dynamic cultural exchanges.

With the increasing exchange of diverse cultures in the age of globalization,
numerous scholars have applied the concept of transculturation to analyze the
interactions between different cultures both in Latin American and Asian literary
works. They have discovered that languages and cultural traditions are translated
and negotiated as various cultures meet (Alvarez, Shaw, Hambuch, Read, Pereira-
Ares, Kaur, Thornber). For instance, Noemi Pereira-Ares, drawing on Homi K.
Bhabha’s cultural translation, analyzes “the confrontation between Irish and Indian
cultures, re-examining the traditional definitions of these two different cultures
and constructing a new transcultural space within the context of globalization”
(477). Wee Lee Ng, Manimangai Mani, and Wan Roselezam Wan Yahya delve into
the character of Philip Hutton, a British Chinese character in Tan’s The Gift of Rain,
examining the collision of Chinese, Japanese, and British cultures that Hutton
encounters and how he eventually comes to acknowledge his multiple identities,
fostering a heightened transcultural awareness. From the above examples, it can be
observed that “the concept of transculturalism is compatible with Asian cultures”
(1-4). Through the various stages of transculturation, diverse cultural elements are
exchanged and shared, resulting in an interactive space for cultural negotiation,
transformation, or even regeneration. This article uses this concept to examine The
Garden of Evening Mists, which is set in Southeast Asia.

YUN LING’S ADAPTATION OF JAPANESE CULTURE

Acculturation is a mode of cultural change that refers to the continuous cultural
contact among individuals or communities of different cultures, leading to the
changing phenomenon of the basic cultural mode of one or both sides. It begins
when two different cultures meet and assimilate over time. Rama commented that
the selections of an individual or cultural community were underappreciated by
Ortiz, in his explanation of acculturation. He argued that “the important means of
acculturation involve individual selections in response to encounters with foreign
cultures, which demonstrates the dynamism of a cultural community” (22). In
this fictional novel, Yun Ling’s acculturation of Japanese culture is not simple, but
characterized by conflicts, negotiations, and adjustments.
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At the start, Yun Ling is devoured by her hatred towards the cruelty and atrocity
of the Japanese invaders to her family. In 1938, she and her family embarked on
a journey to Kyoto, marking her initial encounter with Japanese culture. It was
during this visit that Yun Ling and her sister, Yun Hong, were captivated by the
mesmerizing Japanese gardens, cherishing the memories of these remarkable
landscapes long after their return to Malaya. Unfortunately, because of her father’s
involvement in donating money to Kuomintang and supporting China’s resistance
against the Japanese invaders during the Second Sino-Japanese War, she and her
sister were captured. They were taken to the internment camp during the Sook
Ching massacre—a Japanese military operation aimed at eliminating anti-Japanese
elements from the Chinese community in Malaya and Singapore. Yun Hong was
forced to be a comfort woman and provide sexual services for the Japanese soldiers,
constantly facing life-threatening risks after repeated abortions under inhumane
conditions. Two of Yun Ling’s fingers were cruelly cut off as a punishment for
stealing food from the kitchen to nourish her sister. Tellingly, based on their physical
ruins, the sisters’ bodies were specific sites in which history and culture coalesced
and collided (Wilson 60). In this state of affliction, the only way they could keep
their spirits up was by talking to each other about the Japanese gardens they had
visited in Kyoto, describing their minute details to recreate it in their minds, as
a psychological strategy for survival. However, their tortured life ended with the
camp being blown up before the Japanese army surrendered. Fortunately, Yun Ling
managed to survive with Tominaga Noburuwa’s help. He was the Japanese officer
for whom she had previously served as a translator during her time in the camp.
Tragically, Yun Hong and the other prisoners died and were interred.

Motivated by these traumatic memories, Yun Ling made a deliberate choice
to study law at Girton College, University of Cambridge, after the war. Then she
worked as a judge to uphold justice and fairness in the Supreme Court in Malaya.
However, she resigns after discovering that the government had betrayed its citizens
by compromising Japan’s compensation for war victims in the 1950s. At this time,
she comes across her father’s friend and business partner, Magnus Pretorius, the
owner of Majuba Tea House in Cameron Highlands. Magnus left South Africa
after his participation in the Boer War, settled in Malaya after a long journey and
married Emily, a Chinese lady. Learning of Yun Ling’s tragic ordeal and her sister’s
unfulfilled wish to build a Japanese garden, Magnus suggests that she consult his
neighbor, Nakamura Aritomo, the only Japanese gardener in Malaya to build such
a garden.

Aritomo was assigned by the Emperor of Japan to Malaya in 1940, under the
guise of building Yugiri, the garden of evening mists. However, his actual role
was to survey the Malayan terrain and assist the army in repatriating the looted
property in Southeast Asia back to Japan, which was called Project Golden Lily.
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For Aritomo, Yugiri was not only a source to represent his national pride and its
artistic beauty, but also a basis to cover up his commercial espionage (Lim 440).
As advised by Magnus, Yun Ling visits Aritomo and expresses her intention to
hire him to build a Japanese garden for her departed sister. Although he initially
rejects her, she does not give up and finally gets an offer to be Aritomo’s apprentice
to learn gardening skills. From Yun Ling’s perspective, Yugiri takes over as her
way of commemorating Yun Hong in the present and the future (Chow et al. 1119).
Only by fulfilling her promise could she be free from the pain of losing her beloved
sister. Therefore, Yun Ling convinces herself to come to Yugiri, where she starts her
contact with Japanese culture.

As a survivor of war, it was hard for Yun Ling to overcome her hatred for
the former Japanese oppressors in the internment camp. Her ressentiment,
originating from the atrocities committed by Japanese troops, is evident in her
daily interactions with Aritomo, serving as a manifestation of cultural conflict. For
instance, when she witnesses Aritomo bowing to a portrait of Emperor Hirohito
of Japan, it serves as a painful reminder of her own experience of being whipped
and beaten in the camp. When Aritomo gives strict instructions during their
gardening work, it triggers feelings of humiliation she had endured under the
Japanese invaders. These traumatic memories fuel her ressentiment towards the
Japanese, significantly impacting her ability to learn Japanese gardening. Under
these oppressive circumstances, Yun Ling seemed to be crumbling and the only
way to escape from her post-traumatic stress disorder was by temporarily setting
aside her hatred for the Japanese and just focusing on gardening and archery. Both
were forms of meditation in which Aritomo trains her, so that she could gradually
rise above her ressentiment.

Guided by Aritomo’s thorough mentorship, Yun Ling diligently studies theancient
Japanese gardening anthology, Sakuteiki, deepening her theoretical understanding
of the aesthetic essence of Japanese gardening culture, particularly the transient
nature of things and a profound sensitivity to beauty. She conscientiously puts into
practice this knowledge and these skills, such as taking off the gloves she had worn
since the war to touch the soil with her bare fingers (Tan 98), elaborately placing
stones based on the landscape’s proportion and space, carefully cutting the grass
to proper levels with the help of light and shadow to create the Taoist symbols
of yin and yang (Tan 111), and so on. As Yun Ling interacts with Aritomo more
frequently, she begins to understand the deeper meaning behind his choice to wear
traditional Japanese attire when others visit Yugiri. It is his way of harmonizing
with the ambience of the garden and embodying the extraordinary pursuit of
unity and beauty inherent in Japanese gardening culture. With this insight, her
initial hostility toward Aritomo gives way to a complex recognition of his exquisite
gardening skills. As Chow, Sarena, and Lee note: “Yugiri is the site where the
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imaginary ceases and the real meet and collide” (1118). In this transitional space,
Yun Ling is able to gradually let go of her hatred, confront the present, and embark
on her journey toward reconciliation.

By studying the theory of gardening and engaging in practical activities, Yun
Ling begins to understand the culture of Japanese dry landscape gardening. It
serves as an expressive embodiment of Zen, “the essence of the Japanese spirit’
(Sharf 27), which emphasizes the importance of relinquishing worldly attachments
and cultivating moral virtues in nature, ultimately striving for a state of no-self or
emptiness. This idea is consistent with Yun Ling’s pursuit of inner emptiness after
the war. For her, entering the ingeniously designed Zen garden meant releasing her
mind and fostering her calmness.

4

Besides practicing Japanese gardening skills, Yun Ling is also fascinated by the
art of Japanese archery, known as kyudo. When she first visits Aritomo, she sees his
posture of kyudo and is shocked by the spiritual essence of its ceremony. It is as if
time stops, with no beginning and no end (Tan 54). Attracted by the quiet sense of
spatial and temporal pause presented by kyudo, she wishes to practice this Japanese
martial art. Again with Aritomo’s help, she first learns how to “breathe and wait
properly” (Yamada 35), then performs in a standard manner, fully experiencing
the stretching of the body and concentrating on the mind while performing each
shooting movement. This principle highlights the unity of body and mind, where
the archer cultivates inner calmness through meticulous practice to achieve
optimal performance. Besides these requirements, the archer must transcend
personal desires and distractions with humility, self-discipline, and integrity
to reach a state of harmony between body and mind. Practicing these postures
continuously strengthens Yun Ling’s physical and mental conditions. Through
kyudo, she internalizes the outlook concerning a life of “stillness in movement” and

“movement in stillness,” which are embodied in kyudo culture.

By adapting to Japanese culture at the acculturation stage, particularly gardening
and kyudo, Yun Ling gains a profound understanding of the war and finally releases
her hostility towards the Japanese. From her perspective, everyone, whether in the
Japanese army on the invaders’ side or the Chinese ethnic groups on the victims’
side, had to confront an unimaginable and agonizing struggle for survival. Therefore,
no individual could be held responsible for such historical events. What one can
do is make active efforts, especially by drawing on the experience of reasonable
elements of another culture in the process of acculturation, utilize the positive
effects of external cultures, and rediscover the value of one’s internal traditional
culture. After her initial, strong refusal to be connected with the Japanese, Yun
Ling let her anguish and hatred go and devoted herself intently to the pursuits that
brought her inner peace. She freed herself from the traumas of war and attained
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a state of harmony, both physically and mentally, through constant negotiations
with and practice of Japanese culture. This journey proved beneficial in further
exploring her Chinese cultural identity.

YUN LING’S REDISCOVERY OF CHINESE CULTURE

As Ortiz points out, the concept of acculturation limits our understanding of
cultural change as it tends to depict a unidirectional process of acquiring another
culture. This perspective assumes that the dominant culture of the colonizer is
assimilated by the subordinate culture, which does not, in his case, accurately
reflect the complex historical realities of Cuba. In response to these limitations,
the concept of transculturation was proposed to “better capture the bidirectional
negotiations that occur between cultures, rather than a simple replication of one
culture by another” (97). Yun Ling’s rediscovery of Chinese culture is not only based
on her own Chinese cultural consciousness but also influenced by her adaptation
of Japanese culture in the stage of acculturation. This holds great significance as it
exemplifies the process of transculturation, and the necessary deculturation that
accompanies it.

Malaysia, with different nationalities and ethnic origins living together as
members of a community, is positioning itself as a society of multicultural
coexistence. In the early years of British colonial rule, with the development of
plantations, mining, and construction projects in Malaya, laborers were brought
from their other colonies in China and India who came with their own languages,
religions, customs, and cultural traditions. During the Japanese Occupation, the
invaders considered Malaya as part of their empire and brought their own culture
and administrative system while influencing the lives and social structures of the
local Malays and other ethnic groups. Thus, in postcolonial studies, the traditional
dichotomies of colonizer and colonized, and center and periphery, have, to some
extent, ceded conceptual ground to transnationalism (Poon 188).

According to Pellano, as Yun Ling and Aritomo work closely at Yugiri, they are
forced not only to examine and negotiate their differences but also to value what
they learn from each other (170). For Yun Ling, what Aritomo instructs her to
do is valuable, especially because of the state of tranquility and inner peace that
Japanese gardening and kyudo offer. She appreciates the concept of emptiness and
the idea of transcending the self as it helps her cope with her trauma. However,
transcultural practice is not without its challenges; Yun Ling is vilified and
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misunderstood by others. For instance, the Chinese community cannot understand
her choice of becoming Aritomo’s apprentice because of the brutal crimes the
Japanese committed against them. While attending public activities with Aritomo,
she is considered the one betraying her Chinese ethnic group. After Aritomo’s
disappearance, her intimate relationship with him leads her to be severely accused
of tarnishing her family’s reputation. Arguably, as her behaviors are misunderstood
by others, Yun Ling becomes even more estranged from her Chinese ethnicity.

Nevertheless, Yun Ling does not completely abandon her traditional Chinese
culture and identity. Rather, she reminisces about certain elements of Chinese
culture in her memories. As Rama points out, when a foreign culture comes into
contact with an existing cultural community;, its traditional culture is not passive or
destined for great loss or inferior to the foreign culture (9). Instead, the community
will take the initiative to select elements from foreign and traditional cultures,
and then the community’s previous value, which may have been forgotten, is
rediscovered. In the narrative, Yun Ling progressively finds connections between
her traditional Chinese and foreign Japanese cultures, one of which was the spread
of ancient Chinese gardening culture to Japan and its influence on Japanese garden
design, as explained in Aritomo’s English translation of Sakuteiki, the traditional
Japanese manual he asks Yun Ling to read.

The practice of designing gardens had originated in the temples of China, where the works
were done by monks... The earliest reference to designing gardens in Japan emphasised
mono mo aware, the sensitivity to the sublime, and was marked by an obsession with all
aspects of Chinese culture. (Tan 89)

Here, Aritomo explains the cultural connection between Japan and China in the
form of gardening, and this perspective is supported by Lim, who indicates that
the “Japanese garden is essentially imported from China, whose culture (literature,
art, tea ceremony, religion including Zen, etc.) is heavily borrowed by Japan” (445).
Besides the garden, ukiyo-e (Japanese woodblock prints) and horimono (Japanese
tattoo) also “dipped their buckets into the same well for inspiration” from Suikoden,
the ancient block-printed Chinese novel known as Water Margin (Tan 28). To some
extent, the kyudo that Yun Ling learns from Aritomo can be seen as a continuation
and localization of ancient Chinese archery, as highlighted in The Book of Rites,
which emphasizes that spiritual harmony can be achieved through high restraint.
Through such cultural connections, Yun Ling gains a deeper appreciation for the
value of Chinese culture and consciously aligns herself more closely with the
preservation of Chinese cultural traditions.

Yun Ling’s rediscovery of her Chinese identity is represented in many ways and

sustained by her intergenerational memory, including names and clothing. Names
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often carry the history, cultural background, and traditions of a family, while
traditional clothing reflects the aesthetics, values, and lifestyles within a particular
culture. Yun Ling’s ancestors came from Fujian in the south of China, and settled
down in Penang, Malaya, in the late-nineteenth century. As she reflects, “As in
life, family must come first. That was what I had always been taught” (Tan 37).
Her surname, Teoh, reveals her rooted connection to her ancestors. Since the
Chinese emphasize the literal and semantic meanings of names (Lee 284), her
given name provides significant insights. The Chinese character Yun, meaning
“cloud” and implying mystery and mobility, signifies the early diasporic history of
overseas Chinese. Ling, meaning “forest” and indicating wilderness and endurance,
symbolizes resilience and adaptability to challenging environments. In addition
to her name, Yun Ling’s traditional clothing plays a crucial role in expressing
her Chinese identity. While attending celebrations of Chinese Spring Festival or
Mid-Autumn Festival that gather people from various racial, ethnic, and social
backgrounds in Malaysia, she wears traditional Chinese costumes, such as a pale
green silk gipao, also known as cheongsam, and an imperial Chinese jade bracelet
(Tan 137). These exquisite garments and jewelry, inherited from her mother,
effectively showcase her Chinese heritage.

Another mode of rediscovering her Chinese identity was through funeral and
mourning rituals. Yun Ling’s efforts to honor the deceased shows her commitment
to preserving her Chinese identity. For instance, after surviving the internment
camp, her utmost wishes were to find a final resting place for Yun Hong, comfort
the souls of those who had perished in the camp, and arrange a proper burial site
to lay them to rest with dignity. However, unable to fulfil these wishes, she decides
to set up a memorial tablet for Yun Hong at the Guan Yin (The Goddess of Mercy)
Temple in her hometown. At Magnus’ funeral, she follows her father’s instruction of
giving pek khim (condolence money), a white envelope with money for the family of
the deceased. She kneels before the tombstone, pressing three joss sticks between
her palms to pray for Aritomo and Emily after their passing. These funeral and
memorial activities provide a means for expressing sorrow and seeking emotional
comfort, while also offering a sense of ritual during the mourning process. By
doing so, Yun Ling conveys a sense of cultural identity within the ethnic Chinese
community.

In a certain sense, Aritomo’s teachings on Japanese culture—its technical
brilliance, refined aesthetics, and appreciation for nature—helped Yun Ling
rediscover her traditional Chinese culture. By recalling intergenerational memories,
Yun Ling embarks on a dialectical re-identification of her Chinese traditions and
culture with a broader vision. She understands the importance of fostering effective
intercultural communication and integration, as they strengthen the mutual
understanding among people of diverse backgrounds. Thus, she is ready to enter
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the transcultural phase and embark on a journey of exploring her transcultural
identity through negotiation and integration with diverse cultures.

YUN LING’S TRANSCULTURAL PRACTICE BEYOND DIVERSE CULTURES

According to Frank Schulze-Engle and Sissy Helff, a paradox arises in the
multicultural community during the stages of acculturation and deculturation.
In these stages, implicit similarities can be found amidst the heterogeneity of
different cultures, while inevitable differences emerge within the homogeneity
of each one. Therefore, every culture shows an inherent nature of hybridity and
so the phenomenon of transculturation will continue to exist (7). As a subject of
cultural communication, each individual plays a crucial role in bridging cultural
boundaries and seeking their own identity and value through cultural interaction.
For instance, the types of Chinese identities in Malaysia have been influenced by
localization—the process of becoming local, involving cultural adjustment to a
local geographical and social environment as well as identifying with the locality.
The Chinese in Malaysia are both ethnic Chinese (Huaren) and Malaysians. As
Huaren, they are both territorially bounded as Chinese Malaysians and unbounded
as transnational Chinese. The bounded identity of Malaysians of Chinese origin
reflects the diverse localization experience of the Chinese. Therefore, transcultural
identity often acts as a performative tool for navigating local integration challenges,
for creating a sense of belonging to multiple places, and for adopting agentic
capacities to identity and intercultural relations.

In the transitive process of one culture influencing another, the traditional
culture would undergo changes or variations because of its contact with the
foreign culture. Compared to its previous state, the traditional culture is no
longer artistically original or culturally authentic. Instead, it incorporates other
cultural elements to adapt and stay relevant in the cultural transformation (Taylor
96). This is especially evident in Yun Ling’s transcultural practice during Chinese
festivals. Taking the traditional celebratory activities on the evening of the Mid-
Autumn Festival®as an example, a Chinese family would appreciate the moon and
enjoy moon cakes together, typically symbolizing the blessing of family reunion
and harmony. The legend of Chang Er’s flight to the moon is to commemorate
the bravery of Hou Yi and the sacrifice of Chang Er. However, Yun Ling learned
another version of the legend of this festival from Emily at Majuba Tea House, a
transcultural space where a mix of diverse nationalities and ethnic groups coexisted,
such as the English, Dutch Afrikaner, Japanese, Malayan Chinese, Malayan Indians,
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Malayan Malay, etc. In this version, the festival was celebrated for the Chinese
uprising that was planned to take place on Chong Qiu, namely August 15 on the
lunar calendar, to end the Mongols’ rule in the late Yuan Dynasty. The messages
of the uprising were carved into cakes and cut into quarters, which could only be
read by putting all the pieces together. Meanwhile, the cultural elements referring
to the legend of Chang Er, the Lady of Moon, varied. In some stories, she did not
sacrifice herself, but rather, driven by curiosity, she swallowed the pill when her
husband Hou Yi was out hunting. Hou Yi was sometimes portrayed as a power-
hungry emperor instead of a brave hero. After shooting down nine out of ten suns
in the sky under the Emperor’s orders, he “was the new ruler of China when the
Emperor was dying. And he loved being an emperor so much that he asked the
gods to make him immortal” (Tan 142).

With historical development and social transformation, traditional Chinese
culture had undergone several changes, especially when it came to important
festivals. As Elizabeth Bedford claims, variations exist within different Chinese
communities. Most overseas Chinese consciously choose to “preserve their
Chinese identity through celebrations like the Mid-Autumn Festival” (Bedford 26).
Although the cultural elements of the Mid-Autumn Festival are reconfigured in
Yun Ling’s memories, she is still capable of rationally rethinking the various factors
within traditional Chinese culture. Since the cultural elements of individuals from
diverse backgrounds influence one other through cultural contact, they must
reposition their identities and make corresponding adjustments to adapt to this
change. This process reflects the core principles of neocultural phenomena defined
by Ortiz (103). In fact, the emergence of such a neocultural phenomenon relies on a
reexamination of tradition: only through critical reflection and selective adaptation
can one strike a balance to shape a renewed sense of identity. In this scenario, Yun
Ling perceives that selection is the important factor in shaping cultural identity,
allowing her to move beyond “the markers of nationality” and foster “awareness
across the boundaries” within a transcultural framework (Saxena 193).

As the sole survivor of the Japanese internment camp, Yun Ling’s traumatic
past further influenced the formation, negotiation, and representation of her
identity across multiple cultures, aligning with Dominick LaCapra’s concept
of “empathic unsettlement” (41). This unsettlement, as Taynna Marino suggests,
“may join identification, recognition of otherness, sympathy and distress” (580),
highlighting that the impact of trauma extends beyond the individual and creates
ripple effects that challenge cultural norms and boundaries. According to LaCapra,
“acting-out” refers to the repetitive reliving of trauma without insight, whereas
“working-through” is an open, self-questioning process that never attains closure
and counteracts acting-out without entirely transcending it (xxiii). For Yun Ling,
navigating her identity involved grappling with repression, dissociation, and
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denial—psychological mechanisms that “resisted conscious recollection” (LaCapra
391). These internal struggles made it impossible for her to remain a static cultural
identity, pushing her toward a more evolving sense of self. Recognizing that the
past could never be fully resolved but must be continually worked through, Yun
Ling developed a new understanding of identity as a dynamic construct shaped not
only by trauma but also by her selective incorporation of cultural elements from
both Chinese and Japanese traditions. This transformation reflected a transcultural
approach she adopted during the neoculturation stage. A representative example
of this is her participation in the Lunar New Year celebrations at Majuba Tea House
with Aritomo, where these ceremonies featured transcultural characteristics: “[t]
he decoration of red banners, red paper lanterns, and red squares of paper with
the Chinese character ‘Fook’ in black calligraphy” symbolized the festive blessings
cherished by the Chinese; “the branches of furry-budded cherry blossom,” which
were considered the national flower of Japan, arranged in Chinese porcelain
vases, emphasizing the connection between Japanese and Chinese cultures; and
“a wine made for exiles” served as a metaphor to describe the trajectory of their
diasporic lives (Tan 168-69). This blending of cultural elements not only reflects
the interrelation between traditional and foreign influences but also underscores
Yun Ling’s inclusive attitude towards diverse cultures, rooted in her transcultural
awareness. By embracing these diverse traditions, Yun Ling actively participates in
a dynamic process of identity reconstruction, demonstrating her ability to navigate
and integrate her complex cultural heritage.

The dynamic essence of cultural contact in the course of transculturation is clear.
If cultural differences are negated when different cultures communicate with each
other, cultural homogeneity will be emphasized, and probably lead to the decline,
stagnation, or even isolation of a particular culture. After Yun Ling rediscovers
her Chinese traditional culture and value, and then accepts the cultural variations
within it, she comes to employ a transcultural perspective, wherein she appreciates
the coexistence of diverse cultures and acknowledges the intricate connections
among them.

Yugiri, the garden of evening mists, is the product of Yun Ling’s participation
in her transcultural practice. Situated in Cameron Highland, this Japanese garden
integrates various cultural elements such as stone steps from the Ayutthaya
Dynasty in ancient Thailand, a Buddha statue from China, a water wheel gifted
by the Japanese Emperor, and a collection of herbs and woody plants from around
the world. In memory of Yun Hong, the Pavilion of Heaven is built and named
“The Clouds,” with Aritomo’s approval, and inspired by Percy Shelley, her favorite
English poet.
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The horimono patterns on Yun Ling’s back are blended with different cultural
symbols, reflecting a more inclusive transcultural feature. The camellia, on behalf
of Majuba Tea House and the South African-style building owned by Magnus,
symbolizes their friendship in the transnational context of Cameron Highlands.
The lotus refers to the garden of evening mists, with significant meaning in
Buddhism, guarding the herons in flight and embodying the serene flow of life
and the tranquility, detachment, and pleasure of Asian religious culture. The
chrysanthemum, a symbol of the Japanese Royal Emperor, represents Aritomo’s
bushido spirit of patriotism and loyalty, advocated by Japanese militarism in the
first half of the twentieth century. The image of Hou Yi wearing a hakama signifies
the creative fusion of Chinese myth and Japanese traditional costume, with the
sun he shot down resembling the Japanese flag. The blank rectangle, a vacant
space within the Japanese tattoo to exposing negative space, conveys the aesthetic
significance of imperfections and alludes to both the camp where Yun Hong was
buried and the hidden treasure of Project Golden Lily. The Cloud Temple is the
sacred site where Yun Ling and Aritomo release Tominaga’s soul. These diverse
cultural elements are properly blended into the horimono on Yun Ling’s back, thus
creating harmonious integration.

Both Yugiri and horimono are manifestations of Yun Ling’s transcultural practice
through her initiative selection. As a transcultural participant, Yun Ling decides
to preserve and open Yugiri to the public, allowing more people to appreciate its
unique charm, and experience the richness of diverse cultures in the transcultural
space. She is determined to protect the horimono created by Aritomo, as it has
become an integral part of her identity. Through her transcultural practice, Yun
Ling comes to realize that there is no absolute isolation or conflict among different
cultures; they are intricately interwoven and interconnected. Transcultural
practice gradually weakens the boundaries between cultures and various cultural
elements from different communities. This does not diminish the distinctiveness
of each culture but rather emphasizes the diversity inherent in individuals and
communities. Such acknowledgment of diversity encourages the exploration of
a path towards mutual recognition, equal dialogue, and harmonious coexistence
among heterogeneous cultures.

CONCLUSION

Malaysia is a multi-ethnic society which includes Malays, Chinese, Indians, and
many other ethnic groups. As Abdul Rahman Embong notes, although each of
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them may have distinct interests and exist in an asymmetric relationship, it is more
beneficial to think of them as interconnected, with a dynamic of “accommodation,
adaptation, and modifications” (15). This article employs transculturation theory to
analyze The Garden of Evening Mists as postcolonial literature. The aim is to deepen
one’s understanding of other cultures, develop transcultural knowledge, and, most
crucially, cultivate respect for cultural diversity. By examining the influence of British
colonial values, Japanese gardening principles, and Malaysia’s multiculturalism, the
article explores how these elements shape and challenge individual value systems
and cultural interactions. Moreover, it elucidates the complexity and dynamism of
the transcultural process as reflected in Yun Ling’s personal experiences, providing
in-depth insight into Ortiz’s three stages of transculturation and Rama’s theory,
which is a further development of Ortiz’s concept, of transculturation. Yun Ling
enters the acculturation stage of Japanese culture with Aritomo’s guidance. At the
deculturation stage, her traditional Chinese culture remains resilient, and gains
strength when she comes in contact with Japanese culture, effectively rediscovering
her Chinese heritage. As a Chinese Malaysian who grew up in Malaysia and
received her education in English, Yun Ling does not practice re-sinicisation to
strengthen her Chinese identity rooted in China. Instead, her Malaysian Chinese
identity is clearly seen through her transcultural practices, embracing a diverse
range of cultures to adapt to Malaysia’s multicultural social reality.

Dai Yun Yue indicates that “in the process of cultural formation, the cultural
subject in the community, which is neither passively absent nor destined to
succumb to foreign cultures, exhibits initiative and creativity” (63). When a fusion
of two or more cultures occurs, an emphasis on transcultural communication
emerges with the goal of mutual understanding and promotion. In narrating Yun
Ling’s negotiation between cultures, Tan highlights the need for and feasibility
of marginalized Chinese ethnic groups to conduct transcultural practices in
multicultural Malaysia. Through a cultural interpretation of Yun Ling’s experience,
he echoes cultural heterogeneity and the practical significance of transcultural
identity in the new era of cultural globalization. Marginalized individuals or
communities must break down the confines of their specific cultures. By upholding
a transcultural ideology, they transcend the boundaries of different cultures and
construct an identity to avoid cultural conflict and enhance the cultural ecology of
mankind.
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Notes

1. Japanese Occupation (December 1941—August 1945): Since the early twentieth century,
owing to the presence of less arable land, poor resources, and overpopulation in Japan, the
Japanese government advocated migration or colonization to Southeast Asian countries,
including Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, and parts of Thailand and the Philippines,
due to the small population and abundant resources there. These Japanese expatriates
mainly engaged in commercial activities such as cultivation, forestry, mining, and fishery.
However, following the outbreak of the Pacific War in World War II, the Japanese troops
invaded Malaya by bicycle through the tropical jungle early in the morning on December
8, 1941, marking the beginning of the Japanese occupation of Malaya. Kuala Lumpur, the
capital of Malaya, was captured on January 11, 1942. The British were forced to withdraw
from Singapore on January 31. Japan completely defeated Britain in Malaya and thus
began Japanese colonial rule.

2. Malayan Emergency began in 1948 and ended in 1960. After the armed struggle of the
Malayan Communist Party in 1948, British colonialists declared Perak and Johor to be
in a state of emergency on June 16, and later, an emergency decree was implemented
across the country on June 18. On June 20, the British colonial government launched
a nationwide all-night manhunt to arrest many Malayan Communists, former soldiers
of the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army, and other democratic progressives. The
British colonialists forced residents in rural areas to move from shacks on the edge of
the jungle to the highly monitored new Chinese villages, where they were surrounded by
barbed wire, police posts, and floodlights.

3. The Mid-Autumn Festival is celebrated worldwide in the Chinese community on the
fifteenth day of the eighth lunar month. It is a special occasion that honors traditions,
strengthens family bonds, and celebrates the bountiful harvest season. The legend
associated with this festival concerns the goddess Chang Er, who is believed to reside on
the moon. The story tells of how, long ago, the Earth had ten suns and their intense heat
ravaged the world with a devastating drought. At the Emperor of Heaven’s request, the
skilled archer, Hou Yi, who was also Chang Er’s husband, shot down nine of the suns and
saved life on Earth.
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