SAVING FISH FROM DROWNING
Amy Tan
*****

A critical paper by

Norma Glazer
*****

October 2, 2012
    Saving Fish from Drowning is Amy Tan’s fifth novel and is a departure from her usual mother-daughter, Asian and American conflict type of story.  This book is part ghost story, part murder mystery, part romantic comedy, and part political farce and all those parts make the reader drown in distractions.  She wrote the book to raise consciousness about the brutal dictatorship in Burma but the story line and the silliness of the Americans drown out the heavier political message.

     “The idea for this book began with a bolt of lightning and a clap of thunder” outside of the American Society of Psychical Research, Amy Tan writes in “a note to the reader.”  She says she is amazed that some have taken her at her word and “remember” this made-up story she “reprints” from the San Francisco Chronicle, since the irony is quite heavy-handed.  Tan has said she wishes she could write a book, channeled through someone else and just put it on paper as if it were dictated by some ghostly spirit.  In this case the ghost is Bibi Chen, an art collector and the original tour leader of a trip to China and Burma to view a thousand years of Buddhist art.  Unfortunately, Bibi dies under mysterious circumstances two weeks before the trip.  The 11 people who were planning on going decide to continue with the trip in honor of Bibi and because it is too late to get a refund.  They recruit Bennie to be the guide, even though he is ill-prepared to do so.
    Bibi Chen then becomes the all knowing narrator of the story as the 12 travelers depart for their trip.  Tan says she modeled her novel on the classic Canterbury Tales but, as Barbara Lloyd McMichael says in The Seattle Times, you get a bit of Gilligan’s Island as well.  Bibi can enter the minds of the travelers so that the reader knows what everyone is thinking but she cannot influence what they do until it becomes necessary to the plot and then she figures out how to enter the dream of the tour guide.  The travelers  include Harry, TV star of The Fido Files; Vera, a statuesque director of a large foundation for African-American causes; Marena, a fine arts specialist and her 12 year old daughter Esmé (to say nothing of the dog she adopts along the way); Roxanne, an evolutionary biologist and her younger husband, Dwight, a behavioral psychologist; Mark, a bamboo farmer, and his 15 year old son, Rupert; Heidi, Roxanne’s half- sister, a hypochondriac who suffers from post traumatic stress syndrome; Wendy, a trust fund baby who wants to save the world and her boy friend Wyatt; and Bennie, the new tour guide.  The only fully developed character is Bibi Chen, who Amy Tan says speaks in the voice of her mother, if her mother had spoken better English and had been more educated.  The other characters are cardboard and are more concerned with their love lives than with the art and the sights that they have come to see.  The emphasis of the first part of the book is on humor; much of it slapstick and scatological.
     The title of the book comes from a Buddhist fable about intentions and outcomes.  A man takes fish out of the water to save them from drowning, but once they are out of the water and die, he then sells them.  This becomes an analogy for the nasty American habit of killing people around the world as the outcome of trying to save them for democracy.  Bibi Chen’s friends are not immune to this as they become involved with the Karen tribe in Myanmar.  The Karen mistake Rupert, as he does card tricks to amuse himself, for Younger White Brother, the returned Lord of the Nats.  In Tan’s history, the original Lord of the Nats was a scam artist on the run who was the author of a book on magic called  Artifice, Ruse, and Subterfuge at the Card Table by S. W. Erdnase or E. S. Andrews backwards.  The Karen were told by Andrews that he could make them invisible the same way he could make cards disappear and thus save them from their enemies.  One hundred years later, the Karen has real enemies in the Myanmar regime and decide that Rupert was sent to save them.  They kidnap the Americans and wait for Rupert to figure out that he is the reincarnation of the Lord of the Nats.  Our travelers, liberal elite Americans, happily follow Black Spot to the Karen hidden location thinking that the roughness of the difficult trip guarantees a unique travel experience that no other travelers will have.  It takes them weeks to figure out that they are there against their will.
      Once they figure this out, they have to decide how they can save themselves but also save the Karen.  They have an ally in Harry who was left behind, recovering from a hangover and is now on GNN (Global News Network) trying to save them but being manipulated by the Myanmar regime.  Tan satirizes reality survivor shows and the motives, methods and behaviors of the media.  The lessons the American learn are more comical than dire.  The same cannot be said for the Karen.  
     Amy Tan started the book out with her usual conflict between a daughter and her mother, Bibi and Sweet Ma but, then, unlike most of her books, she veers into another world of comedy, satire, and political polemic.  Her success is debatable and the reviews are mixed.  Andrew Solomon says, “The book has clever moments and some good one-liners, but none of Tan’s books is funny; humor is not her forté.  She has a clunky way with irony, and the sprawling slapstick set pieces at the core of this effort are draggy and inept.”  Sara Peyton says, “How much you enjoy Saving Fish from Drowning may have to do with how willing you are to be bewitched by a superbly executed, goodhearted farce that is part romance and part mystery with political bent.”  Gail Caldwell, in the Boston Globe says, “When it finds its point, Saving Fish from Drowning is replete with the riches that have made Tan’s reputation.  She can be smart, funny, and above all a powerful storyteller…But the novel is so suffused with repetition and dead-end anecdotes that the reader is as weary as our disoriented tourists by the time the action starts.”
     I’d like to end with a quote from Thornton Sully.  He begins by saying that “Tan plunks down a jury full of doubting Western tourists in a land that would be mythical, were it not real: Burma, where under a banana leaf, behind a random palm tree, under a rickety bridge, even residing within a television, dwell the unseen spirits… the Nats, the Asian approximation of fairies….  Tan is an excellent tour guide, translating not only cultural differences but cultural intent as well.  Isn’t that really what all her books are about?  When she writes, something is added to the translation, rather than lost.  And is her last name only a coincidence?  Spell it backward.”   Amy Tan has tried to make us believe in her mythical world, but has she? 

