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These discussion questions are designed to enhance your group’s conversation about The Private 
Papers of Eastern Jewel, the sensuous story of a bold Chinese princess who defies society’s rules 
and pays the ultimate price.  
 
About this book 
Eastern Jewel always loved spying, with all the power and consequences it brings.  She loses her 
Chinese home over spying; her father, Prince Su, banishes her to Japan when she is caught 
watching his sexual exploits.  Now an adopted daughter of Japan, Eastern Jewel, now renamed 
Yoshiko, begins a new life of spying and secrecy, and she comes of age with her stepfather, 
Kawashima, as one of her many lovers. 
 
As a woman, Eastern Jewel’s freedom is limited, even in a rapidly modernizing Tokyo.  
Kawashima forces her to marry a Mongolian prince, and Eastern Jewel must make her home in a 
frigid, unfamiliar landscape.  The kind-natured Mongolians nearly steal her heart, but Eastern 
Jewel, determined to have her independence, escapes to Shanghai.  The decadent city is under 
Japanese control, and Eastern Jewel begins working for the secret service, seducing aristocrats 
and reporting their secrets to the Japanese government.  She infiltrates the household of the 
deposed Chinese Emperor and Empress, sacrificing friendship for her beloved Japan.  When 
world war strikes and the Japanese are defeated, Eastern Jewel suffers the ultimate betrayal: the 
country she has loved abandons her, and China brands her a traitor to her own blood.  After three 
years in jail, awaiting execution, Eastern Jewel puts her life story to paper, exposing every sexual 
adventure, every sordid secret.   
 
For discussion  
 

1. The Private Papers of Eastern Jewel opens with a list of items found in Eastern Jewel’s 
prison cell.  What is the significance of each item to Eastern Jewel’s past?  What other 
important artifacts are missing from this list, lost on her long voyage from palace to jail? 
 

2. All the chapters of the novel are named after food and drink.  How does this set the tone 
for each chapter?  Eastern Jewel declares, “In my heart I am Japanese, but I am Chinese 
in my stomach and love every kind of food.” (116) Do these chapter titles reinforce 
Eastern Jewel’s Chinese identity? Why or why not? 

 
3. Eastern Jewel’s parting advice from her mother is, “You must be brave, little daughter, 

and remember that the stronger the wind, the stronger the tree needs to be.” (7) What do 
the mother’s words mean?  When does Eastern Jewel follow this advice? 

 
4. Leaving her father’s palace, “It dawned on me then for the first time, but by no means the 

last, that perhaps I was truly unlovable.  I think that unconsciously I chose to live up to 
that expectation of my nature rather than to change it.” (11) Who falls in love with 
Eastern Jewel over the course of the novel, and what price do they pay?  Is Eastern Jewel 
truly unlovable?  Why or why not? 



 
5. The novel presents itself as a collection of “private papers,” Eastern Jewel’s recollection 

of her life story.  What might inspire her to write down her life story while in jail?  What 
aspects of the novel feel especially private, like a personal diary? 

 
6. “And so the legend of Shimako began, according to which she had been a person of 

infinite kindness, a shining example of purity and selflessness and one who delighted in 
peacemaking.” (31)  Eastern Jewel learns the different between legend and reality from 
Shimako’s suicide.  Imagine the “legend of Eastern Jewel” after her death.  How was 
Eastern Jewel likely remembered, both in China and in Japan?  What are some possible 
inaccuracies in that legend, as in the legend of Shimako? 

 
7.  Consider the complicated relationship between Eastern Jewel and her stepmother 

Natsuko.  What is the source of Eastern Jewel’s love for Natsuko?  Why does Eastern 
Jewel hide her feelings?  She wonders, “If Natsuko had loved me would my nature have 
been different?” (207) Discuss possible answers to this question. 

 
8. As she switches lovers, Eastern Jewel remarks, “Tanaka had been blind to my true 

addiction; it had never been opium.” (242) How does Eastern Jewel’s craving for sexual 
novelty affect her love life? How does it shape her career?  
 

9. Eastern Jewel declares that Mongolians, “if you were not careful, would steal your heart 
and make you captive.” (109) Who nearly steals Eastern Jewel’s heart in Mongolia? Why 
does she feel affection for a people who are so different in their customs and way of life? 
 

10. Eastern Jewel changes fashions in each new city she visits.  In what situations does she 
seem to enjoy dressing like a man? When does feminine dress suit her better? Which 
style of dress seems closer to her true personality, and why? 
 

11. “It took me years to learn, and then only under the most dire of circumstances, that it is 
people, not country, who are owed loyalty.” (199) How does Eastern Jewel learn this 
difficult lesson?  Which people should she have trusted, instead of pledging blind loyalty 
to Japan? 

 
12. Discuss the character of Wan Jung, the Chinese Empress.  What are her strengths and 

limitations?  Why does she never try to escape from her sad fate in Manchuria? 
 

13. Eastern Jewel falls in love with two men: Yamaga and Jack Stone.  Compare these two 
love affairs.  How do they begin?  Why do they fail?  What attracts each man to Eastern 
Jewel, and vice versa? 

 
14. Eastern Jewel’s execution was reported in the Peking Daily newspaper.  Is this proof that 

she submitted to her fate, or could she have escaped?  Explain. 
 



15. Imagine if Eastern Jewel were a spy today rather than in the 1930’s and 1940’s.  What 
rights and privileges would she enjoy today?  What other challenges might Eastern Jewel 
face in today’s world? 
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Silk; Shan Sa, The Girl Who Played Go; Adeline Yen Mah, Falling Leaves; Su Tong, Raise the 
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