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 Mulan’s Legend and Legacy in China and the United States. By Lan Dong. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2011.
 
  Long ago in China, the maiden Mulan sighed while weaving, worried about her elderly, ill father, conscripted by the emperor’s army. Having no older brother, Mulan purchased warrior’s clothes and served in her father’s place. For years, she fought skillfully and bravely in battles far from home, beside male comrades who took her for one of them. When the emperor offered her a promotion, she refused, asking only to return to her family home. Her soldier friends accompanied her, waiting while she retired into the family quarters. They were astonished when she emerged before them dressed as a lovely woman, and offered respect and admiration for her courage and achievements.
 These are the basic events in a story which may have emerged in China between the fourth and sixth centuries and was first published as “The Ballad of Mulan,” an anonymous folk song, in a thirteenth-century anthology of lyrics, folk songs and poems. Long before Mulan’s story entered the global market, it was not considered literal history, but a legend told in song by people living on the northern border of China, who were not ethnically Chinese. Dong traces the journey of Mulan’s story from its first appearance through what she calls “the lengthy process of storytelling and retelling [. . .] in Chinese prose, drama, stage performance and folklore” (3) and onward to its many versions retold for a twentieth-century English-speaking audience. She envisions Mulan’s story as a palimpsest, a multilayered record showing both continuity and erasure.
 Dong begins her study with an illuminating chapter detailing incidents from the annals of literature and history in rigidly sex-segregated premodern China, demonstrating that Mulan was not the only Chinese woman to fight as a man. Citing the historical record, Dong describes the exploits of actual women from aristocratic families who, like Mulan, went to war out of desperate necessity, as substitutes or helpers for fathers, husbands, and brothers. They fought not for fame or glory, but out of loyalty to family and country, values highly regarded in Confucian ethics. All of these women warriors returned to their female roles as soon as the crisis was over.
 In a subsequent chapter tracing the evolution of Mulan’s story in Chinese literature, Dong begins by summarizing centuries of scholarship devoted to the text of the early ballad. Poets of the Tang Dynasty (618–907 CE) alluded to Mulan and retold her story. A sixteenth-century play portrayed her unbinding her feet, abandoning [End Page 351] that era’s most important symbol of femininity. More and more, stories emphasized Mulan’s chastity and patriotism. Twentieth-century writers invoked her as a symbol of resistance to the Japanese invasion of China. Female Red Guards recalled her when they dressed in men’s uniforms. And local historians began to treat her as an actual historical figure, even erecting shrines dedicated to her.
 Mulan was well established as a Chinese national heroine long before her story moved across the Pacific, to be first translated into English in 1881. While Chinese immigrant populations were always familiar with Mulan, Maxine Hong Kingston introduced her to a wider audience in her 1976 novel, The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Ghosts (Knopf). Drawing on her experience as a member of a Chinese immigrant community in Stockton, California, Kingston “retells Mulan’s story as autobiography,” informed by her mother’s “talk-stories” (95). In a lengthy, detailed discussion of the novel, Dong explores the various ways Kingston reinvents Mulan for her own purpose, making her a warrior-avenger. Mulan then becomes the central figure in The Woman Warrior, a book that soon entered the literary canon and laid the groundwork for new fields of scholarship.
 After discussing Kingston’s novel, with its groundbreaking, transformative portrayal of Mulan, Dong moves to an entirely different form created for a very different audience in an analysis of six picture books, all published in the United States before 2008, that tell Mulan...
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