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English Language Arts  
• ELAGSE7RL2: Determine a theme and/or central idea of a text and analyze its development over the 
course of the text; provide an objective summary of the text 

• ELAGSE7RL6: Analyze how an author develops and contrasts the points of view of different characters or 
narrators in a text. 

• ELAGSE8RL3: Analyze how particular lines of dialogue or incidents in a story or drama propel the action, 
reveal aspects of a character, or provoke a decision. 

• ELAGSE9-10RL3: Analyze how complex characters (e.g., those with multiple or conflicting motivations) 
develop over the course of a text, interact with other characters, and advance the plot or develop the theme 

• ELAGSE9-10RL4: Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in the text, including 
figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the cumulative impact of specific word choices on meaning 
and tone (e.g., how the language evokes a sense of time and place; how it sets a formal or informal tone.) 

• ELAGSE11-12RL3: Analyze the impact of the author’s choices regarding how to develop and relate 
elements of a story or drama (e.g., where a story is set, how the action is ordered, how the characters are 
introduced and developed). 

• ELAGSE11-12RL5: Analyze how an author’s choices concerning how to structure specific parts of a text 
(e.g., the choice of where to begin or end a story, the choice to provide a comedic or tragic resolution) 
contribute to its overall structure and meaning as well as its aesthetic impact. 

Social Studies  
• SS7G12: Analyze the diverse cultural characteristics of the people who live in Southern and Eastern Asia. 

• SSUSH7: Investigate political, economic, and social developments during the Age of Jackson. 

• SSSocC2: Evaluate how cultures evolve over time. 

• SSWH16: Analyze the rise of nationalism and worldwide imperialism. 

• SSWH16.c: Examine anti-imperial resistance, include: Opium Wars, Boxer Rebellion, and the Indian Revolt 
of 1857. 

• SSUSH12: Evaluate how westward expansion impacted the Plains Indians and fulfilled Manifest Destiny. 

• SSUSH12.a: Examine the construction of the transcontinental railroad including the use of immigrant labor. 

• SSUSH11: Examine connections between the rise of big business, the growth of labor unions, and 
technological innovations. 

• SSUSH11.d: Describe Ellis and Angel Islands, the change in immigrants’ origins and their influence on the 
economy, politics, and culture of the United States. 

 

GEORGIA STANDARDS OF EXCELLENCE

Suggested Grade Level: Grades 7-12 
Content advisory: depicts drinking alcohol, smoking a cigarette, and addresses issues related to 
racism and violence.



ALLIANCE THEATRE INSTITUTE // THE CHINESE LADY STUDY GUIDE4

World Languages: Chinese I 
• MLI.CU: Cultural Perspectives, Practices, and Products (CU) 

• MLI.CU1: The students develop an awareness of perspectives, practices, and products of the cultures 
where the target language is spoken. 

• MLI.CU1A: Demonstrate knowledge of contributions of target culture(s) to civilization. 

• MLI.CU1B: Identify commonly held viewpoints of the cultures, such as those relating to time, education, 
and meals. 

• MLI.CU1C: Describe customs and traditions of the cultures such as greetings, celebrations and courtesies. 

Theater  

• TA7.CN.2: Examine the role of theatre in a societal, cultural, and historical context.  

      • b. Identify and analyze cultural influences on theatre.  

      • c. Utilize multi-disciplinary research skills to obtain cultural and historical information to justify artistic 
choices (e.g. costuming, make-up, setting of a time period in relation to the play). 

• TA8.CN.2: Examine the role of theatre in a societal, cultural, and historical context. 

      • d. Discuss theatre’s role in reflecting the culture of a society. 

• TAHSA.RE.1: Engage actively and appropriately as an audience member.  

      • a. Examine and reflect on the relationship between actor and live audience in historical and contempo-
rary performances. 

• TAHSA.RE.2: Critique various aspects of theatre and other media using appropriate supporting evidence.  

      • a. Develop and utilize meaningful, structured criteria for assessing the work of an actor.

GEORGIA STANDARDS OF EXCELLENCE

GEORGIA STANDARDS OF EXCELLENCE
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Synopsis

Inspired by the true story of Afong Moy, The Chinese Lady is a darkly poetic, yet whimsical 
portrait of our collective past seen through the eyes of a young Chinese woman. Afong is 
only 14 years old when she’s brought to the United States in 1834 and displayed as “The 
Chinese Lady” – the first to step foot on U.S. soil. Decade after decade, she performs 
as a living exhibit, showing curious white visitors how she eats and what she wears as 
merchants sell tea and Chinoiserie in the lobby. As time wears on, the lines between her 
performance and her identity begin to blur. Described as “moving and often sharply funny” 
(The New York Times), The Chinese Lady examines the ongoing struggle for empathy and 
understanding across cultural divides.

Playwright Study

Lloyd Suh is the author of plays including The Far Country 
(2023 Pulitzer Prize finalist), The Heart Sellers, American 
Hwangap, Franklinland, and Bina’s Six Apples, which 
premiered at Alliance Theater in 2022 (co-production 
with Children’s Theater Company). His work has been 
produced across the country, including The Public, 
Atlantic Theatre Company, Huntington, Berkeley Rep, 
and with Ma-Yi Theatre Company and Ensemble Studio 
Theatre. This summer, he collaborated with Atlanta-based 
artist and illustrator Nicole Kang Ahn on Bina’s Harvest, 
a book for young readers as part of the Mayor’s Summer 
Reading Club. Awards include the Steinberg Playwright 

Award, the Horton Foote Prize, the Herb Alpert Award in the Arts, and the Guggenheim 
Fellowship. He was elected in 2016 to the Dramatists Guild Council, and serves as a 
Professor of the Practice at Princeton University. 

Source: https://www.alliancetheatre.org/production/2024-25/the-chinese-lady 

SYNOPSIS AND PLAYWRIGHT STUDY
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WORD  
(Part of Speech)

DEFINITION IN CONTEXT

VOCABUL ARY

VOCABULARY
A list of advanced vocabulary terms used throughout the script is provided below, in order of 
appearance. Compiled by: Khalil S., Jalil K., Jalon K. 
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VOCABULARY
Compiled by: Khalil S., Jalil K., Jalon K. 

WORD  
(Part of Speech)

DEFINITION IN CONTEXT
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VOCABULARY
Compiled by: Khalil S., Jalil K., Jalon K. 

WORD  
(Part of Speech)

DEFINITION IN CONTEXT
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VOCABULARY
Compiled by: Khalil S., Jalil K., Jalon K. 

WORD  
(Part of Speech)

DEFINITION IN CONTEXT
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VOCABULARY
Compiled by: Khalil S., Jalil K., Jalon K. 

WORD  
(Part of Speech)

DEFINITION IN CONTEXT
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VOCABULARY
Compiled by: Khalil S., Jalil K., Jalon K. 

WORD  
(Part of Speech)

DEFINITION IN CONTEXT
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VOCABULARY
Compiled by: Khalil S., Jalil K., Jalon K. 

WORD  
(Part of Speech)

DEFINITION IN CONTEXT
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VOCABULARY
Compiled by: Khalil S., Jalil K., Jalon K. 

WORD  
(Part of Speech)

DEFINITION IN CONTEXT
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VOCABULARY
Compiled by: Khalil S., Jalil K., Jalon K. 

WORD  
(Part of Speech)

DEFINITION IN CONTEXT
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VOCABULARY
Compiled by: Khalil S., Jalil K., Jalon K. 

WORD  
(Part of Speech)

DEFINITION IN CONTEXT
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VOCABULARY
Compiled by: Khalil S., Jalil K., Jalon K. 

Sources: 

www.Dictionary.com

www.merriam-webster.com

WORD  
(Part of Speech)

DEFINITION IN CONTEXT
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Afong Moy was just a young girl when she was brought to 
America from her home country of China in October of 1834. 
Nathaniel and Fredrick Carnes were merchants who, along 
with ship captain Benjamin Obear, were responsible for 
her trip. The Carnes brothers sold mass-produced Oriental 
wares, and it was Afong’s job to pose in a room amidst these 
objects, in the hope that more people would be interested in 
buying the goods she posed with. Between the hours of 10am 
and 2pm and later from 5pm to 9pm, Moy sat in the box at 
Peale’s Museum while spectators looked on, curious about 
this young woman from the other side of the world. She wore 
traditional Chinese gowns, jewelry in her hair, and displayed 
her bound feet. Afong’s translator, a man named Atung, was 
likely the only person she could properly communicate with, 
as she did not speak or understand much English.

Afong did not return to China, as was originally intended in her contract, but instead 
continued traveling around the country. During this time, she did gain some level of fame 
and notoriety, but she also had to deal with a substantial amount of exploitation and 
stereotyping. Peale’s Museum was eventually sold to P.T. Barnum, known for his exploitation 
of his performers. Afong continued to perform but eventually was replaced with a younger 
Chinese performer named Pwan Ye-Koo (image below). 

Moy’s last known exhibition was on February 21, 1851. There is no record of her death, and 
it is unlikely that she ever returned to China.

Above Image: Afong Moy https://.org/2021/02/01/remembering-afong-moy  
 

Image at left: Pwan Ye-Koo

https://journalpanorama.org/article/re-reading-
americanphotographs/

daguerreotypes-and-humbugs/

Sources: https://librarycompany.org/2021/02/01/
remembering-afong-moy/

https://www.nyhistory.org/blogs/afong-moy-the-chinese-lady

AFONG MOY, THE CHINESE LADY 
Historical information about the real-life Afong Moy

Compiled by: Hannah S., Michelle D., Breyonna F., and Gianna M.
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LITERARY ALLUSIONS
A literary allusion is a reference to a person, event, thing, or other text within a literary work.  
Compiled by: Tori-Anno S., Jenny T., and Antonio P.

LITERARY ALLUSIONS
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LITERARY ALLUSIONS
Compiled by: Tori-Anno S., Jenny T., and Antonio P.

LITERARY ALLUSIONS
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LITERARY ALLUSIONS
Compiled by: Tori-Anno S., Jenny T., and Antonio P.

LITERARY ALLUSIONS
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LITERARY ALLUSIONS
Compiled by: Tori-Anno S., Jenny T., and Antonio P.
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LITERARY ALLUSIONS
Compiled by: Tori-Anno S., Jenny T., and Antonio P.

LITERARY ALLUSIONS
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LITERARY ALLUSIONS
Compiled by: Tori-Anno S., Jenny T., and Antonio P.

LITERARY ALLUSIONS
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LITERARY ALLUSIONS
Compiled by: Tori-Anno S., Jenny T., and Antonio P.

LITERARY ALLUSIONS
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LITERARY ALLUSIONS
Compiled by: Tori-Anno S., Jenny T., and Antonio P.

LITERARY ALLUSIONS
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LITERARY ALLUSIONS
Compiled by: Tori-Anno S., Jenny T., and Antonio P.

LITERARY ALLUSIONS
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AFONG MOY, FEMALE, FROM 14 YEARS OLD TO ADVANCED AGE: The character of 
Afong Moy serves as an example of the extreme cultural appropriation of minority ethnic 
groups in The United States of America.  Throughout her story, we see her character go 
through an arc of Americanization, (whether it be intentional by her captors or not). 

Throughout the play, Afong Moy gradually becomes more and more corrupted by the 
environment she sees and interacts with every day. This is crucial to the story because 
it highlights the impact of cultural assimilation and the loss of one’s identity due to a 
dominant culture. 

In the beginning of Afong’s story, she is only an impressionable child in a foreign country 
with no parental guidance whatsoever.  She is introduced as a young Chinese woman who 
is brought to America as a curiosity, a living exhibit for the American public. Her initial 
role is to showcase her exoticism and traditional Chinese attire to audiences unfamiliar 
with her culture. This portrayal positions her as a spectacle, stripped of her personal 
identity and reduced to a symbol of cultural otherness. Her arrival in America is marked 
by a profound sense of dislocation. The vibrant and bustling environment of 19th-century 
America contrasts starkly with the world she left behind in China. This transition is not 
merely geographical but also deeply cultural, and Afong’s initial experiences are colored by 
confusion and alienation. As Afong adjusts to her new reality, she faces significant personal 
struggles. She is not just a foreigner in an unfamiliar land but a child without parental 
guidance. This lack of familial support exacerbates her vulnerability.  She is subjected to the 
whims of her handlers and the expectations of her audience, which compounds her sense 
of powerlessness. The conflict between her ingrained cultural identity and the demands of 
her new environment becomes a central theme. Her handlers, who are more interested in 
her as a spectacle than as a person, impose an Americanized version of her identity. This 
imposed identity gradually distorts her sense of self, forcing her to navigate the complex 
dynamics of cultural assimilation. 

As the play progresses, Afong Moy’s character undergoes a significant transformation. The 
process of Americanization, whether deliberate or inadvertent, starts to reshape her. This 
transformation is not merely superficial; it affects her core identity. She begins to adopt 
American customs and behaviors, often at the expense of her traditional Chinese values 
and practices. By the end of the play, Afong Moy’s character reveals the deep emotional and 
psychological toll of her experiences. The loss of her original cultural identity is stark. She 
is no longer the vibrant, proud representative of her heritage but someone who has been 
significantly altered by her environment. Her story reflects the painful reality of losing one’s 
cultural identity in the face of a dominant culture that demands conformity. Her emotional 
struggle is compounded by the constant lack of genuine connection and understanding 

CHARACTER ANALYSIS 
Complied by Isaiah D., Malachi M., and Steven W.
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from those around her. The play portrays her as increasingly disillusioned and detached, 
emphasizing the personal cost of cultural assimilation. Afong Moy’s narrative serves 
as a powerful commentary on cultural appropriation and the pressures of assimilation. 
Her story highlights the broader societal issues related to the exploitation of minority 
cultures and the impact on individual identities. By presenting Afong’s journey, Suh invites 
the audience to reflect on the consequences of cultural objectification and the ongoing 
challenges faced by those who navigate between different cultural worlds.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS
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SETTING STUDY.

Below is a list of places mentioned in the play, explored in greater detail.

Compiled by: Tony M., Daelyn M., Robert B., and Arkee B. F

From the play: The United States, beginning in 1834.
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SETTING STUDY.

Compiled by: Tony M., Daelyn M., Robert B., and Arkee B. F
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SETTING STUDY.

Compiled by: Tony M., Daelyn M., Robert B., and Arkee B. F
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SETTING STUDY.

Compiled by: Tony M., Daelyn M., Robert B., and Arkee B. F
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SETTING STUDY.

Compiled by: Tony M., Daelyn M., Robert B., and Arkee B. F

Notes from the play about “The Room”

Lights up on Afong Moy, 14 years old, in her Room. The Room is 
a box placed in the center of the larger stage. Outside the box, 
the stage is unadorned. Inside the box, it is ornate, decorated 
with various types of Chinoiserie. Watercolor paintings, vases, 
curtains, silks, furniture, etc. (page 1)

What Afong says about “The Room”:

“This Room in which I am seated is intended to be 
representative of China, just as I am intended to be 
representative of The Chinese Lady: the first woman from the 
Orient ever to set foot in America, and yet this Room is unlike 

any room in China, and I am unlike any lady to ever live.” (page 2)

Image source: https://wams.nyhistory.org/expansions-and-inequalities/industry-and-
immigration/afong-moy/ 

“Some customers stand quietly and expectantly, while some come directly towards the 
Room and examine its contents. They look at the furniture. The vases. The silks and the 
paintings.” (page 2)

“The Room” in history:

 Merchants Francis and Nathaniel G. Carnes, along with 
ship captain Benjamin Obear and his wife Augusta, used 
Afong Moy as a marketing ploy to promote the Chinese 
goods they were selling. To garner attention and attract 
customers, they created an “exhibition and salon,” using 
Moy to draw a crowd. The first exhibition and sales 
campaign with Moy presenting Chinese objects began 
at Obear’s house in New York City in November 1834. 
He erected a tableau where she was seated. Through 
her interpreter, she discussed the objects around her to 
entice buyers to purchase the items for sale.

Right, image source: https://librarycompany.
org/2021/02/01/remembering-afong-moy/ 
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TIME PERIOD

The play takes place between 1834 and 1902, and even travels to our current day in 2024.

Below is a timeline of some major historical events occurring between 1830 and 1884.

       •  May 30, 1830: The Indian Removal Act was signed into law by President Andrew  
          Jackson. The law led to the relocation of Indigenous peoples which became known as  
          the “Trail of Tears.” 
       •  January 1836: The siege of the Alamo began at San Antonio, Texas. 
       •  June 1839: Louis Daguerre patented his camera in France. 
       •  August 29, 1842: The First Opium War ended with the Treaty of Nanking. 
       •  May 22, 1843: “Oregon Fever” gripped America, beginning mass migration westward      
           on the Oregon Trail. 
       •  January 24, 1848: James Marshall, a mechanic at John Sutter’s sawmill in northern  
           California, recognized some unusual nuggets. His discovery would set off the  
           California Gold Rush. 
       •  March 4, 1861: Abraham Lincoln was inaugurated as the president of the United States. 
       •  April 12, 1861 – May 26, 1865: American Civil War  
       •  January 1, 1863: President Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation. 
       •  February 3, 1870: The 15th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which gave the right to  
           vote to Black men, became law when the required number of states ratified it. 
       •  June 25, 1876: General George Armstrong Custer, commander of the 7th Cavalry, is  
           killed, along with more than 200 of his men, at the Battle of the Little Bighorn. 
       •  August 6, 1884: The cornerstone for the Statue of Liberty’s pedestal is placed on  
           Bedloe’s Island in New York Harbor.

1830’s source: https://www.thoughtco.com/timeline-from-1830-to-1840-1774037

1840’s source: https://www.thoughtco.com/timeline-from-1840-to-1850-1774038

1860’s source: https://www.thoughtco.com/timeline-from-1860-to-1870-1774043

1870’s source: https://www.thoughtco.com/timeline-from-1870-to-1880-1774040

1880’s source: https://www.thoughtco.com/timeline-from-1880-to-1890-1774041
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THEMES
Themes are the main ideas or underlying meanings a writer explores in a literary work. The theme of a story 
can be conveyed using characters, setting, dialogue, plot, or a combination of all of these elements.

Compiled by: Amore R., Carlin C., Damarcus W., Jalon K., and Nariah C.

THEMES
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THEMES
Compiled by: Amore R., Carlin C., Damarcus W., Jalon K., and Nariah C.

THEMES
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MOTIFS
Motifs are recurring subjects, ideas, or elements in a literary work. Motifs help to develop the themes

and mood of the piece.

Compiled by: Carlin C., Amore’ R., and Nariah C.

THEMES
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MOTIFS
Compiled by: Carlin C., Amore’ R., and Nariah C.

THEMES
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STANDARDS OF BEAUTY AND BEAUTY 
PRACTICES AROUND THE WORLD
Compiled by: Faith S., Paola M., Nephtaline M.

STANDARDS OF BEAUT Y

In the play, Afong’s bound feet are a source of constant curiosity, fascination, and sometimes scorn 
by her spectators. However, foot binding was a common practice in China for centuries, and was 

seen as a rite of passage and symbol of beauty and prestige. 

Below, find more information about foot binding as well  
as other cultural practices from around the globe.
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STANDARDS OF BEAUTY AND BEAUTY 
PRACTICES AROUND THE WORLD
Compiled by: Faith S., Paola M., Nephtaline M.

STANDARDS OF BEAUT Y
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MENTAL HEALTH
Compiled by: Phoenix H., Samiyah B., and Dejah C.

MENTAL HEALTH

In the play, we believe the character Afong Moy was displaying signs of depression and an 
identity crisis due to the exploitation she was facing and the state of captivity she was kept 
in. The character questions her role and purpose in America and struggles with feeling like 
she doesn’t belong. The character copes by talking to the audience (her viewers), though 
sometimes we see her working through her inner monologue to keep herself sane. She 
is forced to eat the same meals and engage in the same rituals (walking in a revolution 
around the room) every day. She’s slowly losing her memories of China as well as her native 
language, Cantonese. Additionally, her bound feet are on display for her audience to view 
and judge.

The character reveals to us the heartbreaking truth that she can no longer remember her 
parents’ faces. She wrote letters home to her parents as a young woman yet she never got 
a response back, because the Carnes brothers never bothered to deliver them. This likely 
added to her sense of isolation and hopelessness. 

The real-life Afong Moy was sent to a New Jersey “poorhouse” in 1838 after her handlers, 
the Carnes Brothers, faced financial difficulties. The poorhouse likely took a horrible toll on 
her mental health. Poorhouses of the time were overcrowded and infested with rats and 
bugs. With Afong’s limited English, it must have been a terrifying place to be. 

Sources:

https://www.history.com/news/in-the-19th-century-the-last-place-you-wanted-to-go-was-
the-poorhouse

https://www.americanstage.org/post/the-real-woman-behind-the-chinese-lady-americas-
forgotten-spectacle-afong-moy 
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PRE-SHOW DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
Compiled by Khalil S., Oneil H., Se’Kwone B., Damarcus W.

POST-SHOW DISCUSSION QUESTIONS AND 
JOURNAL PROMPT
Compiled by Khalil S., Olivia U., Se’Kwone B., Oneil H. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. How would you define the word “culture”?  

• Provide a few examples of traditions and practices that are a unique part of your identity 
and/or culture.

2. Have you been in a situation where you felt like you were being stereotyped or 
misunderstood? What was that experience like?

3. What examples of objectification can you think of in our modern era? Consider celebrities 
such as rappers, athletes, and/or actors in your discussion. 

4. Do you believe we need family beyond childhood (into teenage years and adulthood)? What 
does a supportive family provide? What type of toll might it take on an individual to be taken 
from family and kept from communicating with them?

5. This play is called The Chinese Lady because it is based on Afong Moy, the first Chinese 
woman on American soil. Do you have any predictions about what her experience in 
America will be like?

1. What reasons do you think Afong Moy’s parents might have for allowing her to leave China 
and journey to New York?

2. How does the play address cultural appropriation and exoticism? How do you feel about 
cultural appropriation? What is the difference between taking and sharing when it comes to 
cultural traditions?

3. How does Afong Moy’s identity evolve throughout the play?

4. How does Afong Moy’s physical and emotional isolation shape her character and the 
narrative of the plot?

5. In what ways does the play critique the exploitation of Afong Moy’s image and story?

6. How does the dynamic between Afong Moy and Atung reflect larger societal attitudes 
toward race and gender? How does their relationship evolve over time?

7. How does the playwright reclaim or rewrite history through this work?

8. We as the audience of this play are put in the same position as the original audience who 
went to see Afong Moy perform. How did it feel to be a spectator looking in at Afong in 
her “Room”? Can you draw any connections between yourself/your peers as a modern 
audience and Afong’s original audience from the mid-1800s?
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