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Sour Sweet
Timothy Mo’s novel is a manifold book, containing various features with endless possible interpretations, out of which I shall relate to a few points concerning structure and narrative technique. The reason for this is, that in novel writing I value style above anything else, something that is of prime importance, especially in books dealing with contemporary topics. I shall argue, that the structure of the book is not consistent, and there are a number of chapters, which stick out from the novel for various different reasons. These chapters are all experimental in nature, and introduce brilliant new ideas and means of narrative technique. However I feel that they fall short of their intentions, by not  synchronizing with the rest of the novel’s more-or-less concordant style.

To me Sour Sweet seems rather an eclectic novel with clearly distinguishable “parts”, - regarding narration and structure -, which due to the different means of narrative skills and organization of text and meaning does not always make the theme coherent and comprehensible. It seems as if Mo had had various ideas put down in abstract sketches already beforehand and had used them in his novel - scattering them along as the story proceeds, using bits and pieces here and there as independent chapters or complementary material. In these chapters the form dominates the context and therefore it looses its message.

Throughout the novel we have chapters which in some way deteriorate from conventional narrative and stylistic techniques, usually by applying some traditional feature to his own new idea. This however is not performed in any conceptual order, but in what seems to me of an incidental nature. Here are some examples (without the sake of complexity):

The first few chapters seem to follow the old epic scheme: 

Chapter 1 reminds me of the schema used in Homre’s Illiad with it’s in-medias-res beginning bringing us straight into the heart of happenings, although it is later ellaborated with some minor explanations relating back to the story so far, so that we are not left to our speculations completely. Than Chapter 2 follows the epic pattern with the enumeratio, even though the enumeration is achieved through a clever alteration of the traditional style; by enlisting the ‘enemy’ with short autobiographies, even indicating their secret identification number in the Wo Society. This is again very new, but does not consistently follow chapter one; for we don’t know what is it about, who does it refer to, etc.

Chapter 15 consists of a mere dialogue, between Chan, Lily, and Mui. Though it gives a fine insight of the strict conventionalism and complicated phrasing of the Chinese characters, without recounting the action, it is difficult to follow the line of thought, and we are replaced from one dialogue to the other with ‘time shifts’, only indicated by double spaced paragraphs. This uneasiness in style makes us feel more alienated and distinct from this little Chinese colony, making them more incomprehensible and alien. Inspite the fact, that this is a very clever method of achieving this effect, we get completely lost; for we hardly understand what they talk about - what the story is behind their conversation.

Chapter 16&18 is describing the Wo Society at innitiation and in savage action. It is explicated with such technical accuracy which goes over the need of artistic expression, and does not intensify the picture, but damages it by giving too many explicit details of certain actions, perhaps interesting for an expert in martial arts, but not for an average reader. This is common in other chapters as well, which shows Mo’s profound interest in martial arts, and his inability to judge its appropriate significance - or possibly it is an adaptation from a study on martial arts, which he felt necessary to put in his novel. Here the recounting of the action is far too complicated and detailed.

There are other examples, but these are perhaps the most characteristic, which could certainly be elucidated more; but our aim here is only to draw attention to them, in assertion to point out the eclecticallity of style and narration of the novel. This implies that the book was created on a strong experimental basis, and thus passages of varying degree and quality can be traced in the various chapters as supplementary and tentative materials. These are mostly excellent notions of new narrative and stylistic techniques, but simply not delivered successfully; for on one hand, in these chapters, the form dominates the context and it looses the message, and on the other they do not correlate with the overall ordinary style of the novel, making the plot incoherent and difficult to follow.
