
 

 
A Character’s Journey to find Herself Through Grief in  

The Astonishing Color of After  by Emily X.R. Pan 
 

Exceeds Expectations 
 

“You left me boundaries of pain / capacious as the sea / between eternity and time…”(Dickinson 1-3). 
In the novel  The Astonishing Color of After , Emily Pan, showcases the protagonist, Leigh, and her shifting 
journey through the painful aftermath of her mother’s death. It is through this journey that Pan reveals while 
tragedy may momentarily weaken us, it is how we find our resolve and grit to move forward that ultimately 
helps shape and define our character.  When Leigh discovers that her mother has commited suicide in the 
master bedroom of their family home, she is devastated.  Pan writes: “In the beginning, that mother-shaped 
hole was made of blood. Dark and sticky soaked to the roots of the carpet” (1).  The pain goes so deep, that 
Leigh does not feel that she can overcome her weakness and move forward. The tragedy of her death 
becomes a barrier for Leigh, crippling her to the point where she must now seek comfort elsewhere as her 
initial place of refuge is damaged and broken. That “elsewhere” becomes, Taiwan, where in an attempt to 
alleviate her pain and find answers she is only introduced to new tensions with maternal grandparents she has 
never met.  Leigh’s struggle to fit in is highlighted in the text when Pan describes: “People see [her] as 
different. And now finding [herself] so directly named -  hunxie, mixed blood  - like a label printed out and affixed 
to [her] forehead...it makes something twist in [her] guts in a dark and blue-violet way” (80).  Just as her setting 
changes, her focus shifts from not only overcoming the loss of her mother, but also to the quest of finding 
herself.  This reflection prompts her to find her inner strength and make decisions that will define who she 
wants to be. As Leigh bridges gaps with her family and her culture, she must ultimately prepare to accept her 
grief and rebuild personal relationships back in the United States.  This is evidenced when the author states: 
“The ache for [her] mother is still there. [She realizes that] It’s never going to leave. But [she acknowledges 
that] it’s tucked deep inside layers and layers of remembering. Some of it good, some of it bad. All of it 
important.” (Pan, 427).  Leigh recognizes the importance of holding onto all of the memories of her mother, 
even the tragic memories, in order to move forward with her life. It it through this recognition that she ultimately 
grows as a character and accepts life will only be fuller if she comes to terms the loss she’s been forced to 
reckon with, “because the purpose of memory, [she] would argue, is to remind us how to live” (Pan 462). This 
proves that individuals must reconnect with the past in order to heal for the future.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

A Character’s Journey to find Herself Through Grief in  
The Astonishing Color of After  by Emily X.R. Pan 

 
Meets Expectations 

 
In the novel  The Astonishing Color of After , Emily Pan, showcases the protagonist, Leigh, and her 

shifting journey through the painful aftermath of her mother’s death. It is through this journey Pan reveals the 
theme that while tragedy may momentarily weaken us, it is how we find our resolve and grit to move forward 
that ultimately helps shape and define our character.  When Leigh discovers that her mother has commited 
suicide in the master bedroom of their family home, she is devastated.  This is shown when Pan writes: “In the 
beginning, that mother-shaped hole was made of blood. Dark and sticky soaked to the roots of the carpet” (1). 
The pain goes so deep, that Leigh does not feel that she can overcome her weakness and move forward.  She 
must now seek comfort eleswhere as her initial place of refuge is damaged and broken.  Her voyage then 
takes her to Taiwan, where she finds herself in culture shock and conflict with her identity. The author states: 
“People see [her] as different. And now finding [herself] so directly named -  hunxie, mixed blood  - like a label 
printed out and affixed to [her] forehead...it makes something twist in [her] guts in a dark and blue-violet way” 
(Pan 80).  Her focus now is not just about overcoming the loss of her mother, but also about finding herself.  As 
Leigh bridges gaps with her family and her culture, she must finally prepare to accept her grief and rebuild 
personal relationships back in the United States.  In the text it states: “The ache for [her] mother is still there. 
[She realizes that] It’s never going to leave. But [she acknowledges that] it’s tucked deep inside layers and 
layers of remembering. Some of it good, some of it bad. All of it important” (Pan, 427).  Leigh recognizes the 
importance of holding onto all of the memories of her mother, even the tragic memories, in order to move 
forward with her life.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

A Character’s Journey to find Herself Through Grief in  The Astonishing Color of 
After  by Emily X.R. Pan 

 
Exceeds - Honors 

 
“You left me boundaries of pain / capacious as the sea / between eternity and 

time…”(Dickinson 1-3).  In the novel  The Astonishing Color of After , Emily Pan, showcases 
the protagonist, Leigh, and her shifting journey through the painful aftermath of her mother’s 
death. It is through this journey that Pan reveals that while tragedy may momentarily weaken 
us, it is how we find our resolve and grit to move forward that ultimately helps shape and 
define our character.  Pan develops a haunting and emotional tale that tracks Leigh Chen 
Sanders through a life-changing journey to find herself as she navigates the stages of grief. 
She struggles with her mother’s suicide, seeks comfort away from home in a culture where 
she doesn't feel she fits in, bridge gaps within her family and culture, and finally learns to 
accept the loss of her mother and move forward, proving that individuals must acknowledge 
and accept every memory and move forward even if some of the memories leave us 
vulnerable. 

When Leigh discovers that her mother has commited suicide in the master bedroom of 
their family home, she is devastated.  Pan writes: “In the beginning, that mother-shaped hole 
was made of blood. Dark and sticky soaked to the roots of the carpet” (1).  The pain goes so 
deep, that Leigh does not feel that she can overcome her weakness and move forward. The 
tragedy of her death becomes a barrier for Leigh, crippling her to the point where she must 
now seek comfort elsewhere as her initial place of refuge is damaged and broken. 

That “elsewhere” becomes, Taiwan, where in an attempt to alleviate her pain and find 
answers she is only introduced to new tensions with maternal grandparents she has never 
met.  Leigh’s struggle to fit in is highlighted in the text when Pan describes: “People see [her] 
as different. And now finding [herself] so directly named - hunxie, mixed blood - like a label 
printed out and affixed to [her] forehead...it makes something twist in [her] guts in a dark and 
blue-violet way” (80). 

Just as her setting changes, her focus shifts from not only overcoming the loss of her 
mother, but also to the quest of finding herself.  This reflection prompts her to find her inner 
strength and make decisions that will define who she wants to be. As Leigh bridges gaps with 
her family and her culture, she must ultimately prepare to accept her grief and rebuild personal 
relationships back in the United States.  This is evidenced when the author states: “The ache 
for [her] mother is still there. [She realizes that] It’s never going to leave. But [she 
acknowledges that] it’s tucked deep inside layers and layers of remembering. Some of it good, 
some of it bad. All of it important.” (Pan, 427). 

Pan uses the symbol of the cicada to represent the idea that we must acknowledge 
and accept every memory and move forward even if some of the memories leave us 
vulnerable.  The ghosts of our past are a part of who we are.  They tell a story of where we 
come from and provide a road to follow.  This is apparent when Leigh is out for a walk with her 
grandfather (Waigong) in the park.  He stops and points, and a “lone brown cicada, this one 
alive, [is] swelling and pulling...It’s molting.  [They] watch, transfixed, as it pushes its way out 



 

of the back where the shell has opened like a costume unzipped” (Pan 257).  The cicada’s 
molting process represents the difficult journey we have when remembering and accepting 
pain and yet still pushing forward.  At this point, the cicada is vulnerable, but must move on to 
the next stage of life.  Leigh must do the same.  She needs to accept her mother’s death and 
move forward with her life.  The symbol of the cicada is present throughout the novel.  Pan 
reveals the origin of Leigh’s mother’s (Dory’s) jade cicada necklace towards the end of the 
novel.  Her mom’s sister, Jingling, gives the necklace as a gift to Dory before she departs for 
her journey to the United States.  This necklace (the cicada), becomes something for Dory to 
hold onto when Jingling dies unexpectedly while she is away in the United States. 
Unfortunately, Dory is unable to acknowledge and accept her sister’s tragic death and move 
forward.  She takes her own life when the pain becomes too much.  She succumbs to her 
vulnerable state unlike the cicada.  The cicada when molting and vulnerable, stays 
determined, “its husk, brown and stiff, [clinging] to the branch.  A ghost left behind” (257). 

Leigh recognizes the importance of holding onto all of the memories of her mother, 
even the tragic memories, in order to move forward with her life. It it through this recognition 
that she ultimately grows as a character and accepts life will only be fuller if she comes to 
terms the loss she’s been forced to reckon with, “because the purpose of memory, [she] would 
argue, is to remind us how to live” (Pan 462). This proves that individuals must reconnect with 
the past in order to heal for the future. 


