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To
All those Chinese girls
adopted by non-Chinese families.

May they find strength in
being Chinese.
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PREFACE

In the age of exclusion in Chinese America (1882–1943) and Chinese Canada (1923–1947), Chinese individuals with a strong sense of empowerment in the European American media were almost nonexistent until Chinese America’s first movie star, Anna May Wong (1905–1961), or Wong Liu Tsong (Yellow Frosted Willow), appeared in Shanghai Express (1932). According to my relatives in Victoria, British Columbia, and Shanghai, Wong captivated the Chinese everywhere just by being there. No Asian American female film star has ever equaled her prolific career in film, stage, vaudeville, radio, and television before or after her death in 1961.

My parents, Steven and Rosy, were married in the same year that Shanghai Express appeared in theaters in Victoria and Vancouver. Born and raised in Canada and members of a merchant class in Chinese Canada, one of their few sources of entertainment was the movie theater. Like many Chinese in North America, the films they eagerly awaited, cherished, and from which they could escape the repercussions of the Great Depression and the consequences of racist acts were those that revealed people who actually looked like them. Anna May Wong was clearly one of those who looked like them.

Watching her repartee with Shanghai Lily and Mrs. Haggarty in Shanghai Express was almost like watching one of their neighbors on the wide screen. Here was a yellow woman holding her own against two white women. It was truly an extraordinary sight that almost never happened in the icy reality of interracial relationships, in which no yellow person could think or act equally to a white person in the 1930s. That Wong as Hui Fei, a Chinese, could brazenly speak in such a witty and cool manner while exuding a controlled rationality in this mind game was even more astonishing to Chinese living in a North America that precluded and subordinated them with discriminatory legislation and overt hostility.

For my parents and their generation, Anna May Wong was always an integral part of the family. Since she was the only female Chinese American film actress in Hollywood who actually became world famous, she eventually became an icon to the people of Chinese North America. Yet when her cinematic career as a lead performer ended with The Lady from Chungking (1942), her image disappeared. It was as if she were an apparition that appeared in more than sixty films and then evaporated like a short-lived butterfly.

In Hong Kong, where I worked as a television journalist, documentary filmmaker, and anchor from 1986 to 1987, the cinema is an integral part of the entertainment world. Newspaper articles sometimes referred to Anna May Wong as a Chinese American actress in the context of overseas Chinese film production originating from Hollywood. In the political environment of the 1980s, during which Hong Kong was conditioning itself to the fate of discovering its Chinese roots again as this city-state began its reintegration with China, I realized that the story of Anna May Wong was in fact the story of Chinese America discovering itself. She was the startling flash point in a Chinese America that sought agency and empowerment.

It was not until I began teaching documentary film production and Asian media systems at the University of Washington in 1991 that I thought to explore the possibility of a biography of Anna May Wong. I wondered why there had not been any extensive study of such a movie icon. As the first major Chinese American film star from Hollywood, her impact on Asian America was obvious. But only a paucity of movie-driven articles and her short memoir existed on “Yellow Frosted Willow.”

Sidetracked by my book Li Ka-shing: Hong Kong’s Elusive Billionaire (1996), a four-part documentary film series on Asian Americans in Vietnam, and various administrative and teaching duties at the university, I began researching the Anna May Wong biography in earnest only in 1999. The wealth of material in English-, French-, and Japanese-language newspapers, her memoir, and her own writings, especially during her sojourn in China in 1936 and collections at the New York Public Library, the Margaret Herrick Library of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, and the Library of the British Film Institute, revealed a complex, witty, and sophisticated Asian American woman whose powerful intelligence, gift for languages, extraordinary ability to market her persona, and Daoist capacity to understand the world on her own terms transcended race, ethnicity, and citizenship.

Although the research material was extraordinarily rich, many of her films simply no longer existed. Fortunately, the film that revealed her first lead role, The Toll of the Sea (1922); her portrayal of the Mongol spy in The Thief of Bagdad (1924), which catapulted her to international fame; her finest and last silent film, Piccadilly (1929); and her tour de force performance in Shanghai Express (1932) were readily available. The textual analysis of these and other films such as A Study in Scarlet (1933), Chu Chin Chow (1934), and The Lady from Chungking (1942) divulged a penchant for perfection, a deft handling of difficult lines, a willingness to upstage the lead performers, a natural ability to consume the latest fashions as if they were simply tight body wear, and the capacity to exude a feverish sexuality. This was often exemplified by a hip, cool demeanor that beckoned and captivated the audience.

Writers will often mention that the act of writing is the act of exploration and discovery. This book is no exception, as I discovered through the act of examining Wong’s life and career. She represented every Chinese who lived and worked in North America and who longed to come to terms with being Chinese in a Western country.

Writing is essentially a solitary endeavor, but the production of a book is not. Many people helped in the completion of this work. Many thanks to my research assistants at the University of Washington: Leah Altaras, Christy Aquino, Travis Brown, Cheryl Chu, Leah dela Cruz, Wai Ho, Melissa Lankhaar, Hazel Lin, Robert Newell, and Lauren Robison. Special thanks to Asako Yanai, who translated several passages from the Japanese. Thanks also to the University of Washington for granting me a ten-week sabbatical leave during which I was able to research and write the chapter entitled “ ‘Yellowface,’ Masks, and Stereotypes,” and to the staff at the university’s interlibrary loan division. As cinema studies librarian, Glenda Pearson was especially helpful. Albert L. Sampson of Seattle University and Kevin Kawamoto provided insightful editorial comments.

At Scarecrow Press, it was a pleasure to work with the noted film historian Anthony Slide, editor of the Filmmakers series. His vast cinematic knowledge helped to make this a better book. I also thank editors Rebecca Massa and Jason Proetorius for their work in the completion of this publishing endeavor.

A contemplative home life is essential to productive writing endeavors. My companion of more than twenty years, Professor Wei Djao of North Seattle Community College, has always been there. Her book, Being Chinese: Voices from the Diaspora (University of Arizona Press, 2003), was the main intellectual inspiration behind this biography of Anna May Wong. Her good humor and meals of drunken pork tenderloin and lion heads also sustained me. With excursions into her own ethnicity, identity, and self-actualization, our daughter, Lian Djao Chan, witnessed all of our creative machinations. Life is good, with no complaints when the act of creation can be exhibited and maintained.


INTRODUCTION

“Lotus Flower,” “China Doll,” and “Dragon Lady” are just a few of the stereotypical appellations attached to Anna May Wong by European American and European producers, directors, critics, and journalists. As the first and most famous Chinese American movie star in the history of cinema, she was more than the images she portrayed in her films, stage productions, vaudeville acts, and radio and television shows over forty-two years.

Wong was the first internationally acclaimed Asian American female film star. She mesmerized audiences from Hollywood and London to Berlin, Paris, and Vienna with more than sixty films. Her stage career took her to Australia, Austria, Denmark, Italy, Scotland, Sweden, and Switzerland. Even more remarkable, she sometimes performed in the languages of the countries in which she worked. Her spoken German was legendary. Her cinematic demeanor was detached, cool, and hip. The woman had style!

This is a multifaceted story of the star as she grew up in Los Angeles during a time of social and political ferment when the Chinese revolution touched California. This period also was marked by the development of the Los Angeles laundry industry, which helped sustain her family, as well as by the emergence of Hollywood as a viable career alternative for some Asian Americans.

Perpetually Cool is presented in three parts. The first chapters of part 1 chronicle Anna May Wong’s life from her birth in Los Angeles, to her performance in early Hollywood films and her work in Berlin, London, and Paris during the 1920s, to her return to Hollywood in major films during the 1930s. She subsequently returned to London film studios for three films, followed by a contract with Paramount studios.

This biography is also the story of the patriotism of one Asian American woman who worked tirelessly against fascism during World War II. In addition to fund-raising, she starred in war films during the 1940s. In her final acting years from 1951 to 1960, Wong performed on television and was set to star in the movie version of Flower Drum Song when she died.

In part 2 Anna May Wong begins her enduring attachment to China and experiences life in Shanghai and other parts of Asia. The opening chapter is the story of seeking her roots when she ventured to China to discover that part of herself that was missing during her time in the United States. She lost her restlessness and was able to transcend her ethnicity, race, and citizenship. The later chapters reveal life in Shanghai and a philosophy based on family ties. In addition, Anna May Wong came to understand her place in the universe and began to think and live as a Daoist.

Part 3 concludes the book with textual analyses of Wong’s signature films, from The Toll of the Sea (1922), The Thief of Bagdad (1924), and Piccadilly (1929) to Shanghai Express (1932), A Study in Scarlet (1933), Chu Chin Chow (1934), and The Lady from Chungking (1942). What resonates in all her films are the insidious racist ideologies of “Yellowface” and “Orientalism.” Understanding these ideologies helps place her work in the context of forces that hampered her aspirations and career. Yet they helped Wong to understand the cinematic nature of European America, the pull of China, and her place on Earth.

In the context of the unequal treatment fostered by “Yellowface” and “Orientalism,” readers will note that I mainly use the term “European Americans” to refer to “white” Americans. In the United States, where race matters, this is an attempt to equalize terminology and to level the semantic playing field. Hitherto “white” Americans, denoting color, were juxtaposed against “Chinese” Americans, “Asian” Americans, or “African” Americans, revealing a geography and/or culture. By emphasizing “color” against “geography” and “culture,” the term “white” American became unique and extraordinary. It was glaringly unequal in terms of common prerequisites of demarcation. In fact, the term “white” was a representation of power and authority, whereas “nonwhites” were essentially powerless and subordinated. Representing “white” Americans as “European” Americans brings them into the common family of geography and culture. They become part of a European geographical and cultural heritage in the same manner as Asian Americans are part of an Asian geographical and cultural heritage.

This book is an original and significant contribution to the cultural and film histories of the United States and to the cinematic development of Asian America and Asian American studies. From her first unbilled appearance in The Red Lantern in 1919 to her final role in the television series Danger Man in 1961, Wong transcended silent films, talkies, the London and New York stage, vaudeville, musical revues, and television. Magazines voted her the best-dressed woman in the world and the most beautiful Chinese woman on Earth. Heretofore, there has been no work of such magnitude about the first major Asian American female film star in the world.

This biography is informed by the theories of Edward Said, Michael Omi, Howard Winant, Antonio Gramsci, Stuart Hall, and David Wellman. Methodologically, it follows Robert Yin’s case study research design. The book examines data gathered mainly from Anna May Wong’s memoir, film articles, extensive interviews in newspaper stories, and extant copies of her films.

Perpetually Cool is timely not only because it examines the life, times, and body of work of the first and most famous Asian American female film star of the United States and even Europe, but also because it is written from a uniquely Asian American perspective and sensibility. This then is the story of a remarkable Asian American actor, writer, and philosopher with political substance, whose legendary humor was always filled with pithy advice.


PART I

LIVING GLOBALLY


ONE

LOS ANGELES:
A CHINESE AMERICAN CHILDHOOD

In 1904, Los Angeles was entering an era in which it would go from being a small, laid-back, palm-tree-lined Western city with big ambitions to a big city with bloated needs and gargantuan appetites. This transformation was energized by a mammoth oil boom between 1899 and 1900, which not only attracted a variety of characters like car dealers, gamblers, hookers, land speculators, lawyers, and prospectors from across America all scratching for a buck, but also new service enterprises like caterers, hotels, restaurants, and merchandise wholesalers.

Before the discovery of oil by Edward L. Doheny (1856–1935), the most widely speculative money explosion had been in real estate. Between 1887 and 1888, the buying and selling of land attracted a vast influx of people from other states and countries. Along with the salubrious weather, horizontal terrain, and wide stretches of land, the enormous fortunes from the “black gold” and gas discoveries and real estate speculation propelled Los Angeles into a fixation with the motor car. The twentieth century embarked on a glorious future, with the automobile as the chief mode of transportation. By 1905 more vehicles were found in the city than in any other community in the United States. In 1916 there were fifty-five thousand cars in Los Angeles county, one for every thirteen inhabitants.1

But Los Angeles was neither self-absorbed nor isolationist. In 1887, 2,212 carloads of citrus fruit were shipped to the frozen Midwestern and Eastern states and abroad. The city of Los Angeles alone had 700,000 orange trees.2 Hunger for citrus fruit in the frozen climes of the United States swelled the incomes of the likes of orange king William Wolfskill and his estate as well as his industry colleagues to [image: image]15 million annually. Other products in the food industry also exploded. By 1919 sugar beets yielded an annual profit of [image: image]1,300,000, vegetables [image: image]1,800,000, dried fruits [image: image]6,640,000, and butter [image: image]1,525,000.3 Bank deposits in the city grew from [image: image]4 million before the booms to an annual average of more than [image: image]25 million beginning in 1905.4 Between 1900 and 1912 bank clearings in Los Angeles grew from [image: image]123 million to [image: image]1.25 billion.5

From 1890 to 1900 Los Angeles’s populace ballooned from 50,395 to 102,479. By 1904 the population was more than 160,000. While this new city on the make doubled its population, the number of Chinese Americans limped from 1,871 in 1890 to 2,111 in 1900. Of that number, 225 were born in the United States. An increase of 240 people in ten years attests to the effects of the Exclusion Act of 1882, a legalized elimination of the Chinese in America. By 1910 the population of the Chinese in Los Angeles had slipped to 1,967, a decrease of 144 people. Of that number, 473 were born in the United States.6 No doubt some of this collapsing populace in the city and the decimation of Chinese American communities in the country also resulted from the Scott Act of 1888, which denied Chinese American residents with permanent addresses the right of reentry to the United States after a brief sojourn visiting families in China or other places overseas.

Despite the Exclusion Act, a European American device to wipe out the number of Chinese in the United States, Chinese Americans remained steadfast in their attempts to live and prosper in the new world. Chinese American laborers knew that the European American laws to exclude them meant that families with wives and children could never flourish. In 1904, Chang Kiu Sing succinctly proclaimed, “they call it exclusion, but it is not exclusion. It is extermination.”7

At the dawn of 1904 the Chinese American community in Los Angeles was under intense siege. It needed to redefine itself, establish a new identity, and create a more vibrant future, especially after the 1871 Los Angeles lynchings, when nineteen Chinese men and boys were viciously murdered by a rampaging European American mob. That violent event, the result of some European Americans bent on robbing Chinese American merchants, as well as other acts of terror against Chinese Americans nationwide, eventually culminated in federal legislation in 1882 that banned Chinese immigrants from the United States. In 1902 the law was made permanent.8

The physical and legal attacks against Chinese Americans disrupted many families, causing schisms between the women and children in China and the men in Chinese America. Chinese American families with fathers, mothers, and especially children were a rarity not only in Los Angeles but also across the country. Any family in Chinese America was to be cherished.

The birth of a Chinese American child was usually a cause for celebration, even though it might not appear to be so in the beginning. Anna May Wong recalled:

My sister was named Wong Lew (Liu) Ying, but her arrival was not the signal for any rejoicing in the family. In fact, when father found out that his first child was a girl he was so disgusted that he didn’t come home for days, mother says. And when he did come home, he wouldn’t even look at the baby for some time. Lew Ying was certainly considered a loss.

Then to make matters worst [sic], I was born second in the family, on January 3, 1905. Not only did my father have two girls on his hands, but mother, my sister and I all contracted the measles as a crowning insult. It is a wonder that father ever did get over that. Luckily he had four sons born later, or he might never have been reconciled to his Los Angeles family.9

According to the Western calendar, Anna May Wong was born in 1905.10 Her Chinese name at birth was Wong Liu Tsong, translated as Yellow Frosted Willow. However, the fact that her birth date, January 3, came before the Chinese New Year, which was often between January 23 and February 21, meant that she was born in the Chinese year 1904. Because of this, Wong was born in the Year of the Dragon (1904) and not in the Year of the Snake (1905). That she became a “dragon lady” in some of her films was mere coincidence; it had nothing to do with her year of birth and its attachment to the “dragon” year. This was a fact that would have been lost on the European American directors in their zeal to characterize
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