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Takarada Akira danced his way in October. In November, Anna May Wong and Jean Cocteau make their entrance.

And comes January, films ranging from Cheung Wood-yau to Stephen Chow will be revisited in a retrospective on

Chor Yuen.

Reviewing Chor Yuen’s films in recent months, certain scenes struck me as being uncannily familiar. I realised I

must have seen the film as a child though I couldn’t have known then that the director was Chor Yuen. But

coming to think of it, he did leave his mark on silver screen and TV alike for half a century. Tracing his work brings

to light how Cantonese and Mandarin cinema evolved into Hong Kong cinema. Today, in the light of the Chinese

film market and the need for Hong Kong cinema to reorient itself, his story about flowers sprouting from the

borrowed seeds of Cantonese opera takes on special meaning.

I saw Anna May Wong for the first time during the test screening. The young artist was heart-rendering. On

screen, off screen, life is a stage. How different her fate was from the Chinese actresses trying to make it in

Hollywood some 80 years later? Irony is always felt more keenly in those things we take for granted.

If Jean Cocteau’s illustrations leave you mesmerised, how can you miss the programme inspired by the muse

himself?

No matter whom you hold dearest to your heart, the more you see—you’ll realise the universality and

timelessness of their romanticism. [clkwok@lcsd.gov.hk]

KERIS 
Mr Pierre Bergé, Mr Graham Russell Gao Hodges, Bibilotheque historique de la ville de Paris, Comité Jean Cocteau, Twentieth Century Fox

Film Corporation, UCLA Film & Television Archive, United States Library of Congress

Photos courtesy of Mr Pierre Bergé, Mr Chor Yuen, Mr Paul Fonoroff, Mr Ho Kian-ngiap, Mr Graham Russell Gao Hodges, Ms Elaine Mae Woo,
Bibilotheque historique de la ville de Paris, Cathay-Keris Films Pte Ltd, Cine Art Film Co., Comité Jean Cocteau, Shanlian Film Company, Tse Bros.
M.P. Co., Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation, UCLA Film & Television Archive, United States Library of Congress.

Translation: Piera Chen, Ho Wai-leng, Elbe Lau, Maggie Lee, Wong Kee-chee

English edition of
Monographs of HK Film
Veterans (3): Chor Yuen is
to be released in April 2006.
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New Publication

The newly restored version of
The Great Devotion will mark
the opening of the
retrospective on Chor Yuen.
Starring Cheung Wood-yau
(right); directed/written and
also played by Chor Yuen (left).

Autumn Leaf The Rainy Night to Remember
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When the film career of Chor Yuen began, he was considered

the successor of the tradition of Cantonese wenyi films. His early

works displayed both the delicate sensitivity of Chun Kim and

the sprightly witticism of Ng Wui. The close link with tradition,

especially in the portraying of relations between the generations,

was particularly evident in the films he made for Shanlian,

featuring his father Cheung Wood-yau and the veteran actress

Pak Yin. His works under Rose Company on the other hand, were

more indulgent, and in most cases were exhibitions of his own

personal notion of romanticism. When he turned to making

Mandarin films, his huge body of swordsman movies was never

short of sensitivity, expressed through atmosphere and pictorial

beauty.

Apart from a few rare exceptions, Chor Yuen’s entire film career

was closely connected to the film studio. The film critic Sek Kei

described him as the ‘last heir to the studio system’. A member of

the entertainment press once jokingly nicknamed him ‘The Studio

Animal’. Interviews with Chor Yuen were either conducted in his

favourite café or on set in the film studio. These interviews were

all witty and intimate, in which the locations served as the

backdrops of his daily life—a unique studio aesthetic was thus

developed.

Chor Yuen declared himself a romantic, which the studio allowed

him ample space for expression. The vast, spacious living rooms

and the stylised decors in his melodramas, the costumes and sets

that defied the constraints of time and history in his swordsman

films, not to mention the omnipresent red maple leaves (quivering

leaves on bare branches in the black and white era) and the setting

sun in the horizon, all are part and parcel of a meticulously

imagined world. But there were genuine feelings in this

manufactured realm. The narration may be winding and bizarre,

but it is eventually, a lament upon this imperfect world.

The artist appeared to be Chor Yuen’s favourite character.

Painters, musicians and novelists peopled his early films. His painter

always lived in a European style attic, with a huge skylight that

looked upon local style buildings. The studio is a closed setting,

but with an unrestrained imagination, anything is possible. The

living environment of musicians were much more ordinary, but

Chor Yuen’s musicians were capable of creating unimaginably

astonishing musicals. The stage in such cases was actually Chor

Yuen’s own playground, in which he let his imagination run wild.

Despite the unrealistic settings, Chor Yuen was concerned with

issues such as art in relation to fame and fortune. The artists in

these films may very well be Chor Yuen himself.

On the other hand, the illusory mansions and landscapes of Gu Long’s

swordsman novels, devoid of any specific historical time frame, was to Chor

Yuen the ideal settings for the machiavellian plotting of the superhuman

swordsmen. Every tree or tower could be recycled in a new context, for it

was the impressionistic realm Chor Yuen was interested in. It was a realm

of ancient, distant times of worldly intrigues, in which the essence of wuxia

was more important than historical accuracy. The studio then became the

perfect environment to conjure up these metaphorical backdrops in which

the dark drama of human deception could be played out. As the director,

Chor Yuen could manipulate these performances with leisure and ease in

the studio setting.

Chor Yuen is a firm believer that chance makes the man, and claimed

that he kept pace with the changing times. The incidents he touched upon

during the interviews—the decline of Union and the rise of Kong Ngee,

were testaments that chance was a crucial element that led to the pinnacle

of his career, and made him a legendary figure. He took his idea for The

Pregnant Maiden (1968) from a relatively unknown Cantonese opera script

written by Tong Tik-sang. The Rainy Night to Remember aka Purple Night

(1968) was the product of a chance encounter with the Cantonese ballad

The Solitary Swan in the Setting Sun. When Cantonese film became out of

fashion, he turned to making Mandarin films. A ‘discarded’ script, Intimate

Confessions of a Chinese Courtesan (1972), unexpectedly became the

vehicle for his most stylish and striking film. The House of 72 Tenants (1973)

brought about the rebirth of Cantonese films. For more than three decades,

Chor Yuen remained active and creative. The passing of Cantonese and

Mandarin films, the rise and fall of big studios such as Cathay and Shaws,

are but historical phases through which this legendary director traversed.

(Translated by Wong Kee-chee)  

Grace Ng is project researcher of the HKFA.

Shiyi is editor of the HKFA.

Monographs of Hong Kong Film Veterans (3): Chor Yuen

A Lifetime in the Film Studio
Grace Ng, Shiyi

According to Chor Yuen, his name was derived from two words he spotted at random while
flipping through a dictionary. This became a name that traversed both the Cantonese and
Mandarin film worlds, and was equally renowned when dialect distinction is no longer the
rule in these more contemporary times.

The Hustler
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Year

1934

1952

1954

1955

1956

1957

1958

1960

1962

1965

1968

1970

1971

1972

1973

1976

1982

1984

1985

1990

1991

 Chor Yuen

Born in Guangzhou. Original name Cheung Po-kin, his father being the famous film actor
Cheung Wood-yau.

First screen appearance in the Shanlian production Madam Wan.

Fell ill while attending the Chemistry Department of Sun Yat-sen University. Came to Hong
Kong to recuperate and became assistant director and scriptwriter to Ng Wui.

Learnt directing and scriptwriting from Chun Kim. Became contracted to Kong Ngee.

Worked for the first time as the sole director of The Natural Son (Kong Ngee, 1959).

Influenced by Italian Neo-Realism, he carried on the realist Cantonese film tradition and
completed his realist masterpiece The Great Devotion (Shanlian).

Established Rose Motion Picture Company alongside Nam Hung and Cheung Wood-yau with
Rose in Tears as its inaugural film.

At the pinnacle of his career. Wrote and directed more than 10 films annually, among which
The Black Rose stood out as a fun-filled thriller.

Contract with Kong Ngee ended. Worked as an independent and cooperated with like-minded
friends in making youth films.

Joined the Cathay Organisation and turned to making Mandarin films. The first sword-fighting
film Cold Blade, established his visually pleasing style.

Joined Shaws.

The exotic and distinctive Intimate Confessions of a Chinese Courtesan was released .

Made the very popular The House of 72 Tenants, reaping a record-breaking box office of 5
million Hong Kong dollars.

Adapted Gu Long' s novel Killer Clans for the screen. Six of such works were shown in the
following year. Up till 1982, 19 Gu Long adaptations were made.

Completed his last Mandarin film, The Duel of the Century.

Starred in Patrick Tam's Cherie, which led to guest appearances in a number of films.

Left Shaws. Directed and performed in the comedy Fascinating Affairs (Rical).

Shot his last film Blood Stained Tradewinds for J & J Film Company.

Became an actor in Television Broadcasts Limited. Retired in 2002.

Major Hong Kong Film Events

In face of the inadequacies of Cantonese films, Ng Cho-fan, Lee Sun-fung, Ng Wui, Chun Kim,
Cheung Wood-yau and other film professionals established The Union Film Enterprise Limited,
aiming at producing quality Cantonese films.

Cheung Wood-yau and Pak Yin established the Shanlian Film Company.

The Kong Ngee Co., Ltd. (Singapore) established the Kong Ngee Motion Picture Production
Company in Hong Kong, managed by Chun Kim.

Shaw Brothers (Hong Kong) Limited was established.

MP & GI was reorganised, renamed Cathay Organisation (HK) (1965) Ltd.

Cantonese film in decline.

Production of Cantonese films terminated. Cathay Organisation collapsed.

The stage play The House of 72 Tenants became immensely popular.

The House of 72 Tenants became pivotal in the revival of Cantonese films. Changes during
the 1970s gave rise to ‘New Style Cantonese Culture’.

Mandarin film in decline.

Production at Shaws came to a virtual stop. And then co-found the Cosmopolitan Film
Productions Co Ltd with TVB in 1988.

A Chor Yuen Chronology
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Three Glimpses of Takarada Akira

Feature
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Events

Takarada Akira revisited Hong Kong after all these years to recollect

his golden days working with Lucilla You Min and Betty Loh Ti,

accompanied by film experts who gave an overview of early Hong

Kong-Japan co-productions in 1950s and 60s on 8 October. From left:

Law Kar, Mary Wong, Takarada Akira and interpreter Eric Chiu.

Seminar—Forever Young: The Legacy of Ba Jin

Meeting Takarada Akira

World-renowned author Ba Jin passed away on 17 October 2005 at

the age of 101. To pay tribute to this master, HKFA and the University

of Hong Kong General Education Unit co-presented a series of

commemorative activities from 17 to 25 November. The programme

kicked off with the screening of Family (1953) at HKU Knowles Building,

immediately followed by a seminar by veteran film critic Shu Kei and

HKFA Programmer Sam Ho. Shu and Ho discussed the various

adaptations of the author’s famous Torrent Trilogy—Family, Spring

and Autumn—concentrating on the version produced by The Union

Film Enterprise Ltd. in 1953 and 1954. (4th and 6th left) Sam Ho and

Shu Kei with participants from S.W.C.S. Chan Pak Sha School.
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Jean Cocteau

Mirage
Michael Lam
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Even before I ever saw Jean Cocteau’s Orpheus (1949), I was already

captivated by the film’s still—a beautiful man with knit brows pressing

his face against a mirror. Though the glass, with its crystal overlay, has

lost its transparency, it has acquired the magical power of replication.

Ambivalently mirroring joy and sorrow, the looking glass’ icy surface

does not lessen the man’s melancholy, but it does render double his

beauty. I had no idea about his name nor what story he tells. I just

regarded the still as a breathtaking illustration of the Narcissus myth.

When I finally had a chance to see the film, I found out that the

mirror was a portal to the Netherworld. Groping for the right way of

entry, the male protagonist is stranded at the border, but as soon as

his mind wanders, he is plunged into the other realm. I recalled the

title of another master’s work: Ingmar Bergman’s Through a Glass

Darkly (1961). Years later, I discovered that the Chinese title was a

literal yet misguided translation. The English title was derived from a

Biblical quotation which likened the mortal being’s muddled

understanding of Divinity to a darkened looking glass. It is not until

one is directly in God’s presence that everything becomes crystal clear.

I may have gained in knowledge, but I continued to lag behind in my

emotional attachment to the Chinese title—as if those six characters

are permanently glued to my memory—to the point where I felt it

fitted Cocteau’s playful manipulations like a glove.

The journey to the Underworld is indeed like a dark passage through

glass. A long neglected European film, named Death Laid an Egg (1968),

made in the same decade as Bergman’s, expressed something to the

same effect. The classical myth, once transplanted to 20th Century

Paris, becomes the projection of another zeitgeist. Even Cocteau himself

proclaimed that legends are not confined by time, to an image-fixated

audience, that mirror is even less confined by time. Or why else would

it return to haunt us on the cover of Morrissey’s single ‘This Charming

Man’? Jean Marais prostrates himself on the floor of the Netherworld,

his figure just a refracted mirror image, his body stranded in the past.

While religious practitioners faithfully wait for the Divine image to

make itself clear, atheists can only treat their mirror images like a game.

As their countenances display the inevitable advance of age, they are,

so to speak, staring Death in the face. One is older today than yesterday,

but still younger than tomorrow. Whether a bottle is half empty or

half full ultimately depends on each viewer.

Cocteau may well have dismissed this kind of theory as cheap

philosophy, in the same absurd vein as ‘nudism’. His definition of the

poet is ‘a writer who does not have to write’. This may provoke the

envy of those who have to chip away at getting thought to paper, but

few can, or dare to emulate him. Existentialism is all about filling up

page after blank page with poetry without line breaks. (Translated by

Maggie Lee) 

Michael Lam is a freelance writer now living in Paris. His published books include

Sex Text (2000), Oops...Here We Go Again (2001), Single-Minded, Double-Entendre

(2003) and Spellbound (2005). He is the editor of A Yam Kim-fai Reader (2004).
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Film Conservation Jargons 9

Aspect Ratio
Edward Tse

In the silent era, almost all motion picture
films were made with the standard aspect ratio
of 1.33:1 or 4:3. No one knows exactly how the
film industry came up with such a ratio. Some
speculations claim that it is the most common
form of rectangle that we come across in daily
life. Others trace its origin to the famous Golden
Ratio (1.618:1) in ancient Greek architecture.
Nevertheless it is the most popular aspect ratio
in the history of film. The impact of talkie in
the 1930s was not confined to the introduction
of optical sound track on film, but also the
inevitable reduction of the picture area to
accommodate the additional sound data. In the
beginning, only image width was affected. Since
all other technical details were largely
unchanged, the projected image had an aspect
ratio of 1.16:1, the so-called near-square or
Movietone format. But it was soon abandoned
for its odd appearance. To restore the look of
the ‘standard’ 1.33:1 aspect ratio, the industry
compromised by reducing image height. Also, a
thicker black frame line was employed between
each successive picture together with a
projection lens of higher magnification to fool
the eyes of audience into believing that the
standard aspect ratio had been recovered, and
sound was introduced as a marketing feature.
However, it was no longer the same as the silent
era as the new aspect ratio was in fact 1.37:1.

The rise of television in the 1950s as a
competitor propelled the advancement of film
technology. Filmmakers began to explore
possibilities of widening the image beyond the
standard 1.33:1 so as to complement the
viewing angle of the audience. Film production
companies came up with different aspect ratios
ranging from 1.66:1, 1.75:1 to 1.85:1. The trick
behind widening the projected image was by
further reducing the height of each frame while
keeping the width unchanged and using lenses
with even higher magnification power in the
projector. The resulting film, with its image
enlarged and widened, appeared to have
improvement though it actually contained less

Aspect ratio in motion picture film refers to the ratio between the width and the height of the image. To the average
cinema goer, it is the feeling of how wide the projected image is on the screen. Aspect ratio has gone through a very long
history of evolution.
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Bliss Pictures Ltd

Donors 8-10.2005

image information. In the production stage, the camera did not need
to have an aperture plate with the desired aspect ratio installed. The
choice of aspect ratio for the release version could be made in a late
post-production stage. The top and bottom area of the image was
removed to create a seemingly wide vision. The drawback of such a
technique was apparent and soon a limit was reached at 1.85:1. Given
the technology at the time, any further ‘widening’ of the image would
result in unsatisfactory image quality and clarity. Other methods had
to be found to breakthrough the limit.

Firstly introduced in 1953, CinemaScope (2.35:1) is by far the most
popular wide screen format in film history. The feature that
distinguished it from all other ‘wide screen’ formats at the time was
its revolutionary anamorphic nature. Unlike others which resorted to
cropping and using lenses with high magnification power, movies
produced in CinemaScope were filmed with a new set of optical
equipment. The images were actually ‘squeezed’ into the usual frame,
resulting in ‘distortion’ or heightening. All characters seemed taller.
The projector lens was specially designed to magnify images differently
in the horizontal and vertical directions, hence creating a very wide
vision beyond the limit of 1.85:1. The image area on CinemaScope
film was the same as that of Movietone (1.16:1), yet it appeared on
the screen as 2.35:1. The first film produced in CinemaScope is How to
Marry a Millionaire (1953) but The Robe (1953) by 20th Century Fox
is the first ever released in CinemaScope.

In the course of film preservation, aspect ratio poses problems. When
a film print is received, the original aspect ratio has to be ascertained
in order to choose the one closest to the first release version for long-
term preservation. As a FIAF member, we are also obliged by the code
of ethics to show films in their original aspect ratios or as close as
possible. If the film was produced with scene segments in varying aspect
ratios, the best ratio for projection has to be decided. One also has to
bear in mind that the aperture plate and projection lens used to exhibit
the film cannot be changed when the film is being shown without
interrupting viewers’ enjoyment. Furthermore, archival films of very
rare aspect ratios (such as 1.16:1 and 1.75:1) may render some
projection venues unsuitable for screening as they do not have the
appropriate aperture plates and projection lenses set. 

Photo above: In 2003, Sunrise (1927) was shown in HKFA and Space Museum. In

order to cope with the projection requirement of this unusual Movietone format

(1.16:1 film), two sets of aperture plates were tailor-made to suit the twin projectors

of each venue.

Edward Tse is the Assistant Curator I (Conservation) of HKFA.

The Archive was honoured by the presence of the venerated Taiwanese

director Hou Hsiao-hsien on 30 September.  Walking through artefacts

and the Resource Centre, he also shared with the Archive staff the fruits

of his latest award-winning production Three Times (2005). (From left)

Acquisition Manager Mable Ho, Archive Head Angela Tong, Mr and Mrs

Hou, Research Officer Wong Ain-ling and Programmer Sam Ho.

St. James’ Settlement invited veteran actress Helena Law Lan to the

Archive on August 31. While looking back on her emergence as a movie

star and the many amusing anecdotes over the years, she joyfully gave

the elderly audience some valuable tips for longevity. She joined Lan

Kwong in 1960, and started her over 30 years relationship with TVB

since 1971 when Cantonese cinema began losing its momentum. The

movie queen finds her life no different from a play, yet insisting that

everything can be held intact with a cheerful and positive attitude.

Events

Mr Bob R.H. Bragg
Mr IJsbrand Rogge
Mr Oliver Sodeman

Fragrant Orchid on the Screen
—Helena Law Lan

Director Hou’s One Time at HKFA
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Programme

Please refer to the HKFA’s programme leaflet, ProFolio and our website for details. Admission to exhibitions and seminars is free. For enquiries, please call 2739 2139

(Programme) or 2734 9009 (Ticketing).

Yellow Willow in the Frost:
Films of Anna May Wong

In this centennial year of the birth of Anna May Wong,

HKFA pays tribute to this trailblazer of Chinese cinema.

Wong rose to fame in Hollywood in the 1920s and 30s.

Under her glamourous and frosty veneer is exquisite

acting that is subtle and uncontrived. The programme

will show 8 films, including Hollywood’s first

Technicolour production Toll of the Sea (1922) and

Shanghai Express (1932) which costars Marlene

Dietrich.

On display will be Anna May Wong’s movie stills and

glamour shots.

Venue: 1st Floor Foyer, Hong Kong Film Archive

An Evening with Jeff Lau

Frivolous, popular, and street-smart, Jeff Lau’s films are

also wise and heart-warming. Lau will make a rare

appearance to talk about his creative journey, the

sources of inspiration for his comedies and tragedies,

and his creative muses.

HostHostHostHostHost: Thomas Shin (Film Critic)

To be held at 7pm on Saturday, 3 December 2005 at

the Archive Cinema

Conducted in Cantonese

Inspired by Jean Cocteau

Screening 6 Cocteau classics, including The Blood of a
Poet (1930), Beauty and the Beast (1946), Orpheus
(1949), to reexperience his unique poetic philosophy

and his use of surreal psychology to analyse

perspectives and examine topics such as love and death,

incest, and taboo.

Inviting Hong Kong’s artists to interpret Jean Cocteau.

Singer Anthony Wong will re-interpret a Piaf-song;

choreographer Yuri Ng, video artist Maurice Lai and

Japanese ballet dancer Nishijima Kazuhiro will interact

with the camera to reenact Cocteau’s erotic sketches.

Painter Yank Wong will trace Cocteau’s inner world on

the canvas while Julian Lee, Ho Siu-kee, Tat Tat Wing,

Henry Lau, Wu Wing-yee, Michael Lam all pay tribute

to the poet-director.

Venue: Exhibition Hall, Hong Kong Film Archive

Speakers:

Julian Lee (Curator)

William Cheung (Film Critic)

Guest in Response: Yankwai Wong (Art Director)

To be held at 3pm on Saturday, 14 January 2006 at the

Archive Cinema

Conducted in Cantonese

12

Hong Kong Characters:
Wong Cho-shan

Expert at grassroots characters, Wong Cho-shan starred

in over 400 films. He played kind, hardworking, humble

characters who stoop to compromise such as a gentle

father and a loyal servant. He is known for his natural

and realistic acting. Wong’s Sunrise (1953) and In the
Face of Demolition (1953) will be shown.

Chor Yuen: From Cheung
Wood-yau to Stephen Chow

Entering the film industry in 1950s, the versatile director

and screenwriter Chor Yuen was pivotal in lifting Hong

Kong cinema to its many heights over the past decades.

Works from his Cantonese Cinema era will be seen in

this retrospective, including the melodrama Rose in
Tears (1963), the thriller The Black Rose (1965) and the

comedy The Pregnant Maiden (1968); a newly restored

copy of The Great Devotion (1960) will be shown as

part of the Archive’s fifth anniversary celebration. An

exhibition will also be held at 1st Floor Foyer, Hong Kong

Film Archive. The programme will be presented in two

parts, the second part being staged later in the year.

Fifth Anniversary Celebration

To celebrate the Hong Kong Film Archive’s fifth

anniversary, a programme of free movies will be

offered to the public from January 1st to 8th, 2006.
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Some Associations from Chinese Images and
Foreign Romance on the Silver Screen
–Begin with Anna May Wong

Lawrence Lau

Yellow Willow in the Frost
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Yellow Willow in the Frost

Co-starring Sessue Hayakawa in Daughter of the Dragon
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When Race Met Gender:
The Career of Anna May Wong

Co-starring Marlene Dietrich in Shanghai Express

15

To complement the screenings of ‘Yellow Willow in the Frost–Films of

Anna May Wong’, this seminar was hosted by Archive Programmer

Sam Ho on 19 November 2005 at the Archive Cinema. Other than

film scholar Law Kar, Elaine Mae Woo and Ed Manwell, filmmaker and

producer of Frosted Yellow Willows, came over from the US to talk

about the many challenges Wong was faced as an Asian Chinese actress

in Hollywood and Europe. In between was an in-depth analysis by Law

Kar on the varied images of Wong captured by the Chinese press in the

1920s and 30s. The picture was taken right after the seminar in front

of an exhibition panel of this programme. (From left) Bede Cheng,

Elaine Mae Woo, Ed Manwell, Angela Tong, Law Kar and Sam Ho.
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Yellow Willow in the Frost

During the 1920s, Hollywood was roaring and people were lining up

around the block to see films by Charlie Chaplin, Mary Pickford, Lillian

Gish, and Douglas Fairbanks. But amidst the swashbucklers, tramps,

and sweethearts of the silver screen, an Oriental flower blossomed.

Anna May Wong, born Frosted Yellow Willows, hypnotised audiences

with her ivory skin, sparkling almond eyes, and elegant poise. American

audiences had never seen such an exotic and mystical woman on the

big screen before.

Anna May Wong was mesmerised by film as a child. At the age of

fourteen, Anna began her career in crowd scenes and bit parts. She got

her first starring role in Technicolor's feature film, Toll of the Sea (1922),

when she was just seventeen. This led to a pivotal role in Douglas

Fairbanks, Sr’s ambitious epic production, The Thief of Bagdad (1924).

Her portrayal of the Mongol Slave captured the attention of critics

and moviegoers, leaving an indelible mark in Hollywood's cinematic

history.

America was not big enough to contain an actress with Anna’s talent

and skill. Although widely known for such roles as the lead in Toll of

the Sea, she was usually confined to playing such stereotypical roles

as a servant or villainess. So, in 1927, Anna was delighted to sail to

Europe to star in three films to be directed by Richard Eichberg. She

expanded her repertoire and fine-tuned her elocution and performance.

European audiences embraced Anna as one of their own. In this

welcoming environment, Anna felt confident enough to display her

many talents in vaudeville shows and theatrical productions. In Europe,

she was no longer seen as just Chinese. She was regarded as an artist

in her own right. Some of her well-known films included E.A. DuPont’s

Piccadilly (1929), Java Head (1934) and Chu Chin Chow (1934).

But it was her role in Josef von Sternberg's classic, Shanghai Express

(1932) that would be her most famous; many people believe she

outshone the star, Marlene Dietrich. In the film she plays Hui Fei,

Dietrich's travelling companion from Peiping to Shanghai. During the

excursion, bandits board the train, threatening the travellers and Hui

Fei. Hui Fei kills the bandit leader and saves the lives of her fellow

passengers.

Back in America, she continued to appear in such films as Daughter

of Shanghai (1938), Dangerous to Know (1938), as well as King of

Chinatown (1939).  All of these ‘B’ movies were box office successes

for the Hollywood studios.

Anna followed world events in China and was naturally aware of the

Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931.  Anna decided to take a detour

from her film career and throw herself into bringing awareness of the

events happening in war-torn China. Anna visited China in 1936,

experiencing the beauty and history of her Chinese heritage. When

World War II broke out, her kinship with her people inspired her to

double her efforts in the U.S. to help China. She began campaigning

for the China War Relief efforts, making personal appearances at the

USO camps and doing radio broadcasts. She sold bonds, and donated

her extensive collection of luxurious clothing and jewellery to help

with the cause. Her efforts helped rally support and sympathy from

the American people. Anna further demonstrated her devotion to China

in two Producers Releasing Corporation (PRC) low budget films entitled

Lady from Chungking (1942) and Bombs over Burma (1942).

Her career was never the same after WWII but she continued to

work in film, radio and television. Producer Ross Hunter revived Anna's

film career with a small part in his film Portrait in Black (1960) with

Lana Turner and Anthony Quinn. She was slated to appear in Hunter's

musical film Flower Drum Song with an all-Asian cast,  which included

Nancy Kwan, Keye Luke, James Shigeta and Jack Soo but had to bow

out due to poor health. Anna May Wong died February 3, 1961.

Even in the face of criticism and prejudice, Anna maintained her

dignity and kindness of spirit. She never stopped working to be a good

person and a mistress of her craft. Her example has taught Asians in

America and all others who are familiar with her life and work about

perseverance and altruism. There has been no other Asian American

actress who has had this effect. Her courage, poise and generosity and

her great spiritual and physical beauty form the legacy of Anna May

Wong.

For over eight years, Elaine Mae Woo has been following the career

of Anna May Wong, attempting to piece together her expansive body

of work. She gathered a team of Wong devotees to work on the

documentary, Anna May Wong—Frosted Yellow Willows: Her Life,

Times, and Legend, to be released in 2006.

Early films are a time capsule of the period and culture. Beyond pure

entertainment, they project the values,

mannerisms, and language of a bygone era.

Early films offer insight into where we come

from as a society. During Anna May Wong's

time, the Chinese living in America

struggled against ghastly stereotypes

projected not only in films, but also

in newspapers, magazines and

books . These  repugnant

depictions worked themselves

into the American psyche and

continue to plague Chinese in

America today. The study of Wong’s life is

sure to inspire contemplations on this period,

especially the resilience and tenacity of the

Chinese in the face of hardships.  

For more information please go to:

http://www.anna-may-wong.com

Anna May Wong
Frosted Yellow Willows:
Her Life, Times and Legend

Elaine Mae Woo, Jean Lau, Ed Manwell
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