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In Brief
"It took more than one man to change my name to Shanghai Lily." Fallen woman
Marlene Dietrich just happens to run into former boyfriend, British army captain
Clive Brook, on a train hurtling through wartime China, in what many consider the
high point of the Dietrich/von Sternberg cycle. Along for the ride are some of
Hollywood’s greatest supporting players of the day: lovely Anna May Wong,
bullfrog-voiced Eugene Pallette and Warner Oland (doing a sinister spin on his Far
East Charlie Chan
persona.)
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In the early 1930's, director Josef von Sternberg transformed a plump, not-very-
successful German actress into an international sex goddess named Marlene
Dietrich. Their first collaboration, The Blue Angel (1930), was followed by a
Hollywood contract for Dietrich, and two more films in which her mystery and
allure blossomed under von Sternberg's guidance. Shanghai Express (1932),
the fourth of their seven films together, is perhaps the apotheosis of the
partnership.

Hollywood wits called Shanghai Express, which deals with an eventful train journey between Peking and Shanghai, "Grand Hotel on
Wheels." Dietrich plays Shanghai Lily, a lady of easy virtue known as the "White Flower of the Chinese coast." During a time of political
unrest, she boards the train in Peking, along with an assortment of characters with their own agendas. They include Clive Brook, as an
English officer and former lover of Lily's; Warner Oland, a rebel leader traveling incognito; and Anna May Wong, Lily's companion, a
fellow prostitute hoping for a new start. The train is hijacked by the rebels, and the simmering tensions among the characters explode.

From the beginning of their collaboration, von Sternberg and Dietrich had been having an affair, although both were married. Von
Sternberg was clearly in control behind the camera, but increasingly, it appeared that Dietrich, with her non-exclusive attitude toward
sex, had the upper hand in the romance. She indulged in affairs with Gary Cooper and Maurice Chevalier, then went back to Germany
to see her husband and daughter. Von Sternberg was feeling both personally and professionally frustrated, and wanted to abandon
the partnership. Critics, too, were beginning to grumble that perhaps the Dietrich-von Sternberg films were too rarefied, that the
exotic German beauty might do well to work with another director. Dietrich, however, would not work with anyone but von Sternberg,
and he began preparing Shanghai Express. Shortly before the film went into production, von Sternberg's estranged wife sued Dietrich
for alienation of affections and the suit was later dropped.

Given the tense circumstances, and von Sternberg's tyrannical manner and mania for perfection, working on Shanghai Express was a
stressful experience for everyone. Von Sternberg shouted so much that he lost his voice. A production executive gave him a microphone
to use, and von Sternberg went one better and hooked up a huge public address system, so his voice boomed in all corners of the
soundstage. Cinematographer Lee Garmes recalled that the director acted out all the roles and insisted the actors imitate him. "His
impersonation of Anna May Wong had us all in stitches. But we didn't dare show our amusement."

Von Sternberg's obsessiveness paid off early in Shanghai Express, in the scenes of the Peking railroad station, created on the Paramount
back lot and in nearby towns with train tracks. The scenes are densely packed with faux-Chinese atmosphere and layer upon layer of
detail. In his memoir, Fun in a Chinese Laundry, von Sternberg himself recalled one such detail. "We had to plan to have a cow give birth
and nourish its calf near noisy railroad tracks, so that it would be undisturbed by clanging bells and hooting whistles when my train came
along through the crowded streets to be stopped by an animal suckling its young."

The most beautiful and exotic of von Sternberg's creations in Shanghai Express, of course, is Dietrich herself, swathed in designer
Travis Banton's feathers and veils, and stunningly lit and photographed by Lee Garmes. In one particularly ravishing image, only her
pale, elegant hands are lit, clasped in prayer for her former lover. As the world-weary courtesan, Dietrich also murmurs what is probably
her most famous line: "It took more than one man to change my name to Shanghai Lily." The surefire combination of glamour and
adventure made it the most successful of the Dietrich-von Sternberg films and at Oscar time, Shanghai Express was nominated for Best
Picture (it lost to Grand Hotel, 1932) and von Sternberg was nominated for best director for the second year in a row. But only Lee
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Garmes won the award for his cinematography.

Dietrich and von Sternberg would make three more films together, each one
becoming more and more stylized and remote, and nearly wrecking the careers of
both. But many fans agree with critic Pauline Kael that what makes Shanghai
Express such fun is that "this movie has style - a triumphant fusion of sin, glamour,
shamelessness, art, and perhaps, a furtive sense of humor."

by Margarita Landazuri

Anna May Wong

Born 3 January 1905 in Los Angeles, California, USA, as Wong Liu Tsong.
Died 2 February 1961 in Santa Monica, California, USA, of heart and liver failure.
Cousin of cinematographer James Wong Howe.

Anna May Wong was the first Chinese-American actress to attain any prominence
in cinema. Born in Los Angeles’ Chinatown in 1905, she was literally a child of
American movies who loved watching film crews shoot in Chinatown streets. She
made her film acting debut in 1919, among five hundred other extras in The Red
Lantern (1919), a big-budget Box Rebellion extravaganza starring Alla Nazimova.
She worked steadily in small roles, playing a bit in Sessue Hayakawa’s The First Born
(1921) and earned her first credit as Lon Chaney’s abused wife in Bits of Life (1921)
before starring in The Toll of the Sea (1922), a Chinese variation of the Madame
Butterfly tale and an early Technicolor film.

Swashbuckler superstar Douglas Fairbanks saw her in the little maternal melodrama and
immediately cast her as the ‘Mongolian Slave Girl,’ in his Arabian Nights fantasy The Thief of
Bagdad (1924). The only Chinese-American featured player of the silent era, she was consigned
to interludes as a specialty dancer and/or decorative vamp bits in the many forbidden East
adventures and Chinatown mysteries: Drifting (1923), Peter Pan (1924), Old San Francisco (1927),
Mr. Wu (1927), The Devil Dancer (1927), The Streets of Shanghai (1927), The Chinese Parrot
(1927), The Crimson City (1928) and Across to Singapore (1928). Many of her silent era films are
lost. Outside the Law (1920), The Toll of the Sea, The Thief of Bagdad, Peter Pan, The Yankee
Clipper (1927), and Piccadilly (1929) are currently on DVD and VHS.

Frustrated with Hollywood’s stereotyping and competition for diminishing Oriental roles, she
fled to Europe in 1928. Her lesser known Asian contemporaries, Etta Lee, Lotus Long and Toshia
Mori faired little better under the studio casting system. In Berlin, she was top-billed in both
Schmutziges Geld [Show Life / Song] (1928) and Großstadtschmetterling [City Butterfly] (1929).
In Britain, she filmed the trilingual German, French and British production of The Flame of Love
(1930). German émigré, E.A. Dupont directed her final silent film Piccadilly (1929). Although
billed third in the credits, Wong stole the backstage melodrama from nominal costars Gilda Grey
and Jameson Thomas in what critics considered to be her best British film.

She made her Broadway debut in Edgar Wallace’s melodrama, On the Spot, in the fall of 1930. Returning to Hollywood in May 1931, she
starred as Fu Manchu’s daughter in The Daughter of the Dragon (1931) with Sessue Hayakawa as her love interest. Her next picture and
best-remembered role, as “Hui Fei” the archetypal China Doll/Dragon Lady, in the Josef von Sternberg classic Shanghai Express (1932)
would bring her screen immortality.

Wong was rejected for the role of Olan in The Good Earth (1936) in one of Hollywood’s
most notorious casting disputes. Austrian import Luise Rainer played the role and won
the 1937 Best Actress Oscar.

Anna May Wong went into semi-retirement in 1943, not appearing again until a minor role
in the minor film noir, Impact (1949), some television guest spots, and finally as Lana
Turner’s housekeeper in Portrait in Black (1960).

Anna May Wong died in 1961, but remains the most legendary of Hollywood’s Asian
actresses.

— Biography by Joseph Worrell
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