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PILCADILLY WITH AWNA MAY WONG
By Grace Lee Boggs
Michigan Citizen, September 2&-October 2. 2044

Nowadavs, because we are the country's fasbest growlng
pinosrity, Aslan Americans zee ouraelwes all eowver the place,
in commercials and sitecoms on TV, Ln newspaper ads, as
stand-up comies, and evwen in a recently released movia,
Harald and Eumar Go to White Castle, which is about the
escapades of two Asian American soungsters, ohe of
Korean and the other of Socuth Aslan ancestry.

When [ was a teenager in the 12205 and L2305,
however, we were such a Liny and inviaible mincerity thak
there was only one well-known film actress, Anna May Wang,
who looked somefhing 1lke ua. She even regsembled my sister
whao was 5o preatty that pecple used to tell her zhe sghould
be in mowvies. 5o I used to keep my eyes pasled for har
fleating appearansas an the soreen.

That L5 why I leapt at the oppertunity to go to the
fetroit Film Theatre recently to see Plocadilly, a feature
Llength film in which she stars.

Piccadilly was made seventy=five years ago in England
where the Chinese American actress had te go in crder to
be given a leading role. Recently restored by the British
Film Institute, it is well warth seelng. AT the end nearly
everyone in the audience (which, as far as 1 could Ses,
included few Asian Amerlcans WLlTh By special interest)
gave 1t a standing owvation.

The plot centers around Piccadilly, a pozh night club in
London where lowely ladies in floor length evening gowns
do the long, gliding and graceful steps of the Peabody on
a huge dance floor with handsome gentlemen in black
tuxedos .

Buziness at the Piccadilly, ocwned by Valentine. a supave
nan abkout town, has been declining because Mabel, the
busty blond dancer in the cluk’s [loar show who L3 also
Yalentine's lower (played by Gilda Gray), is ne longer
attracting custoners. 50 Valentine decides to replace her
with Shosho {played by Anna May Wongl whom he
accldentally discovers entertaining her fellow dishwashers
by shaking her boocty on a tiny Cable in the club's scullery.

By confemporary standards, the dancing of beth MHabel
and 5hosho is rather sad. But flimslly covered 1n a psewdo
Astan costume, Shasho's exoticism Lifts her overnight o
stardom and wealth, . Howewer, she goon comes to a
wialent end because, enboldend by har triumph over
Mabel, she decides bo seduce Valentine at the risk of
arsusing the fierce jeslousy of bath Mebel and her oWh
Chinese lavar.

I was egpecially struck by the creativity of the Germars
director, E.A.Tmpant, in shawing the contrast between the
three layers of the nigh%t club: the tap layer where Lowvely
ladies and handsome nen da gliding dances, sncke long



thin cigaretbes, apd pick ab Chelr food; the ditchen or
middle Izwvor whore chefs fake pride in preparing Lhoe
sulsiney; and bhe ssullery where 3 mobley crew washes
dishas and bakes oub Lhe garhage.

The gonbrzabh hatwsan the posh Ficsadilly and a bar in
Limehouse, where Shosho and her [riends bang out, 15 also
ravapling, especizlly 2 scans whara ths owner throws a
nlack man oub of the Dar because he is dancing with
z white woman.

The pianag accompaniment browght hack fond memsries.
I was azmaz=ed =t the =kill and enecgy willh which
Yar an hour and a4 half David Drazin kent up wich what was
happening on Lhe seogen, swilching Lo diffarant cunes,
insluding some trom Chinsss folk music, to go along with
Lhe doveloning stoey, Hack Chen we Lonk iR for granted,
mayke hecause playving the piance thon was a5 common as
playing Lhe guilar iz Loday.
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