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ABSTRACT

Eileen Chang did not get involved in cinema until 1947 and
then only when she was driven to do so by political and financial
necessities. In that year she wrote two scripts, but only one film,
Taitai wansui, survives today. Between 1957 and 1964,
struggling to get by in the U.S. without a regular income, she
wrote a total of eight scripts for Hong Kong's MP & GI Company.
From these ten film texts, Taitai wansui, which was written in
postwar Shanghai, has been recognized as giving the strongest
expression to Chang'’s familiar themes of domestic conflicts and
human frailties. This essay will therefore focus on Taitai wansui
to explore the ways in which Chang used a popular cultural
medium to project her ideas regarding the domestic culture
of Shanghai's middle-class women, focusing on the home,
romance, marriage, sentiment, and family relations. By placing
women'’s stories at the center of film, and presenting them in
comic form, she created a new genre in Chinese (and Hong
Kong) cinema, which had been dominated since the 1920s by
anti-imperialist nationalism and social didacticism.
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Eileen Chang (Zhang Ailing) is one of the masters of twentieth-
century Chinese literature. Born in Shanghai in 1920, she devoted her
literary life to capturing the glamour, decadence, and moral ambiguity
of the city. At the age of 23, Chang leapt to fame in Shanghai under
the Japanese Occupation.' During those years, she published about
twelve short stories and many essays in the city’s leading cultural
journals and literary magazines. Her short story collection, Chuangi
(Romance), was sold out in four days. She was also financially secure
and married to Hu Lancheng (although they divorced in 1947), a
senior propaganda official of the collaborationist regime of Wang
Jingwei. Yet it was also for her achievement in this period that, after
the War of Resistance, her name came to be linked with treason in the
dominant discourse of revolutionary nationalism, both because of her
marriage to Hu Lancheng, and of her aesthetics of political
irrelevance, the “decadent” banality of domestic details and romantic
relations she “indulged” in her writings.” Under these ideological
pressures, Chang published little and only in marginal publications. In
1952, she exiled herself to Hong Kong and, then, to the U.S., where
she died in 1995.

In the U.S,, Eileen Chang lived in obscurity. Aside from
publishing two novels in English (The Rice-Sprout Song and The
Rouge of the North)® and their Chinese versions in Hong Kong, she
lived a hermit’s life. But in Taiwan and Hong Kong, her wartime
writings inspired a new generation of “Chang fans” who cherished her
exquisite voice expressing Shanghai’s decadence and the feminine
condition that was a refreshing difference from the dominant literary
tradition of social didacticism. All her writings, including many



Eileen Chang, Woman’s Film, and Domestic Culture 11

newly discovered ones, were republished and became big sellers
across the Chinese-speaking world; reminiscences of and comments
on her life abound in literary magazines. More than before, forty
years after her lapse into silence, Eileen Chang has become a legend.

Among the newly discovered works of Eileen Chang are some
of her 10 filmscripts written between 1947 and 1964, They included
Taitai wansui (Long Live The Wife, 1947), Xiao ernu (Father Takes a
Bride, 1963) and Nanbei xi xiangfeng (The Great Love Affair on
Earth, 1964). Unlike her literary texts, which have spawned a spate of
impressive research since the 1980s, Chang’s film works remain little
known in academia. This oversight is rather odd given Chang’s life-
long passion for motion pictures and its obvious influence on her
literary imagination. According to her brother, for example, Chang
loved film as much as literature; she was so “addicted” to moving
pictures that one time she aborted a trip to Hangzhou just to return
home to watch a favorite movie.* Despite this, Eileen Chang did not
get involved in cinema until 1947 only when she was driven by
political and financial necessities. In that year she wrote two scripts,
Bu liao qing (Evermore Sorrow) and Taitai wanshi, but only the latter
survives today. Between 1957 and 1964, struggling to get by in the
US without a regular income, she wrote a total of eight scripts for
Hong Kong’s MP & GI Company. Among these ten film texts Taitai
wansui has been recognized as giving the strongest expression to
Chang’s literary and aesthetic vision.’

This essay will therefore focus on Taitai wansui to explore the
ways in which Chang used a popular cultural medium to project her
ideas regarding the domestic culture of Shanghai’s middle-class
women, which was constituted by the home, romance, marriage,
sentiment, and family relations. By placing women’s stories at the
center of film, rather than the raging war between the Communist and
Nationalist that was to change the social and political landscape of the
city, and presenting it in a comic form, she in effect marked out a
different possibility in Chinese (and Hong Kong) cinema which had
been dominated since the 1920s by anti-imperialist nationalism and
social didacticism.
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Taitai wansui was released in Shanghai in July 1947 by Wenhua
Film Company. Wenhua was founded in late 1946 by the
businessman Wu Xingzai whose liberal politics and business acumen
made Wenhua into one of the most important private studios in
postwar Shanghai. It put under contract an eminent group of artists
and filmmakers, including directors Huang Zuolin and San Hu, writer
Ke Ling, and actor Shi Hui, all of whom had lived in the city (rather
than, like Zhao Dan or Bai Yang, who were exiled to the unoccupied
interior) during the war. Unlike most of the private studios in postwar
Shanghai, which folded or suspended production after making one or
two films due to financial problems, Wenhua made a reputation of
making serious, high quality pictures® and continued production until
the Communist takeover in 1952.

Taitai wansui was the fourth of a string of popular Wenhua
films. Directed by Sang Hu, a young director who first made his name
as a serious, artistic filmmaker during the Occupation with such
social dramas as Jiaoshi wansui (Long Live Teachers), Taitai wansui
was made from a script written by Eileen Chang. It was her second
film work. She had collaborated with Sang Hu a few months earlier,
on Bu Liao ging (Love Without End), a romantic tragedy starring
Chen Yanyan and Liu Qiong, both big stars in occupied Shanghai.
The film was a big box-office success, making possible another joint
project between Sang Hu and Eileen Chang.

Chang moved to filmmaking probably because she felt herself
banished from the postwar literary world. In 1947, intellectual life in
Shanghai was highly politicized, overwhelmed with public outcry
against traitors and the corruption of the legal apparatus in failing to
bring them to justice, along with massive anxiety about the seemingly
uncontrollable inflation and the unavoidable civil war between the
Nationalists and Communists (as expressed dramatically by the Anti-
Civil War Demonstration in 1947). Burdened by her relationship with
a top collaborationist official and her celebrity during the Occupation,
Chang became a natural object of suspicion and vilification. She was
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denounced for collaborating with the enemy during the war and her
romance with Hu Lancheng was depicted as a scandal in tabloids.
Under these pressures, she felt compelled to come forth to defend
herself against charges of “cultural treason.”” Still, her close friend,
the essayist Ke Ling, whom she had helped save from Japanese prison
in 1944, was harassed for issuing an announcement in his literary
supplement of a reprint of Chang’s wartime collection, Chuangi
(Romance).? If she wanted to continue projecting her voice in the
public arena (besides writing for minor newspapers), therefore, Chang
had to find another cultural space that would be more receptive to her
creativity. Also at stake was her economic survival, since her income
depended solely on her writing.

Filmmaking seemed to offer Chang that alternative space for
self-expression. She had been an avid moviegoer since childhood. In
fact, during the Occupation she began her literary career by
contributing film reviews to a Nazi German magazine XX Century.
Film images pervaded her wartime creations. (It was actually a
surprise that she did not go into filmmaking earlier. Did she hold
contempt for film culture in relation to the literary arts, in spite of her
passion for movie as an entertainment?) Moreover, as the film
industry was struggling to rebuild itself after the war, it was more
tolerant of political problems and moral ambiguity than the literary
circle. By late 1946 and early 1947, most prominent filmmakers and
actors of the Occupation Period, like Chen Yanyan and Li Lihua, had
made their way back to the screen, seemingly unscathed, after a
period of anxious silence. Thus, through the office of Ke Ling, when
San Hu invited Chang to write scripts for him in July 1946, she
agreed. For her, this invitation must have represented both an act of
support and appreciation and a source of much-needed income.’

Taitai wansui is a well-made low-budget film. Its cast,
particularly Shangguan Yunzhu, Jiang Tianliu, and Shi Hui, all of
whom had originally risen to stardom in stage drama during the



14 Tamkang Review, Vol. XXIX, No. 4

Occupation, put in passionate performances. The characterizations
and plot are enlivened by the witty, incisive dialogues reminiscent of
Chang’s wartime fictions. Despite the often awkward camera
movements (perhaps as a result of the limited budgetary support),
director Sang Hu was able to bring out the texture and delicacy of
everyday experience and family relations of middle-class Shanghai
inscribed in Chang’s script by paying remarkable attention to details
of mis-en-scéne and transitions, crafting a narrative that is at once
smooth, lively and nuanced.

The themes and subjects of Taitai wansui were familiar to
readers of Chang’s Occupation writings: the private, feminine space
of love, marriage, family, and domestic conflicts. But these found a
more accessible and “realistic” representation in film, which, since its
inception, has aspired to project the everyday and private drama of
emotions and relationships in modern culture."

A major, popular Hollywood genre in the 1930s and 1940s,
woman’s film distinguished itself from other “masculine” genres (e.g.,
Western and gangster film) by focusing on female protagonists and
addressing specifically female spectators. Its narrative structure was
often organized around a process of sufferings: the heroine sacrificed
her interests in spite of continuous victimization and, often, her life
for the sake of the family or the men in her life (husband, lover, or
son). These films were emotionally engaging, unbashedly tearful and
usually ended tragically. Prominent examples included The Great Lie
(1941), Waterloo Bridge (1940), and Penny Serenade (1941).
Woman’s film has thus been disparagingly associated with “weepies”
and maudlin melodrama, which served as escapist fantasy for
housewives. But there are in fact as many kinds of woman’s film as
there are many women."' Recently feminist film scholars have begun
to reconsider the social and cultural meaning of this debased genre.
While agreeing that most woman’s films in the 1930s and 1940s were
soap opera, “soft-core emotional porn for frustrated housewives,” the
new scholarship discovers a woman’s point of view and thus
subversion of the patriarchal order in some (embodied prominently by
such actresses as Marlene Dietrich, Katharine Hepburn, and Bette
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Davis or characters such as Scarlett O’Hara).'? This reinterpretation
gives rise to a critical redefinition of woman’s film as “a movie that
places at the center of its universe a female who is trying to deal with
the emotional, social, and psychological problems that are specifically
connected to the fact that she is a woman.””® By putting woman and
her problems front and center on the screen as the most important
events in the world, woman’s film challenged the social norm that
consigns women to its margin by enshrining the male/public/political,
female/private/ domestic split. In these films, men, not women, were
marginalized. In fact, all important historical events usually
associated with the male sphere (war, revolution, nation) were recast
in terms of 1mportant events of a woman’s everyday life: love,
marriage, family."

Woman’s film in Classical Hollywood was not a pure genre.
Rather, as a recent scholar documents, it was crossed by other
established genres. Besides melodrama, which focused on the
perpetual staging of the heroine’s suffering, movies about women
often took the form of comedy. Comedy was popular because it
provided women a space for resistance against the gender hierarchy.
In a man’s world, a woman could get away with becoming a “strong
woman,” doing horrible things to men (like humiliating, taking
revenge on and/or punishing them) when these were disguised with
jokes and laughter Their behavior became, in other words, funny, not
threatening."> Yet we have to be careful not to overstate the feminist
or subversive messages of these genres because, while allowing a
certain degree of anti-authoritarianism and female resistance in some
of their best films, they all generally affirmed the social order by
ultimately urging women to conform in one way or another to the
norms society placed on them. Either in comedic or melodramatic
form, woman’s film as a whole contributes to the affirmation and
legitimization of the prevailing patriarchal order.

Taitai wansui is a woman’s film in the form of light comedy.
According to Gong Zhifang, Wenhua’s public relations director, it
was Sang Hu’s idea to make a comedy.'® And Chang’s choice for a
comedy about women was a logical one, compatible with the central
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theme and narrative perspective of her fictional works. The genre’s
relegation of the public domain (history, revolution, war, or nation) to
the “silent background,” which was associated with masculinity,
accorded with her long-standing aloofness from politics. Moreover,
Chang seemed to be especially familiar with woman’s film, from
which she drew inspiration for many of her own film works. All of
her favorite Hollywood stars were dominant players in the genre—
Claudette Colbert, Joan Crawford, Greta Garbo, and Bette Davis.!”
But, Taitai wansui is not about “emancipated women” nor about
female resistance. It is rather a reflection on the oppression and
victimization of “modern” Chinese women’s domestic lives and their
failure to break with conventional domesticity. Marriage is a
humiliating process of entrapment to women. Yet, Chang refused to
blame their degradation solely on men. Her refusal to see women’s
problems, as a reductive binarism of women against men, us against
them, good against evil, gave Taitai wansui an ideological subtext
that subverts the dominant cultural and political discourses of the
1940s."

Set in a middle-class Shanghai household in a new-style
alleyway house, Taitai wansui is centered around the figure of Chen
Sizhen (Jiang Tianliu), with whom spectators are positioned to
identify. Typical of Hollywood woman’s movies, the centrality of
Chen Sizhen is visually and narratively established when she is
introduced in the film’s opening sequence. In a series of medium
close-ups, Chen Sizhen, a beautiful, elegantly dressed middle-aged
woman, appears busily fixing the family altar for, as we soon learn,
her mother-in-law’s birthday worship. She is apparently a capable
modern manager of the household. Although nothing fancy, the house
has everything a modern urban household should have and all of them
are arranged in perfect order and cleanliness.

When the maid comes in for instructions she breaks a cup, a
taboo on such an occasion. Chen Sizhen tries to cover it up when her
nasty mother-in-law (Lu Shan) enters the scene. The camera follows
her desperately attempting to hide the broken pieces, first under the
cover of a newspaper, then under the cushion; still it is discovered.
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Then an argument breaks out between the old woman and the maid,
who is accused of theft. Chen Sizhen tries to patch it up by secretly
agreeing to increase the maid’s monthly allowance (only to be
discovered by her mother-in-law later). As soon as the fight is over,
her sister-in-law Tang Zhiqin (Wang Yi) calls on her to help decide
what to buy for a birthday present. Although possessing little power
of her own, Chen Sizhen’s central position in her universe, the Tang
family, is clear. Her centrality, like that of many women in Shanghai,
consists in her complete devotion to the needs of her family, a
distressing and thankless job; without her “quiet” sacrifice, the family
would break down.

Chen Sizhen has a dull marriage to Tang Zhiyuan (Zhang Fa), a
well-dressed, ambitious, but incompetent bank clerk; a typical
Shanghai xiao shimin (petty urbanite). So while Chen Sizhen is strong
in her quiet way, her husband is weak and emasculated. Their
relationship is unromantic, and she fails to bear him a heir. But she
wants to be a good wife, “willingly sacrificing herself,” telling lies
and taking abuse all the time just so that her small universe can
survive intact.'” To please her husband, Chen Sizhen lies to her stingy
father (Shi Hui) so that he agrees to help Tang Zhiyuan start up a
business. Confident in his new-found wealth, like many Shanghai
businessmen, Tang Zhiyuan maintains an affair with a glamorous
woman, Zhu Mimi (Shangguan Yunzhu), who cares for nothing but
his money. It is important to note at this point that, although Zhu
Mimi appears to be alluring and manipulative with her fancy
sleeveless gipao and amorous glances, a prototypical femme fatale,
she is actually under the control of her husband, a mean-looking
small-time gangster (Tian Zhendong), who lives on her spoils.

When the affair comes into the open, Chen Sizhen’s father, with
his patriarchal authority, wants to teach Tang Zhiyuan a lesson for his
infidelity. Instead, in the presence of his son-in-law, he falls in love
with Zhu Mimi’s girlfriend. In the next scene, the camera shows him,
old and bald, searching high and low for a Western suit he wore in his
youth (as opposed to his usual old-styled Chinese outfit) to go to the
dancing hall with the woman, while singing all along in a funny tone:
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“Women are bad! Women are bad!” The funny tune and Shi Hui’s
neurotic acting of this farcial scene invites the spectators to laugh at
the old fool (who thinks the woman loves him for who he is) and,
especially, to ridicule and poke fun of the hypocrisy of the patriarchal
order he represents.

While Tang Zhiyuan enjoys himself with Zhu Mimi, his
company goes bankrupt. The Tang family is thrown into crisis. But
the director shows remarkable constraint in not making an emotional
melodrama out of it. The crisis only serves to bring to fore the futility
of Chen Sizhen’s “willing sacrifice.” Instead of blaming himself or
Zhu Mimi, Tang Zhiyuan blames Chen Sizhen for getting her father
to finance his venture in the first place, and threatens to divorce her.
The two families also have a falling out as a result of the financial
debacle. At the same time, trying to get whatever is left of Tang
Zhiyvan’s fortune, Zhu Mimi’s husband forces her to fake a
pregnancy and demands financial compensation.

Seeing that her universe is crumbling under her feet, Chen
Sizhen realizes the all her sacrifice comes to nothing; she is a
“failure.” She decides to divorce Tang Zhiyuan. Still she cannot resist
helping him to deal with the blackmail. In the climactic confrontation
between the two women, the emotional intensity is attenuated by the
funny and witty dialogues and the realistic (not melodramatic) acting
of the two actresses.”® Chen Sizhen asks Zhu Mimi to become Tang
Zhiyuan’s wife/concubine so that the whole family can move to her
apartment to weather the crisis together. Refusing to go with her, Zhu
Mimi reveals that her “pregnancy” is a scam. So, instead of men as
heroes saving women from adversity, as in most films, it is the
woman here who has to come forward to save her husband from the
troubles he creates for himself, The contrast between Chen Sizhen’s
strength and Tang Zhiyuan’s weakness becomes all too clear.

When Chen Sizhen and Tang Zhiyuan, who is reluctant to
divorce in the first place, arrive at the lawyer’s office to sign the
papers, she suddenly changes her mind because of his show of deep
remorse and affection and the lawyer’s advice that divorce is
invariably to woman’s disadvantage in contemporary China. She
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chooses to remain Mrs. Tang. But the film does not end here. Instead
the couple go off to celebrate their reunion with the lawyer at a high-
class restaurant. There they see Zhu Mimi trying to seduce another
seemingly gullible middle-aged man, in exactly the same way she had
seduced Tang Zhiyuan not too long ago. We see a close-up of the
sexy, lustrous face of Zhu Mimi, with her eyes winking in the
direction of the spectators. This can be read as a morality tale that a
femme fatale who preys on men is always out there hunting for
victims. It may be Tang Zhiyuan again or may be your own husband.
This can also be seen as another example of the victimization of
women. Zhu Mimi is forced to sell her sex to one man after another
by her gangster husband who warns her that: “Go get another man!
Listen, I am not here to suffer with you.” Or else, it might point to the
possibility that life goes on as usual, with Chen Sizhen returning to
her familiar sphere of home and marriage, and Zhu Mimi continuing
to hunt for “lovers™ to satisfy the needs of her husband. Taitai wansui
ends on this ambiguous note of the feminine condition in postwar
middle-class Shanghai.

By putting in its center an ordinary Shanghai housewife Chen
Sizhen’s everyday problems and sentiments, Taitai wansui is a
woman’s film cast in comedic form. This generic combination sets it
apart from most Chinese films focusing on woman’s problems made
between the 1920s and 1940s, which are invariably melodrama.?!
Some examples suffice to highlight the difference. Unlike such
popular family dramas as Shengnu (Goddess, 1934), featuring the
legendary Ruan Lingyu, and Fanghua xudu (A Waste of Time, 1942)
of Chen Yanyan, which focus on the familiar themes of maternal
sacrifice and women’s plights, and are aggressively sentimental,
Taitai wansui is not a soap opera celebrating the virtues of Good
Womanhood or sentimentalizing the fate of Chinese women. Rather,
as Eileen Chang explains, Chen Sizhen is not a “saint” or a “victim,”
but an ordinary woman who fails to become an extraordinary woman,
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the mistress of her fate, because of her own weaknesses. On the other
hand, the epic Cai Chusheng and Zheng Zhunli’s Yi jiang chun shui
xiang dong liu (A Spring River Flows East, 1947) and social drama
Chen Liting’s Li ren xing (Three Women, 1949) are principally
concerned with issues of nationhood and their female protagonists
serve to dramatize and emphasize the national crisis of the times.
Thus, in the former film, the tragic fate of the Shanghai housewife Su
Feng (Bai Yang), whose marriage is destroyed by the war, brings to
the fore the disastrous effect of the War of Resistance on national
morality.”? In the latter film, the three Shanghai women Jin Mei
(Shangguan Yunzhu), Li Xinqun (Wang Zongying), and Liang
Ruoying (Sha Li) represent a triad of human fate and moral/political
choices under the rule of the Japanese; their sufferings and self-
sacrifice symbolize the necessity for the Chinese people to struggle
together for a new society. By contrast, Taifai wansui concretizes and
instates the plights and woes of Chen Sizhen, never transforming her
into a symbol of something larger than herself. It thus illuminates the
difference between woman’s film from a male or female point of
view, as many feminist film scholars discuss in the context of
Hollywood culture.” Taitai wansui is an outstanding female-point-of-
view woman film because of its focus on the humdrum sphere of
domestic details and women’s everyday concerns, its refusal to
sentimentalize women’s plight in a man’s society, and its resistance
to representing women as symbols of patriarchal virtues (e.g., what it
means to be a good wife/mother) and social conflict.

At the same time, Taitai wansui is different from Hollywood
woman’s films of the times. They usually carry a contradictory
impulse of unleashing female resistance on the one hand, and
affirming the social order on the other.* But Taitai wansui offers
neither a liberatory release nor a cautionary tale (though it contains
elements of both). It is rather an expression of women’s problems as a
part of, and situated in, the irony and ambiguity of the human
condition, a set of ideas Eileen Chang has elegantly expressed in her
Occupation writings.” Taitai wansui is thus an elaboration and
recasting of her familiar motifs and subjects in a different medium.
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Whereas Hollywood movies about women of the 1930s and 1940s
tended to use duality, two women (a good and a bad woman), as a
framing device to represent their contradictory impulses,”® there is no
clear-cut dichotomy of good vs. evil in Taitai wansui. Nor does it
have a clear-cut happy (or tragic) ending with didactic purposes.
Instead, the film is embedded in an intriguing web of human
relationships where moral judgement was both decontextualized and
suspended.

This strategy of decontextualization, this de-emphasis on
morality, and the fascination with the banality of everyday life were
in fact all constituent parts of a discourse dominating the literary
world in occupied Shanghai (including Su Qing, Ji Guoan, Wen
Zaidao, and Zhou Lian). This discourse was engendered by a painful
consciousness of living in Juan shi (an age of turbulence), an age in
which everything appeared to be uncertain, fragmentary, meaningless,
and beyond human control. It was a life of “an unbearable lightness of
being,” floating without an anchor, light and yet strangely oppressive.
Chang captured the literary mood of 1944 when she wrote: “. . . our
era is ‘transient.” Things are being torn apart, and an even larger
destruction is on its way. Someday our civilization, no matter how
glorious, will become past. I often use the word ‘dissoluteness’
(huangliang) because there is a sense of impending danger in my
thought.”?” In the face of this dissoluteness, many major writers in
occupied Shanghai identified themselves with hermits of the Wei-Jin
and Ming-Qing transitions. They sought to escape the agonizing
present by finding solace in the humdrum experience (of the literati
class) of the past. As Wen Zaidao explains, “Nothing in the world but
the ‘past’ is meaningful; although it’s gone, it is after all ‘factual’ and
never to be changed.””® Thus, the image and notion of anachronism
prevailed in their writings. But their reminiscences of the past
appealed mainly to like-minded intellectuals.? Participating in and
shaped by this literary discourse, Chang stood out from this motley
group of writers to become one of the most celebrated writers of this
century because of her lyrical evocation of a past that was at once
romantic and brutally oppressive, and who used her powerful
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imagination, as a woman writer, to embed the banality of everyday
details and the ambiguity of moral behavior during a time of crisis
into the private drama of love, marriage, and domestic relations.
These themes and concerns could readily be identified with by the
reading public whose everyday life under Japanese rule was filled
with humilitation and ambiguity.

In a review of two Occupation movies about female virtues,
Chang described the major problem of contemporary women as “how
to live a fulfilling life of a virtuous woman in the face of a
polygamous husband who makes up the majority of Chinese men.”
This is precisely the overarching theme of Taitai wansui: How should
Chen Sizhen, who aspires to be a good wife, handle the marital
problems engendered by Tang Zhiyuan’s infidelity? As discussed
above, this drama of family crisis is devoid of the moral binarism
typical of family melodrama; there is no absolute good vs. absolute
evil. Instead, boundaries between moral situations are fluid and
uncertain, every major character is a composite of fragmentary
attributes and located in multivalent situations. So, although Chen
Sizhen tries hard to be good and virtuous, she is far from perfect. As
Eileen Chang insists, she is no “saint” or “martyr.” She thinks she is
fulfilling the duty of a good wife by telling lies all the time to smooth
over family relations, and, in this way, she is actually, despite her
good intentions, trying to manipulate her husband. Tang Zhiyuan, on
the other hand, is weak and unfaithful, but he is not a bad man. As he
explains to his wife, he is just like any other man in a similar situation.
He gets frustrated when he fails to climb up the social ladder and gets
carried away when he becomes rich. But he cares for his wife even
though, as his mother complains to Chen Sizhen’s father, his wife
fails to bear him a son. At a time when having a male heir is the
dominant concern for every family, should we hate him? As for Zhu
Mimi, in spite of her sex appeal and manipulative power, she is not a
classical bad woman and might deserve our sympathy. She disrupts
the harmony of many families by making victims of men like Tang
Zhiyuan, but she is herself victimized by her own gangster husband
who uses her as a money-making instrument. This ambivalence is
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best illustrated in a scene in which Tang Zhiyuan is assaulted by the
angry Zhu Mimi who refuses to return him the pin he now wants to
give to Chen Sizhen as a token of affection and remorse. When he is
pushed out of her apartment, he runs into the gangster and asks him to
intervene in exchange for his own vintage watch. The woman who
has just scratched his face is now, as the camera stays with Tang
Zhiyuan listening outside, brutally beaten up by her husband who
demands the pin. Is she a bad woman?

This emphasis on emotional detachment was consistent with
Chang’s general approach to life and writing in /uan shi. As she
describes herself in 1945: “The first and foremost condition of
attaining good taste is to be detached. This does not necessarily mean
physical detachment. To stay [emotionally] detached is to protect our
feeling, not to be hurt . . ' So, for Chang, the human condition was
so multiple and heterogenous that it allows no moral absolutes or
commitments. “There are very few people who are absolutely wicked
or absolutely good. Our time is so heavy that it would be hard to
attain complete enlightenment . . . Thus my fiction is full of people
who waver and compromise.”*

Comedy is thus a fitting genre for Chang because it requires a
moral and emotional distance from life or individual fate so that one
can laugh at it. (Thus Charlie Chaplin’s famous remark that comedy
needs to be filmed in long shot.*) Taitai wansui is a comedy richly
resonant with irony and paradox. Refusing to melodramatize Chen
Sizhen’s plight or to reduce her life to social abstraction, it invites
spectators to observe with emotional detachment the everyday
problems and concerns of this middle-aged Shanghai woman and to
be able to laugh at and reflect on her fate. Chen Sizhen fails, despite
her aspiration, to transform herself into an extraordinary woman, to
be the mistress of her own fate. She fails largely because of the frailty
and futility inherent in the human condition. For middle-aged people,
their fate is bound up with the sentiment of aile zhongnian: “their
happiness invariably contains in it a shred of sadness; and similarly
their sorrow is not totally devoid of some solace.”** According to
Eileen Chang, middle-aged women, as in the case of Chen Sizhen,
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desire a better life, a self-reinvention, but at the time they fear change
and resist uncertainty. They become, in effect, “narrow, petty, and
boring.”*® The fate of these middle-aged women has found elegant
expression in some of her most memorable works during the war,
such as Qing cheng zhi lian (Love in A Befallen City), Fengsuo
(Blockade), and Hong meigu yu bai meigui (Red Rose and White
Rose). Taitai wansui continues with this theme but in a different
narrative form.

The ending of Taitai wansui is particularly revealing of the
theme of aile zhongnian. At the beginning of the climax sequence, the
camera frames Chen Sizhen at the center to underline her
determination to start a new life. As she insists on signing the divorce
papers, Tang Zhiyuan, for the first time since they married, begs her
for sympathy and forgiveness: “Sizhen, without you, what future
would I have?” he asks. He also gives her the pin he has promised to
buy her before his affair with Zhu Mimi.

Unsure of whether she should accept it “as a token of love,”
Chen Sizhen see the scratches Zhu mimi has left on her husband’s
face and appreciates his contrition. At the same time, the lawyer
reminds her that in China today women will invariably suffer more
than men in divorce. When it is time for them to sign the papers, to
enhance the comedic effect, Chen Sizhen suddenly changes her mind
and wants no divorce. It is now Tang Zhiyuan’s time to berate his
wife for her whimsicality and insist on divorce. Of course, this is all
empty gesturing; they remain married. Are they happy? For Chen
Sizhen, she gets her man back. Stability returns to her, but only at the
expense of her dignity and integrity. She compromises at the very
time when she seems to be about to take control of her own fate by
reinventing herself. (In Tang Zhiyuan’s case, he regains his wife only
by losing his masculine pride.) Thus, the happy ending of Chen
Sizhen’s reunion with Tang Zhiyuan contains in it the sadness of
compromise and failure; her sorrow of returning to her old role is also
not devoid of the solace of stability and familiarity.
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v

Despite the box-office popularity and strong performances of
Taitai wansui, it was widely assailed by the press. The film was
attached to the biography of Eileen Chang. She was denounced as “a
walking corpse from the Occupation Period,” and it was written,
inevitably, that her film “encourages the audience to continue
indulging in their familiar xiao shimin world of stupor and misery,”
by asking women to “continue making willing sacrifice.”*

The hostility and enmity of critiques in the press brought about
the end of Eileen Chang’s film career in Shanghai. Wenhua cancelled
the next joint project of Sang Hu and Chang, Jin suo ji (The Golden
Cangue), adapted from her wartime story of the same title. Although
the whole creative crew of Taitai wansui remained in Shanghai under
the Japanese rule, only Chang was singled out for attacks. Her literary
fame and love affair during the Occupation continued to haunt her as
long as she enjoyed a high profile in the public domain. She found
herself ostracized in the city she loved most. But the middle-class,
middle-aged housewife she created in the film character Chen Sizhen,
along with her fictional characters such as Bai Liushu and Qigiao,
brings to historical consciousness the domestic culture of modern
Shanghai, which has been written off as irrelevant and
inconsequential in the dominant cultural/literary discourse. By putting
a woman’s everyday problems and sentiments at the center of the
screen, with neither overwrought sentimentalism nor political
melodrama, Taitai wansui ranks as one of the greatest woman’s films
in Chinese cinema, contributing to articulating and recovering the
domestic culture of twentieth-century Chinese women.
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