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Abstract
Four Women in Chinese Musicals

From the first talkie Songstress Red Peony (dir. Zhang Shichuan, 1931) made in Shanghai to the
Bollywood-flavored extravaganza Perhaps Love (dir. Peter Chan, 2005), there have been hundreds
of films with musical content produced over the last seven decades in Hong Kong, Taiwan and the
mainland. There are musicals that directly copy Hollywood models and there are flamboyant
renditions of Chinese opera, as well as multifaceted varieties in between. Given these variations,
it would be wrong to define Chinese musicals strictly by means of “song-and-dance” (gewu)
alone. So, let me introduce Chinese musicals more inclusively, identifying representative figures
that typify clear tendencies and historical developments. This talk introduces four types of
performing women: the singsong girl, the mambo girl, the opera girl and to conclude, the go-go
girl. This approach affords a history of Chinese musicals with sharply focused images, narratives
and sounds. First, it highlights gender specificity in musicals—privileging female performers as
protagonists and spectatorial attraction. Thus it demonstrates the genre’s constant fascination
with gender politics, including sympathy with and antagonism toward the feminine and feminism.
My approach also connects the musical with popular music (sometimes predating the cinema by
many years); with the recording industry and with star discourses. These three key concerns help
to orient Chinese musicals within modern Chinese entertainment of the early twentieth century.
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