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Starlet to
Appear in

Classic

Romance

By Zeng Yulin

Eileen Chang (1920-1995) is a Chinese
literary gem rediscovered in the 1990s. Since
then, her works have inspired publishers,
book reviewers, scholars, fans, producers of
movies and television series. The 2007
blockbuster movic Lust, Caution is the lat-
est example of Chang’s revived glamour.
Joan Chen won the best actress award for
her role more than 10 years ago in Red Rose,

White Rose adapted from Chang’s namesake
novel. Ang Lee won the best director trophy
in Ghana in 2007 for Lust, Caution. Now a
30-episode television drama based on Eileen
Chang’s Love in a Fallen City is in produc-
tion at Hengdian World Studios, starring
Chen Shu as the female lead Bai Liusu.

A rising starlet in recent years, Chen has
appeared in a series of television plays. The
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most memorable woman she has portrayed
is a capricious young mathematician who
willfully challenged the orthodox way of life
and work of her comrades-in-arm and suc-
cessfully deciphered a seemingly impossible
cryptograph.

It took Zou Jingzhi, arguably the best
scriptwriter in China at present, two years
to adapt Chang’s 20,000-word novelette into
a 30-episode television series. After com-
pleting the adaptation, Zou commented that
he felt as if he had been in a love affair with
the author over the two years. It took him
less than an hour to decide he preferred Chen
Shu as the female lead for the romance. He
explained that Chen Shu looked and talked
like a girl of the 1930s. Zou revealed that he
had known nothing about Chen Shu until he
watched her in a televised talk show.

The pains Zou Jingzhi took to adapt the
novelette are probably nothing if compared
with Chen Shu’s desire to portray the woman
of the romance. Chen Shu had coveted the
role for six years. While reading the novel-
ette six years ago she daydreamed how she
would act as the woman in a television play.
When she heard that Zou had a final say in
picking an actor for the role and that he was
giving consideration to some candidates, she
was barely able to control her urge to go see
him and recommend herself for the
character. When she learned Zou had picked
her, she wondered, “Isn’t it my fate?”

Hengdian World Studios in central
Zhejiang Province is nothing strange to Chen
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Chen Shu works at a shooting site.

Shu. She has been to China’s Hollywood for
her roles in several television plays. But this
time she knows how picky audiences would
be in response to her role in the latest at-
tempt to visualize one of Eileen Chang’s
most famous novelettes. Chen is under great
pressure due to the enormous ticket office
success and enormous popularity of Lust,
Caution that, among other things, made Tang
Wei, a girl of classic beauty from Hangzhou,
into a national phenomenon.

Chen Shu’s self-confidence in herself as
the heroine does not rest upon her classic
beauty. Although her oriental face easily cap-
tivates the hearts of millions of people, her
inner charms shine through the roles she has
depicted. She has read Chang’s books and
she knows how to radiate grace and aca-
demic charisma of the woman in the
romance. Her philosophy for acting is that
she does not rely on external beauty and that
she wants to reveal the inner world.

The new television adaptation is both a
challenge and a joy to Chen Shu in more
than one way. It challenges her acting skills
in portraying a woman convincingly and it
gives her great joy to wear a great array of
beautiful Qipao, the traditional wear for
women introduced by the rulers of the Qing
Dynasty. Tang Wei in Lust, Caution sports
altogether 27 Qipao on different occasions,
which is a great topic among fashion design-
ers and fashion-focused audiences. And
Chen Shu is enjoying the great satisfaction

of showing off her physical charms in Qipaos
in this television play. She says that Qipao
affords the author’s women a very graceful
aura. While talking about the adaptation,
Chen comments that the woman in the play
differs remarkably from the woman in the
novel. For example, the woman in the tele-
vision play is not as selfish as the prototype.
Asked if she would love a man like Fan
Liuyuan the young Romeo of the novelette,
Chen grins and says, “I appreciate a man
like him very much. We can be great friends,
but no other possibilities.”

I went to see Chen Shu in action at the
shooting in Hengdian World Studios. In one
scene, she dances with Fan Liuyuan. Their
eyes get interlocked; passion sparks, pulsates
and penetrates, giving birth to a romance
which is to bloom as the story unfolds. At
the spot, a huge crowd of curious spectators
watched raptly while the shooting went in
full swing. With previous professional dance
training, Chen learned how to dance differ-
ent jigs so fast and so well that her double,
previously arranged to stand in, was called
off. The two actors performed superbly that
the director and the scriptwriter were
satisfied.

Chen Shu is ambitious about the woman
she portrays. If Lust, Caution has brought
the mania of Eileen Chang to a new high,
Chen hopes the woman she depicts will bring
her into the spotlight again.
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Chen works out.



