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The Fabrication of Flowers of Shanghai:
Costume and Props as Fetishes

The 1998 prize-winning film, Flowers of Shanghai (Hsiao-hsien Hou as director, Tien-wen
Chu as screenplay writer, Wern-ying Hwarng as production designer), is based upon the 1894
courtesan novel, Hai Shang Hua, by Han Ziyun. It depicts the life in the elegant brothels
clustered in the British Concession in late Qing Dynasty. This project will take the costume and
props in the film as “border fetishes” oscillating between recognition and disavowal to explore the
complication of cultural, commercial and erotic dimensions of the contemporary Taiwan re-
presentation of Shanghai courtesans at fin-de-siecle. Combined with fetish theory, gender
discourse and cultural studies, it will allow these inanimate objects of uncanniness to tell the story
of cultural hybridization and indeterminacy.

It will be divided into two parts. Part I, “Liminal Shanghai: Costume and Props in the
Fabrication of History,” will trace the ambivalence of (in)authenticity in the production process of
the film. The film collects laboriously from the Mainland China numerous antiques and vintage
clothing to achieve the so-called historical vicissitude on the one hand and builds on the other the
flower houses in Yang-mei to have Shanghai scenery made in Taiwan. This aporia will thus be
taken as a point of departure to explore the transformation of the “hiding” aesthetics in narrative
to the “fading” aesthetics in camera movement in the film and to foreground how this
transformation creates the affect of nostalgia in time and claustrophobia in space.

Part II, “Love Fetish: Women, Objects and Exchange,” will continue the argument of
“hiding/fading” aesthetics by bringing in the dimension of love as the elusive, ineffable ideal in
the film. As an arena for socializing, flower houses are the places for men to “win” instead of
“buying” the affection of women over time in the codes of etiquette and romance. The courtship
is well conducted through precious clothing and jewelry as gifts. But this kind of self-
indulgence in love and decadence presented through endless banqueting, mahjong-playing and
opium-smoking certainly helps to depoliticize women themselves as exchanged objects on the

market.
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