
 

A Star of Her Own 

I imagine Anna May Wong standing before a mirror, tracing the contours of her 

reflection, half in shadow, half in light. Hollywood tried to frame her in its own distorted image, 

but she refused to be confined. Instead, she shattered the glass, stepping through as both an artist 

and a warrior, armed with nothing but her talent and an unbreakable spirit. 

As a Chinese-American girl raised on the scent of backstage dust and the pulse of velvet 

curtains, I see myself in her fractured reflection. The bright, unyielding glow of the stage called 

to her, just as it calls to me. Yet the world behind that curtain has not always been kind to faces 

like ours. 

Anna May Wong was born in 1905, a time when her existence in Hollywood was more 

myth than possibility. An Asian-American actress in a land of painted faces and yellowface 

caricatures, she was expected to be ornamental, silent, other. But silence was never her language. 

She rejected roles that turned her into a submissive lotus blossom, even when it meant losing 

everything. She left Hollywood for Europe, where she found roles that honored her depth. And 

when America was finally ready—too late, but ready—she returned, her legacy carved into the 

bones of every Asian-American actor who followed. 

One of the most admirable qualities of Anna May Wong was her courage. In an era when 

Hollywood was firmly entrenched in racial stereotypes, Wong took risks that many others would 



have avoided. She turned down roles that were offensive or humiliating, even when doing so 

meant sacrificing career opportunities. Her commitment to challenging the racist conventions of 

the film industry was a powerful act of defiance and courage. She not only advocated for more 

sophisticated and respectful portrayals of Chinese people, but also became an outspoken critic of 

the “yellowface” performances in which white actors would be cast in Asian roles. In a time 

when most Asian-American actors were forced into these degrading roles, Wong used her 

platform to demand more authentic representation. 

Anna May Wong's legacy stretches far beyond the silver screen, it is a beacon for those 

who dare to challenge the world’s narrow views. Her craft was commanding, but it was her 

voice, fierce and unwavering, that disrupted the structures of an industry predicated upon 

otherness. When others chose silence, Wong stood firm as a leader of her community demanding 

not just representation, but civility. She used her soapbox as a vehicle of justice and to amplify 

her concerns about the erasure and misrepresentation of Asian-Americans, while weaving a story 

that was more true, more complicated, and more human. 

In addition to her courage and advocacy, Anna May Wong’s dedication to her craft is 

another admirable quality. Wong was not just a gifted actress; she was also a professional who 

put in steady, dedicated work to build her craft. She recognized the value of resilience and 

commitment, necessary ingredients for every artist. Even when she was dismissed, or 

pigeonholed in stereotyped characters, she kept going, pushing herself toward improvement and 

adding value to her work. 

Anna May Wong contributed not only to her own career but also to the appearance and 

dignity of those who were not often seen or understood in the entertainment industry. Wong's 

legacy was etched with resilience and grace, each mark made everywhere on her being testament 



to the commitment she unleashed. She was not only an actress; she was also an untiring sculptor 

of her own art, sculpting roles that did not just defy forms, but that elevated forms. In the period 

of rejecting roles and constraining chains of type casting she was still an unrelenting force. Her 

dedication was a fierce, quiet revolution, a constant reminder that true artistry requires 

indomitable passion and a refusal to settle for anything less than brilliance. 

I grew up chasing stories—both real and imagined. Tales of girls like me, who learned 

how to reside in the in-between: two cultures and expectations, two versions of ourselves. I 

consumed scripts, read monologues within my bathroom mirror, and allowed my voice to tumble 

into every open space I could find. Yet, something was missing. 

Where was the girl who looked like me? 

One night, all snuggled up in my My Little Pony blanket, I stumbled upon Mulan. And 

there she was, bold, unyielding, defying the roles handed to her. I didn’t know it then, but I was 

watching the echoes of Anna May Wong, the woman who had fought for a place on screen so a 

girl like me could one day see herself in a hero. 

For most of my childhood, I was a whisper in the back of the room. I colored inside the 

lines, answered every question with precision, and walked the well-worn path expected of me. 

But theater was my rebellion, and every performance was a chance to take up space in a world 

that wanted me to shrink. 

Like Wong, I refuse to be confined to someone else's story. I think of her often, standing 

under those searing white lights, daring the world to look at her. I think of the scripts she 

rejected, the opportunities she lost, the battles she fought so that one day, another 

Chinese-American girl might not have to choose between being seen and being herself. 



Hollywood is still learning. The world is still learning. But I will carry her torch onto 

every stage, into every audition, through every role I breathe life into. I will not be a whisper in 

the back of the room. I will be the glistening fire, the untamed voice, the girl who refuses to 

disappear. 

Because Anna May Wong didn't just break barriers. She broke the silence. 
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