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The Chinese Parrot: Technê-Pop Culture 
and the Oriental Detective Film

R. John Williams

It seems we have been swooning mainly over copies.
—Walter Benjamin

And that Chan never dies, never. That Pop waits in the 
darkness of every theater, in every TV, ever ready to 
come to light again at the flick of a switch. 

—Frank Chin

In the first full-length Charlie Chan novel by Earl Derr Big-
gers, The Chinese Parrot, published in 1926, Charlie Chan goes 
undercover as a pidgin-speaking Chinese houseboy named Ah 
Kim in order to get access to a Chinese-speaking parrot that has 
witnessed (assuming, interestingly enough, that “witnessing” is 
possible for a parrot) a terrible murder.1 “You understand,” Char-
lie Chan explains, “parrot does not invent talk. Merely repeats 
what others have remarked.”2 The value of the parrot’s speech 
as “testimony” in the novel, we discover, lies in its reproductive, 
mechanical nature—its lack of invention and thought. The par-
rot’s speech is not “language,” but rather a mere “type” of indis-
criminate mimetic duplication—important in the story precisely 
because of its apparent incapacity for duplicity (duplicability, 
yes, duplicity, no). Descartes, one is reminded, thought of the 
parrot as something like a ghostless machine.3 As he explains in 
his Discourse on Method, “One sees that magpies and parrots 
can utter words as we do, and yet cannot speak as we do . . . it is 
nature which acts in them according to the disposition of their 
organs, as one sees that a clock, which is made up of only wheels 
and springs, can count the hours and measure time.”4 Parrots 
are philosophically interesting (Freud would no doubt have said 
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us as humans: language.5 Parrots speak, and some of them remarkably well, but only 
as heteronomous creatures—but of course, how could we know for sure?6 

Perhaps as a result of this weird categorical liminality, parrots have often haunted 
machine aesthetics and form. Two years before Biggers’s novel appeared, the quintes-
sential artist of the machine age, Fernand Léger (who frequently confessed a fascina-
tion with parrots) produced an experimental non-narrative film, Ballet Mécanique, in 
which dancing machine pistons, items of kitchenware, typewriters, and mechanically 
blinking eyes are juxtaposed with the jerky, similarly repetitive movements of one of 
Léger’s cockatoos.7 As Paul Carter has recently noted, Léger’s bird is presented in the 
film as a media image: “The pathos of Léger’s cockatoo is technological,” reflecting a 
collective cultural sense of the parrot as a “memory system, which the inventions of 
Edison, Bell, and Lumiére superseded. Parrots contrive to imitate telephone bells; 
they cheerily catch the hiss and click of the phonograph needle; they learn to double 
the look of the mirror.”8 To point to a more recent example (to say nothing of rapidly 
proliferating Youtube videos featuring talking parrots), online retailers now offer a USB 
Parrot, which, according to its creators, learns to “speak random phrases which are 
picked up in passing when a phrase is repeated enough” complete with “mechanical 
wings.” As the advertisement explains, “Now you can feel like a real pirate while mak-
ing your illegal downloads with this USB parrot as your sidekick.”9 It’s a striking image: 
the online pirate’s USB parrot presiding over endless online iterations of mechanical, 
and now digital reproducibility (fig. 1).10 

Even before the advent of moving pictures, the exotic connotations of this speaking 
animal allowed it to play a rather curious role in the development of “talking” pictures. 
Spanning the entire history of Western art, the hundreds (probably thousands) of “woman 
and parrot” paintings that appeared throughout Europe and America are interesting 
for not only what they communicated about an artist’s mastery of form, but for the 
artistic conversations they articulated above and beyond their subject matter.11 When, 
for example, the French Realist Gustav Courbet painted Woman With a Parrot in 1866, 
it was widely understood to be a critique of Édouard Manet’s famous nude prostitute, 
Olympia (1863), which Courbet had already criticized as rather too realistic, reportedly 
describing it as “the Queen of Spades stepping out of her bath.”12 Art historian Arden 
Reed’s explanation of Courbet’s use of the parrot as a way of “talking” to Manet through 
his painting might seem a bit tenuous at first, but when we notice Manet’s own response 
to Courbet in his Jeune Dame en 1866 [Young Lady in 1866], Reed’s take is difficult to 
dispute. In his painted response, Manet reproduces the woman-and-parrot genre, but 
conspicuously refuses to reproduce the marketable sensuousness of the traditional female 
nude, thereby sending the message to Courbet (by way of a mute parrot next to a much 
less exotic and fully clothed young woman) that Courbet had too spinelessly abandoned 
the artistic principles of French realism in favor of a more bureaucratic and bourgeois 
orientalism.13 Manet’s parrot, in other words, signals a kind of parodic polyglossia—and 
the pun here on “polly,” as Paul Carter has argued, is neither trivial nor rare.14

Of course, these moments of polyphonic speaking-through-genre only scratch the 
surface of the role of the parrot in literary and visual culture. As Manet’s critique of 
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Courbet implies, for centuries parrots have figured prominently in Western aesthetics as 
an iconic emblem of exotic imperial gathering. Bruce Boehrer, author of one of several 
studies on “parrot culture,” notes that, “parrots have the distinction—or misfortune, 
depending on how you look at it—of being the first animal to be exported from the New 
World to the Old.”15 Collected and displayed as part of an “ongoing process of [colonial] 
acquisition,” parrots became a decorative reflection of Western imperialism.16 Indeed, 
in addition to Boehrer, Paul Cater, Julia Courtney, and Paula James have all recently 
published studies detailing the cultural role of the parrot in selected texts from Ovid 
to Jean Rhys—arguing, in short, that this “talking” animal has functioned throughout 
history as an important figure in aesthetic explorations of the delineations and slippages 
between West and East, machine and human, self and other.17 

As we shall see, the idea of an “oriental detective” when it first appeared in the 
1920s conjured up many of these psittacine fantasies, and corporations and individuals 
involved in film production were savvy to its potential marketability. It is hardly surpris-
ing, in fact, when at one point in Biggers’s novel The Chinese Parrot, when Charlie 
Chan visits Hollywood to observe a film production team at work, the director of the 
film—literally between takes—glances over at Chan and says, “By gad, here’s a type . 
. . Say, John—how’d you like to act in the pictures?” Chan laughs off the suggestion, 
but he is clearly intrigued. “Warmest thanks for permitting close inspection of picture 
factory,” Chan says about the experience afterwards, “Always a glowing item on the 
scroll of memory” (271). Biggers knew already that he was writing this novel to be made 
almost immediately into a film, and the obvious self-reflexivity in the phrase “here’s 
a type,” as I will argue, relies on all the correlative associations of the parrot: Charlie 
Chan is exotic; his speech is strangely both halting and elegant, he is ripe for mechani-
cal reproduction—he is already, in other words, sleuthing towards Hollywood. And 
when he finally entered film culture, his appearance was certainly grand. Between 1927 
and 1949, and not counting his appearance in Mexican, Asian, and other international 
versions, Hollywood studios alone produced over 60 full-production films featuring 
either Charlie Chan or one of his oriental detective spin-offs.18 

Fig. 1. USB Parrot. Courtesy of Thumb-

supuk.com.
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tended to focus on whether or not the character reflects a positive or negative ste-
reotype for Asian America. Defenders of the genre have been, until recently, mostly 
non-academic, arguing that the oriental detective is very consistently portrayed as 
smart and heroic. Keye Luke, the Asian-American actor who played both the voice 
of Charlie Chan in the 1970s animated series and Charlie Chan’s “Number One 
Son” in the original films, argued, “They think [the character] demeans the race. I 
said, ‘Demeans! My God! You’ve got a Chinese hero!’”19 Ken Hanke, the author of 
Charlie Chan at the Movies insists that “anyone familiar with the films knows that if 
anyone comes off badly in most Charlie Chan movies, it is invariably Charlie’s white 
counterparts—those dimwitted, cigar chewing Hollywoodized upholders of law and 
order who get nothing right until Charlie solves things for them.”20 But for Charlie 
Chan’s detractors, the oriental detective narrative is practically a crime scene. The 
most caustic of Chan’s critics is undoubtedly Frank Chin, who has argued that the 
oriental detective should be characterized as culturally akin to real-world villains like 
“Lee Harvey Oswald, Adolf Eichmann, [and] Richard Speck.”21 The National Asian 
American Telecommunication Association and the National Asian Pacific American 
Legal Consortium have been similarly, if more diplomatically, negative. In an effort to 
pressure the Fox Movie Channel to cancel its recent plan to showcase some early Chan 
films, the two associations issued a joint statement arguing that the Chinese American 
sleuth represents, “an offensive stereotype who revives sentiments and social dynamics 
that should be relegated to the past.”22 

Without dismissing these concerns—and, indeed, as a way of more fully understand-
ing them—this essay attempts to reframe the discussion around which scholars have 
typically investigated the oriental detective genre. More specifically, rather than focusing 
on the question of whether or not Charlie Chan and his various spin-offs are deplor-
ably racist caricatures or else heroic defenders of justice, I want to follow the trail of 
the “Chinese parrot” as it makes its way through a discursive convergence of machine 
culture, corporate aesthetics, and ethnic and racial stereotyping, pausing to notice not 
only what the oriental detective genre says about American racial attitudes during the 
1930s and 1940s, but also what it says about the corporate production of film and film 
culture (and, in proper sleuth-fashion, all will be revealed in the end). The first clue in 
such an investigation will be found at the scene of a discourse I call Asia-as-technê.

Asia-as-Technê

It is certainly no secret that the long and enthusiastic romance between Western 
culture and modern technology has had its ups and downs.23 Indeed, the “golden age” 
of the oriental detective genre (from the early 1930s to the mid-1940s) coincided with 
an era of deep technological anxiety in Euro-American culture. Oswald Spengler’s 
Man and Technics (1931), for example, lamented an ongoing Western exultation in 
mechanization, predicting a massive ecological crisis as machines came to dominate 
the landscape. Lewis Mumford’s highly influential Technics and Civilization (1934) 
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anticipating many of Siegfried Gideon’s later arguments in the 1940s in his similarly 
influential volume Mechanization Takes Command (1948). In the early 1940s, reflect-
ing what would eventually become a common theme in Frankfurt School criticism, 
Max Horkheimer and Theodore Adorno characterized technology as the “essence” of 
Enlightenment knowledge, arguing that the question of whether or not technology 
can be brought under control is “The supreme question which confronts our genera-
tion today—the question to which all other problems are mere corollaries.”24 Herbert 
Marcuse would make the connection between enlightenment rationality and the 
technological exploitation of man and the environment even more explicit: “The more 
reason triumphed in technology and natural science, the more reluctantly did it call 
for freedom in man’s social life.”25 For these critics, mechanization meant inevitably 
the ominous hegemony of the culture industry. 

It is important to note, however, that such anxieties were not unique to Western 
intellectuals and radical Marxists. In the 1930s, in addition to the general sense that an 
acceleration of mechanical reproduction had contributed to the euphoric surplus of the 
1920s, and, therefore, the massive depression, many Americans were also highly skepti-
cal that the mechanization of cultural production necessarily constituted a step forward 
in the arts.26 The Federal Radio Commission in the early 1930s, for example, legally 
required as a service to listeners that radio stations describe on air whether the program 
being broadcast was an actual performance or a mere “mechanical reproduction.”27 
Some of the earliest television broadcasters even (however shortsightedly) boasted that 
they were not simply training the lens on reel-to-reel pre-recorded production, but 
were delivering “live” and therefore less mechanically tainted programming.28

Many commentators on technological anxiety at the time began reminding their 
readers that the original concept of technology, as embodied in the Greek word technê, 
had initially, before the Euro-American domination of nature, conveyed something more 
subtle and healthy than the exploitative cultures of mechanical reproduction and heavy 
industry. The most famous (and problematic) of these anti-modernist recourses to ety-
mology was that of Martin Heidegger, who, in his philosophical search for redemptive 
alternatives to the massive “enframing” [gestell] of the emerging technological world 
order, turned to the word technê in an effort to rescue forms of thinking and handicraft 
from the systemic metaphysics of modern technology—in short, to distinguish between 
what we might call the modern techno and the originary technê.29 As he explains in “The 
Question Concerning Technology,” “There was a time when it was not technology alone 
that bore the name technê. Once, the revealing that brings forth truth into the splendor 
of radiant appearance was also called technê.” Not simply a return to Nature, then, 
the move toward technê was for Heidegger (or at least “late Heidegger”) an attempt 
to resurrect some ancient skill or craftsmanship, and to identify—against the efficient 
and inhumane technologies of modernity—an ontological aesthetic more conducive 
to a more romantic concept of organic wholeness.30 

That Heidegger was dabbling in orientalism while writing “The Question Concerning 
Technology” is interesting, even if (after beginning, and then almost immediately giving 
up on learning Chinese) he turns to Greek etymology and Western poetics rather than 
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Heidegger hinted that Asian aesthetics and philosophy offered a means of countering 
the Western “enframing” of world mechanization, but never felt confident enough to 
fully articulate it. However, surprisingly enough, this was an idea already widely cir-
culating in Euro-American popular discourse. T. J. Jackson Lears’ No Place of Grace, 
for example, details an especially interesting and generally overlooked tendency in 
European and American culture to characterize Asia’s technê as the potential solution 
to the problems of Western over-technologization.32 As Lears argues, a number of 
Euro-Americans saw in the East a particular form of technê, generally feminized and 
mystical, that might somehow provide a therapeutic alternative to Western industrial 
or Taylorized forms of mass production and machine technology.33 Unlike the more 
traditional protocols of orientalist discourse (in which the East is either characterized 
as stagnantly “tech-less” or else dangerously imitating Western technoculture), the 
advocates of Asia-as-technê asserted that the technologically superior West had too 
aggressively espoused the dictates of industrial life, and that it was necessary to turn to 
the culture and tradition of the East in order to recover the essence of some misplaced 
or as-yet-unfulfilled modern identity. J. J. Clarke’s Oriental Enlightenment similarly 
argues that contrary to the idea that the West has consistently characterized the East 
as irrational and antipathetic to Western cultures of science and technology, in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, “Western science and Eastern mysticism 
formed an improbable coalition, with many thinkers looking upon Buddhism as an 
ally in the struggle of science against indigenous metaphysical traditions.”34 Indeed, 
evidence for the promotion of Asia’s technê as a more therapeutic means of living with 
modern technology is everywhere in twentieth century Euro-American culture: from 
the romantic tenets of late-nineteenth century Boston orientalism to the mystical visions 
of Shangri-La in James Hilton and Frank Capra, from the anti-technocratic visions of 
the beat poets to the post-counterculturalist values of Robert Pirsig’s Zen and the Art 
of Motorcycle Maintenance, Asia-as-technê has emerged again and again as a critical 
response to Euro-American overconfidence in Western technoculture.35

I contend that the oriental detective genre should be seen in a new way: as another, 
crucial, iteration of this discourse. But how exactly did the oriental detective reflect a 
seemingly more therapeutic and creative way of living within the accelerating culture 
of mechanization and mechanical reproduction? What did the “Chinese Parrot” have 
to say about these problems? Here I would suggest two interrelated answers: first that 
Charlie Chan and his spin-offs were, by way of their supposedly oriental philosophical 
outlook, constantly involved in reframing and even undoing the dangerous intrusion of 
technology into modern life, and second, that the oriental detective genre was itself a 
happily self-reflexive product of mechanical reproduction. 

The Technological World of the Oriental Detective

In developing this argument, I want to point to something in the Charlie Chan films 
that, to my knowledge, has never been articulated in the critical discourse (including 
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a Chinese detective hero, technology is a central, perhaps even the central, concern 
of the film series. Consider, for instance, how many of the Charlie Chan films feature 
some kind of techno-trick at the center of the narrative (see Table 1). 

As the accumulation of evidence here clearly suggests, throughout the entire Charlie 
Chan film series one finds a constant return to the problems and solutions posed by 
modern technology, such that Chan’s solving of the mystery in film after film depends 
on his ability to utilize (or else uncover the criminal use of) technological devices: 
microscopes, phonographs, picture wires, photoelectric cells, radiographs, laboratory 
experiments, ultraviolet film project, and so on. It is important to note here that these 
moments of gadgetry are not peripheral to the narratives; indeed, they routinely con-
stitute the most distinctive parts of each film. While it is often difficult, for example, to 
keep track of the various characters in the oriental detective films (such that until the 
revelation of who the criminal is, it is rather complicated sometimes to distinguish who 
is who), it is very easy to mark where and how the techno-trick enters the plot.36 

It is perhaps not surprising that this particular species of detective genre should be 
preoccupied with the potential problems and solutions of modern technology.37 Ronald 
Thomas has recently shown that the “history of detective fiction is deeply implicated 
with the history of forensic technology.”38 Indeed, technologies such as photography, 
telegraphy, cinematography, radiography, lie detectors (and on and on) appear with 
striking regularity in detective fictions from the first moments of the genre. As such, 
Thomas argues that the genre has sometimes functioned to provide reassurances 
regarding the place of modern science in western culture, even as it also sometimes 
“exposed, and in so doing . . . challenged the emerging culture of surveillance and 
the explanations of individual and collective identity it promulgated”—in short, that 
detective fiction at various times “both reinforces and resists the disciplinary regime 
it represents.”39

What is unique about the oriental detective films, however, is that Charlie Chan’s 
stereotypical “Asianness” is consistently portrayed as a cultural asset in solving the prob-
lems created by modern technology. Chan understands and yet crucially stands apart 
from the dangerous Western technological systems he is called in to remedy. Unlike 
the hard-boiled and frequently violent lonerism of characters like Sam Spade or Philip 
Marlowe, Chan helps to solve the problems of mechanical culture without becoming 
corrupted by them. He is infinitely polite and gracious (his most famous catch-phrase 
was “thank you so much”). He’s a family man (he’s portrayed as having 13 children). 
He’s a far cry from the haughty bohemianism one finds in Sherlock Holmes. And he’s 
portrayed as having a kind of limitless supply of oriental wisdom. For example, one 
of the most memorable and often parodied character traits that audiences remember 
about Chan is his trademark penchant for quasi-Confucian aphorisms, known as 
“Chanograms” in Hollywood circles, where he says things like, “only foolish dog pur-
sue flying bird” or “truth, like football, receive many kicks before reaching goal,” or 
“murder case like revolving door; when one side close, other side open.”40 Audiences 
would often “parrot” these sayings after the show, and no doubt came to Chan films 
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105expecting these rhetorical flourishes (one large advertisement for a Charlie Chan film 
even promises, in large lettering, “Chinese Wisecracks of Laughter”).41 Clearly, none 
of these particular aphorisms have any currency in Chinese culture, but of course that 
was never really the point. What mattered was that this highly “oriental” figure seemed 
to have both an authoritative grasp of modern technology and a sagacious ability to 
transcend the dangerous and systematic mechanicity of American culture, even as he 
confirmed the fundamental place of technology within that culture. Take, for example, 
Twentieth-Century Fox’s Charlie Chan in Egypt (1935). In this film, set in an exotic 
locale (and capitalizing, no doubt, on the ongoing public fascination with the discovery 
of Tutankhamen’s tomb), an archeologist’s son dies suddenly while playing the violin. 
Chan suspects foul play, and in a scene that offers a number of important clues in our 
investigation, he discovers that a small tube made of extremely fragile glass and filled 
with poisonous gas had been placed inside the violin and designed to explode when 
exposed to the violin’s sound vibrations (fig. 2–3). Chan’s demonstration of this techno-
trick before the other inspectors functions as a narrative turning point in the film, 
and, combined with a series of memorable Chanograms (e.g. “Hasty conclusion easy 
to make, like hole in water”), the film develops what would become a familiar pattern 
in the oriental detective genre: the wisdom of the East resolving the techno-perils of 
the West, and doing so in a way that did not reject technology, but rather seemed to 
demonstrate a wise and more organic way of living with it.

But beyond this rather obvious instance of Asia-as-technê, I want to argue further 
that a closer inspection of the larger oriental detective genre reveals a surprising degree 
of meta-cinematic self-reflexivity, such that one can readily imagine both the filmmak-
ers and their audiences detecting that the posited technê in these films is a parodic, 
technological construction—a mechanically reproducible stereotype that continually 
acknowledges the limits of its own authenticity. In short, that the ethnic or even racial 
identity of the oriental detective becomes itself a kind of generic technology, exposing 
that at the heart of the genre lies a composite picture of celebrated reproducibility. 
In developing this argument, I will be relying on a particular discourse in film studies 
that focuses on the presence of what might be called extra-diegetic managerial signals 
that allow the films to speak as products of “corporate art.” 

The Cinematic Corporation and the Chinese Parrot

Characterizations of Hollywood cinema as the work of corporate “industries” devoted 
to the mass-production of visual products (rather than as the unified, self-contained 
work of a single “auteur”) have been useful in drawing attention to the critical eco-
nomic processes of film production and distribution.42 Seen in this light, the oriental 
detective genre fulfilled, usually, a very specific role in the economic structure of the 
Hollywood studio system. As primarily “B” films, or else “programmers” (those occu-
pying an in-between position “straddling the A-B boundary”), the films of the oriental 
detective genre are part of that massive “other half” of Hollywood that has often been 
neglected in critical discourse.43 This despite the fact that, as Brian Taves argues, since 
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Fig. 2. Screenshot from Charlie Chan in Egypt. Twentieth Century-Fox, 1935.

Fig. 3. Screenshot from Charlie Chan in Egypt. Twentieth Century-Fox, 1935.
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107the Depression-era advent of the “double bill,” the B-film was essentially “the basis 
of production, the underlying commercial and artistic means by which the industry 
survived—as well as the vast quantity and range of films offered to spectators during 
the studio era” (GD, 313). Indeed, B films were what “fueled the engines of production, 
distribution, and exhibition” in the 1930s.44 For example, when asked what he thought 
of B film productions in 1938, John Stone (the assistant to Twentieth Century-Fox’s 
producer Sol Wurtzel, who made most of the Chan films) noted that these films “are 
really the products which count in the long, steady pull,” and then adding, with a smile, 
“They don’t lose money.”45 

Two crucial pieces of evidence, however, begin to complicate the effort to charac-
terize the oriental detective films as the slavish products of generic industries. First, 
as a number of scholars have shown, what the financial stability of the B film process 
meant in practical terms was that (provided the filmmakers finished on time and within 
their allocated budget) the cheap genre films we typically think of as adhering most 
faithfully to the reproduction of inherited form were in fact allowed a greater degree 
of artistic freedom than were their more carefully regulated A-list counterparts.46 As 
B film director Robert Florey once explained, “As long as I remained on schedule, I 
could shoot all the angles and set-ups I wanted, and move the camera whenever and 
wherever I wanted to, in the limited time I had.”47 Second, as Jerome Christensen has 
recently noted, “looking at Hollywood as a generic industry has the considerable dis-
advantage of erasing the strategies of individual studios, each of which—oligopolistic 
agreements notwithstanding—had a distinctive corporate intention that informed the 
meanings its films communicated to their various audiences.”48 Christensen’s point here 
is that corporate authorship quite often played a much larger role in film production 
than has previously been understood—often shaping a film’s final content above and 
beyond even economic considerations. As he succinctly puts it, “When Jolson sang, 
Warner Bros. performed. When the lion roars, MGM speaks” (168). What would it 
mean, then, in our investigation of the oriental detective films to take seriously Chris-
tensen’s argument that “numerous Hollywood films could only have been made by the 
studios that released them”?49 

To answer that question it will be useful to look at a few of the many attempts to 
capitalize on the success of the Charlie Chan series from Twentieth Century-Fox (the 
two studios merged in 1935, at the peak of the series’ success). When Fox realized that 
audiences were enjoying the Charlie Chan films faster than they could make them, the 
studio quickly set up another film crew and introduced the “Mr. Moto” series staring 
Peter Lorre, which was soon enjoying as much success as the Charlie Chan films.50 
Indeed, the Mr. Moto films followed the familiar pattern of techno-gadgetry and 
oriental wisdom, interestingly tinged, however, with an occasionally violent unpredict-
ability that, coupled with America’s entry into WWII, clearly spelt the end of Moto as 
a moment of Asia-as-technê (when Japan could only be seen as a techno-threat). In 
1938, the Monogram Pictures Corporation, one of the leading small studios in what is 
referred to as “Poverty Row” (typically characterized as the “dregs” of the Hollywood 
studio system), seeing Twentieth Century-Fox’s success with not only Charlie Chan 
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108 but now Mr. Moto as well, introduced yet another oriental detective, Mr. James Lee 
Wong played by Boris Karloff.51 In fact, there were so many oriental detective films 
circulating at the time that one reviewer at the New York Times only half-jokingly noted, 
“This subtle discrediting of the West, this constant insistence on the superior finesse of 
the yellow races in the presence of homicide, is something which every red-blooded 
American should resent.”52 

Hiring Boris Karloff to play Mr. Wong meant that Monogram’s budget for these films 
would be tight, but with the generic Asia-as-technê forms already clearly established 
by Fox, most of Monogram’s work was done before they had even begun filming.53 The 
first installment in the Mr. Wong series, William Nigh’s Mr. Wong Detective (1938), is 
perhaps one of the most fascinating, meta-cinematic films of B Hollywood, though it 
has certainly never been recognized as such (there’s a legitimate reason, I would argue, 
that Jean-Luc Godard was being only partly ironic when he dedicated “Breathless” to 
Monogram pictures). In the opening shots we encounter one Mr. Dayton, a business-
man who suspects that his life is in danger, and so we see him rushing to Mr. Wong’s 
residence. Let into the study by Wong’s Chinese servant (played by Lee Tung Foo), Mr. 
Dayton enters the screen on the right, just as a parrot resting on a small perch in the 
center of the room squawks, “What do you want?” Mr. Dayton then glances nervously 
about the room, as though he is not sure from where the voice has come, “I . . . I am 
looking for Mr. Wong” (the effect is, of course, comically unbelievable). The camera 
cuts to another angle, and Mr. Wong has appeared suddenly, startling Mr. Dayton, 
“Good evening Mr. Dayton. I am James Lee Wong. I beg you to forgive my feathered 
friend. He delights in his own voice, but like so many humans, the words don’t seem 
to matter” (fig. 4). 

Karloff’s wardrobe is not immediately Chan-like. With a shimmering silk-robe, 
Chinese slippers, his exotic furniture, and the delicately feminine way he holds his 
cigarette (between his thumb and index finger), Karloff seems more Fu Manchu than 
Chan in these opening shots. But when Wong arrives the next day at Mr. Dayton’s office, 
he is dressed in a Western suit, and has become much more of the Chinese detective 
that Monogram is attempting to parrot. Unfortunately, however, Wong arrives just a 
few minutes too late, and discovers that Mr. Dayton has been murdered, the only clue 
being a few small shards of very fragile glass lying near the body. Taking the glass to 
a laboratory, Wong reconstructs the original unbroken glass object, a small, spherical 
orb that fits into the palm of his hand. When the autopsy on Mr. Dayton’s body reveals 
that he died of a poisonous gas, Mr. Wong is convinced that the small glass sphere is 
somehow involved. But how could the glass break and release its deadly gas when Mr. 
Dayton had been alone in his office? 

One is reminded here that Fox’s Charlie Chan had rather smoothly solved this 
problem in Charlie Chan in Egypt in 1935. And the filmmakers at Monogram clearly 
know that they are directly parroting not only the Chan character, but also the techno-
trick at the center of the Chan genre. As a “parrot,” then, Monogram’s Mr. Wong is 
both parodying and speaking to the original “Chinese Parrot.” Back in his study, Mr. 
Wong carefully places the fragile glass sphere on a tiny pedestal on his desk (fig. 5). 
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Fig. 4. Screenshot from Mr. Wong Detective. Monogram, 1938.

Fig. 5. Screenshot from Mr. Wong Detective. Monogram, 1938.
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of Chinese musical instruments—the exotic accoutrements of Wong’s supposed technê 
culture—have been laid out in preparation for the experiment. Wong reaches for a 
suona (a kind of Chinese oboe), points it directly at the glass orb, and begins to play.

The resulting noise is terrible, a kind of screechingly dissonant, a-tonal whine, 
and Mr. Wong’s Chinese servant (played by Lee Tung Foo) turns toward Wong with 
a painful grimace on his face. However, the glass orb remains intact. Puzzled, but 
deep in concentration, Wong sets down the suona and picks up a zhongruan (a kind 
of miniature Chinese guitar). Plucking the strings awkwardly, the sound is again dis-
sonant and clumsy, and Wong’s Chinese servant seems even more annoyed, perhaps 
even embarrassed. The glass orb still undamaged, Wong picks up an erhu (a kind of 
Chinese violin with only two strings), and begins to play it in precisely the same way 
that Charlie Chan had played the violin in the Egypt film (compare fig. 2 and fig. 6). 
However, unlike Chan’s smooth, methodical demonstration in that film, Wong’s erhu 
playing is so cacophonous and jarring that his Chinese servant scowls and puts his 
fingers in his ears. Wong’s technê-powers would seem to be lacking in this particular 
case. Mystified by the glass orb’s resistance to his experiments, Wong stops playing and 
looks down. And then suddenly his parrot squawks, loudly, and the shrillness of the 
sound—wait for it!—causes the glass orb to shatter into tiny pieces on his desk (fig. 7). 
Startled by the parrot’s “speech act” Wong looks back at his parrot, down again at the 
shattered glass, and then walks back over to his parrot, and “bows to form,” as if to say 
“Thank you so much,” Charlie Chan’s famous catch phrase (fig. 8).

But of course what we are witnessing here is not simply Mr. Wong thanking his 
parrot. This scene is Monogram’s way of speaking to Twentieth Century-Fox, as if to 
say, we know we are pirating and parroting the Chan genre (good pirates always have a 
parrot on their shoulder), and “Thank you so much!” Monogram knows that Mr. Wong 
is not their invention, and so his homage to the parrot (the “Chinese” parrot) is explicitly 
metonymic. Wong’s uncovering of the techno-trick is clumsier and more primitive, 
and lacks the high-budget polish of Chan’s demonstration with the violin, but this is 
again Monogram’s highly self-reflexive way of communicating its debt to Twentieth 
Century-Fox, as if to say, yes, we know that without Chan, Mr. Wong’s techno-tricks 
would have never existed, and this is our way of playing with the piracy, riffing on it as 
one might a musical variation. 

Mr. Wong’s more-Chinese servant, played here by Lee Tung Foo, is not entirely 
impressed with Mr. Wong’s parroted mimicry. As Lee Tung Foo’s grimace (and his 
subsequent fury at having to clean up the glass shards) seems to indicate, Wong’s piracy 
is only making a mess of Chinese culture (fig. 9). But Monogram had an interesting 
reason for casting Lee Tung Foo as well. As Krystyn R. Moon has shown, Lee Tung Foo, 
beginning with his career in vaudeville, was for quite a time the most famous Chinese-
American in the entertainment industry.54 In 1906 Lee’s act became a smash hit when, 
after singing a Cantonese song or two in traditional Chinese dress, Lee would return to 
the stage in a tuxedo, and sing popular ballads like “My Irish Molly O,” and other Tin 
Pan Alley favorites in English with a flawless Irish accent. After touring Europe in 1909, 
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Fig. 6. Screenshot from Mr. Wong Detective. Mono-

gram, 1938.

Fig. 7. Screenshot from Mr. Wong Detective. Mono-

gram, 1938.

Fig. 8. Screenshot from Mr. Wong Detective. Mono-

gram, 1938.

Fig. 9. Screenshot from Mr. Wong Detective. Mono-

gram, 1938.

Lee Tung Foo returned to the U.S. with a Scottish number, having learned to perfectly 
mimic a Scottish accent, wearing an authentic Scottish costume (fig. 10). Audiences at 
the time described it as “screamingly funny,” and Lee was widely credited with having 
debunked the popular assumption that Chinese people could not reproduce Western 
accents and musical sounds.55 Lee Tung Foo had already demonstrated, in other words, 
the fascinating (and highly marketable) affect made possible by the “other” faithfully 
“parroting” speech back to the “self.” 

In 1941, Twentieth Century-Fox responded with a Charlie Chan film entitled Dead 
Men Tell. In this film, a terrified elderly woman claims to have seen the ghost of a pirate 
on a ship recently at harbor, and so Charlie Chan (now played by Sidney Toler, following 
Warner Oland’s death) is brought in to investigate. Going below deck, Chan is inspect-
ing some high-tech sea-diving equipment when he hears a strangely distressed voice: 
“Look out, it’s the cops! Beat it, it’s the cops!” Chan looks over in the direction of the 
voice, and the camera zooms in slowly onto the face of a plastic pirate mask, propped 
up in the corner. The voice continues, “murder, murder, murder!” As Chan walks over 
to the corner, the mask suddenly lifts and a parrot flies up into Chan’s face (fig. 11). 
Thus, Chan learns that the source of the phantasm is really just someone dressing up 
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Fig. 11. Screenshot from Dead Men Tell. Twentieth Century-Fox 1941.

Fig. 10. Lee Tung Foo in Scottish 

Dress, 1909. Courtesy of the Califor-

nia History Room, California State 

Library, Sacramento, CA.
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on the captain of the ship, a strangely Karloff-ish looking character who is rarely seen 
without a parrot on his shoulder. And perhaps not surprisingly, the piratical captain’s 
chief assistant and co-conspirator in Dead Men Tell is none other than Mr. Wong’s (the 
Monogram pirate) servant, Lee Tung Foo. 

In 1942 Twentieth Century-Fox, like most other major studios, was facing pressure 
from anti-trust suits to reduce its B-film units, and so allowed Sidney Toler to secure the 
rights to the Charlie Chan character, which he took with him to Monogram Pictures for 
the remainder of the Chan series. As a full-fledged Monogram product, Charlie Chan 
was now a part of the very studio that had so self-reflexively parroted and paid homage 
to him in the form of Mr. Wong just a few years previously. And in these increasingly 
low-budget Chan films, Monogram seems to revel in its playful cribbing of the same 
old techno-tricks and technê-forms from previous inter-corporate conversations. Fif-
teen minutes into The Scarlet Clue (1945), for example, we learn that Chan’s suspect 
is one “Mr. Horace Karlos” (pronounced so as to rhyme with Boris Karloff) and we are 
hardly surprised to discover that the murderer has planted a small glass capsule filled 
with poisonous gas into a studio microphone, which shatters when exposed to, again, a 
concentrated sound frequency.56 In the Docks of New Orleans in 1948 we find Roland 
Winters playing Charlie Chan, back at home in his study, holding a small radio tube in 
his hand, and pondering the now-very-familiar mystery of how the tube’s glass could 
shatter on cue. Chan’s chauffer (Mantan Moreland) and Number Two Son Tommy 
(Victor Sen Young) are, much to Chan’s annoyance, in the next room playing jazz music. 
When the music causes the familiar breakage, Chan picks up another radio tube and 
walks into the next room where the comic duo had been playing: “Excuse interruption of 
music festival, please,” Chan says, “but would mind repeating excruciating sound made 
with assistance of cat intestines?” Tommy jauntily picks up the violin again and plays, 
causing the second radio tube to explode with a loud pop. “Ah ha!” Chan exclaims, to 
which Tommy responds—in what can only be described as a parodic twist on what he 
calls his parent (parrot?)—“Discover something new, pop?” (fig. 12).

As many in the audience would have certainly known, there was nothing new 
about Tommy’s “pop” at this point, and, indeed, nothing new about the acoustic “pop” 
of this particular techno-trick. Indeed, one could posit here an ongoing metonymic 
parity between the representation of a given technology (that is, the “pop” caused by 
a given frequency within acoustic space), the “pop” (or father/predecessor) of these 
films caused by the “frequency” with which these mechanisms were recycled through 
the Hollywood studio system (reflecting here the generational nature of genre—the 
genre film being a moment of refamiliarization rather than artistic defamiliarization), 
and, finally, the attempt to characterize this endless reproducibility not as a product of 
industrial mass culture, but as a simultaneously organic, exotic, pop culture.

Conclusion: The Mystery Exposed

Here, then, is the mystery exposed: what really pops out from within the glass 
encasing of Asia-as-technê is the not-so-subtle characterization of cinema-as-technê. 
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Fig. 12. Screenshot from Docks of New Orleans. Monogram, 1948.

Inasmuch as the wonders of oriental aesthetics and exoticism are supposedly trans-
mitted by means of the mechanical reproducibility of film, the realm of the cinematic 
apparatus is portrayed as taking on its own mysterious, exotic splendor. To put it very 
simply, the cinema wants nothing so much as to become the Chinese parrot. Indeed, 
from the very beginnings of film theory and production, one finds an ongoing effort to 
amplify the aura of the cinematic apparatus with the technê-cultural equipment of the 
orient. Metaphors for the cinema as a kind of universal orthography went hand-in-hand 
with ideographic characterizations of Oriental script.57 The juxtapositional processes 
of montage, according to early film theorists like Vachel Lindsay, Sergei Eisenstein, 
and Jean Mitry are precisely those of the Chinese ideograph.58 And certainly nothing 
better evokes what might be called the Architectural School Of The Chinese Parrot 
than the dozens of polychromatic Oriental Theater palaces built across America in 
the 1920s and early 1930s. There were Oriental-styled theaters in Chicago, New York, 
Denver, Milwaukee, Portland, Seattle, Detroit, Boston, and, of course, the most famous 
and iconic of the Oriental movie palaces, Grauman’s Chinese Theater in Hollywood 
in 1927—which, I would argue, looks like nothing so much as a massive parrot (fig. 
13).59 In one of the publicity photos for the opening of the theater, usherettes stand 
beside the massive black projection machines, dressed in ornate Chinese costumes 
and headdresses (fig. 14). The middle projector is turned on, and the camera seems 
ready to burst with light from within, mirroring in microcosm the bursting spectacle of 
light from the theater itself on film premier nights—events that at least one spectator 
described as “a veritable furnace of energy” (fig. 15).60 
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Fig. 13. Street view of Grauman’s Chinese Theater, 1927. Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Mo-

tion Picture Arts and Sciences.

Fig. 14. Usherettes at Grauman’s Chinese Theater, 1927. Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion 

Picture Arts and Sciences.
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The frequent and self-reflexive turn to Asia in the process of constructing a discourse 
of the cinema-as-technê, in other words, reflects an ongoing and highly self-conscious 
response to charges that the reproducibility of cinema be understood solely as a product 
of capitalist, machine culture. Whereas Adorno would rather unforgivingly characterize 
the “culture industry” as a means of inducing—in “parrot-fashion”—a kind of social 
resignation and impotency, the oriental detective emerges as a means of evoking the 
pleasures and self-reflexive artistry of generic reproducibility.61 Thus, the Chinese 
parrot flies closer to Walter Benjamin’s realm in the second version of his magisterial 
essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility.”62 Written in 
1935, the same year that Charlie Chan in Egypt appeared in theaters, Benjamin admits 
that the inherent “political advantage” of the cinematic apparatus will remain latent 
“until film has liberated itself from the fetters [feathers?] of capitalist exploitation.”63 
Just a few paragraphs later, however, Benjamin argues that the “pol[l]ytechnic train-
ing” of technological reproducibility has the power to induce a “progressive attitude  
. . . characterized by an immediate, intimate fusion of pleasure—pleasure in seeing and 
experiencing—with an attitude of expert appraisal” (36). If then, for Benjamin, the “shat-
tering of tradition” in the loss of artistic aura coincides with an “emancipation” of the 
work of art “from its parasitic subservience to ritual,”64 we might argue that the Chinese 
parrot’s refamiliarization of technology (by way of the frequent “shatterings” of glass 
tubes in film after film) was presented as the celebrated, iterative broadcasting of a new 

Fig. 15. Grauman’s Chinese Theater illuminated for the movie premier of Hell’s Angels, ca. 1929. Courtesy 

of the University of Southern California, on behalf of USC Libraries.
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the very year Mr. Wong would be bowing to Twentieth-Century Fox’s Chinese parrot), 
Benjamin turned his attention to an exhibit of Chinese paintings at the Bibliothéque 
Nationale, pointing specifically to the recent revelation that very few of the paintings on 
display had actually come from the earlier, and more celebrated Yuan period (most of 
the paintings being Ming or Qing-era hand-reproductions): “It seems,” he wrote, “that 
we have been swooning mainly over copies.”65 But this swooning over simulacra did 
not disappoint Benjamin. Rather, the implication is that there is something delicious in 
this irony, something that allows him to draw a metaphorical line between traditional 
Chinese art and the liberatory power he found in technological reproduction: “It is from 
this blending of the fixed and mutable that Chinese painting derives all its meaning. It 
goes in search of the thought-image.”66 If we are going to be parrots, the logic of both 
Charlie Chan and Walter Benjamin seems to be, then let us be Chinese parrots.

But what I have been arguing here is not simply that the oriental detective film is 
really only “about” cinema. Nor has it been my intention to redirect attention away 
from the socio-political consequences of these stereotypical representations of Asians 
and Asian Americans. On the contrary, Frank Chin’s lament that the Chan figure has 
so oppressively overshadowed Asian American self-representation (as he writes, like 
an unwanted father figure that “never dies, never. That Pop waits in the darkness of 
every theater, in every TV, ever ready to come to light again at the flick of a switch”) 
reminds us that the talkative “parrot” as it appears in the West has only ever been a 
creature of captivity.67 As Paul Carter points out, “parrots do not imitate other birds 
in the wild” (P, 8). It is time for us notice, he argues, “not the parrot but the cage 
through which we look at it” (P, 171). Thus, in cultural discourse surrounding the 
Chinese Parrot, there is a striking disparity between those who celebrate and those 
who despise him. This says less about the specific traits of the oriental detective than it 
does the contradictory aesthetics and sociopolitical inequalities of the cinematic cage. 
From a rather straightforward historical perspective, for example, we are reminded 
that Hollywood studios restricted roles and production control in highly racist ways. 
Lee Tung Foo might have been a fine Charlie Chan, but was not allowed to be an 
“oriental detective” because he was not white. But of course the problem has never 
been one of simply controlling one’s own stereotypes. The more puzzling dilemma of 
this simulation cage (or, as Plato would have it, “cave”) is that the perceived dangers 
of mechanical duplicability—stereotype, erasure of individuality, the possibility of 
forgery—directly coincide with the mimetic faculties that make us human.68 As one 
of the detective’s many Chanograms reminds us in Charlie Chan at the Circus, “Even 
if name signed one million times, no two signatures ever exactly alike.” My signature 
speaks only for me, in other words, when it is something I can repeat a million times, 
and yet I am supposed to find it reassuring that I can never reproduce it in exactly 
the same way (even though, in the end, this hardly makes it more difficult to forge a 
signature).69 Perhaps this is why the parrot so fascinates us: it becomes a kind of auto-
graph, reproducing—with exotic flourish—our most basic technê, and yet never fully 
collapsing the boundaries of the self and the other. 
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