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1.   Names have a great deal of power in Siren Queen. 
What does it suggest that we are never told Luli 
or Emmaline’s birth names?

2.   Luli experiences several kinds of love during the 
course of Siren Queen. How are these loves alike, 
and how are they different? How do you feel 
about them, knowing that Luli’s relationships 
with Emmaline and Tara end and that she ends 
up happy with Jane?  

3.   At different times, Luli holds a number of 
different views about Emmaline Sauvignon. 
How justified do you find Emmaline’s actions?  
Is she a villain, a heroine, or something else?

4.   The world of Siren Queen features many different 
forms of magic, from the railroad magic of Luli’s 
mother to the illusions of the studio. What does 
it mean that Luli has no real magic of her own 
until the very end, when she reveals a portion of 
herself that has always been kept secret?

5.   In Siren Queen, there is no doubt that while 
monsters love, they do not always do it like 
humans do. What does love mean to a monster 
like Greta? What about a monster like Oberlin 
Wolfe? What is your experience with love that 
doesn’t look the way love is expected to look?

6.   The sexual menace of characters like Jacko 
Dewalt and Oberlin Wolfe is a matter of course 
to Luli and her peers, calling to mind the 
modern #MeToo movement. How far have we 
come since their time? Do you think we’ve made 
significant progress? 

Siren Queen, Nghi Vo’s novel about the actress 
Luli Wei and her conquest of a fairyland 

Hollywood, is a story with deep roots in our 
own history and culture. Use the following 

discussion topics and supplementary 
resources to enhance your reading group’s 
connection to this darkly glamorous story.

R E A D E R ’ S  G U I D E

   7.   During some of the most intense moments 
of her life, Luli feels as if she’s standing 
outside of herself, watching as an observer. 
What does it mean that in Luli’s triumphant 
ending, she is completely and fully present 
in herself? 

   8.   Sacrifice is a deeply personal thing in Siren 
Queen, from Luli to Greta to Brandt to Tara. 
What would you give up for immortality? 
For fame? For safety?

 9. The relationship between Luli and her sister 
changes several times over the course of 
the book. How do these changes affect how 
they see each other, and how might their 
relationship change further in the future?

 10.  The Friday night fires are a hinterland of 
darkness, a liminal space out of time. How 
would you keep yourself safe in such a place? 
Would you go at all? 
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N G H I  V O   
Vo is available for virtual meetings with  

book clubs and for school and library visits!  
Please reach out at nghivo.com/contact 

for her availability and rates.

Author photograph © 2021 by CJ Foeckler 
Guide by Nghi Vo

ADDITIONAL SUGGESTED READING: 

LaSalle, Mick. Complicated Women: Sex and Power 
in Pre-Code Hollywood

Dong, Arthur. Hollywood Chinese: The Chinese in 
American Feature Films 

Weiss, Andrea. Vampires and Violets: Lesbians in Film 

Reid, Taylor Jenkins. The Seven Husbands of Evelyn 
Hugo

Wagner, Laura. Hollywood’s Hard-Luck Ladies

Lee, Erika. The Making of Asian America: A History 

See, Lisa. China Dolls

Russo, Vito. The Celluloid Closet (book and 
documentary)

Faderman, Lillian. Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers 

Lo, Malinda. Last Night at the Telegraph Club 

 11. Luli considers herself cold and monstrous, 
something that becomes an advantage when 
she portrays the Siren Queen. Do you think 
she would still be seen as cold and monstrous 
if she were a white actress in her time or in 
ours? 

 12.  Luli states that Greta’s great strength is that 
she doesn’t care. Has caring less ever served 
you well? 

 13.   What do you think a modern Hollywood 
might look like if it was run on Siren Queen 
rules? Who do you think the great kings and 
queens might be, and what sacrifices might 
they have made to gain their power?
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In Siren Queen, Luli’s narrative is that of the outsider, the struggles and 
triumphs of being singular and thus seen as strange. While this is certainly a 
common experience among those perceived as foreign, Luli’s encounter with 
her sister in San Francisco’s Chinatown shows that this was far from the only 
Asian American experience. 

The Chop Suey Circuit was the term used to describe the clubs featuring 
Asian American performers. While the term was coined during the mid-
1930s, the roots go all the way back to the second half of the 19th century, 
with vaudeville and the music hall scene. Unlike the serious dramatic stage, 
vaudeville was a place where racial lines were, if not erased, then blurred. As 
vaudeville waned in the early 20th century, the cabaret scene came forward 
and gave Asian Americans a new space to showcase their talents.

The first and perhaps most important venue in the development of the Chop 
Suey Circuit was San Francisco’s Forbidden Palace, which was opened in 1938 
by Charlie Low. The first performers to play at the Forbidden Palace were 
drawn from other cities due to the stigma of the stage, particularly for women. 
They included singers, dancers, and magicians, but the first act to make the 
place a staple of San Francisco nightlife was Noel Toy, marketed as the Bubble 
Dancer. Toy danced mostly naked, shielded from the audience by a large 
strategically placed opaque bubble, and her landmark performance cemented 
the Forbidden Palace’s associations with the erotic exotic.

The stars of the Chop Suey Circuit were often marketed under the names of 
more-famous white performers, with accuracy playing a secondary position to 
name-recognition. Larry Ching, a Merchant Marine turned singing bartender 
turned famous singer, was billed as the Chinese Frank Sinatra, though he 
stated in interviews that he felt he had more in common with Bing Crosby. 
Similarly, Dorothy Takahashi Toy, the Ginger of the Chinese Fred and Ginger, 
was Japanese, and while Ginger Rogers had an elegant and very smooth style 
of tap dance, Toy was an extremely athletic toe dancer who created exuberant 
and high-energy performances with her partner Paul Wing. 

While the most famous locations of the Chop Suey Circuit were the 
Forbidden Palace in San Francisco and China Doll in New York City, venues 
which boasted 40-member all-Asian revues, there were many other clubs 
throughout the country that fronted and hired smaller companies and 
individual performers. In both cases, where the Forbidden Palace might invite 
white audiences into Chinatown for a taste of the Orient or where a small 
Midwestern club might bring on a Chinese American singer for the same, 
the name of the game was exoticism and novelty. For many white audiences, 
besides the pleasure of musical, magical, or comedic skill, there was also the 
surprise of seeing supposedly-foreign Asian Americans who were doing things 
that were so quintessentially familiar and doing it well.  

T H E  C H O P  S U E Y  C I R C U I T
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FURTHER READING: 

Dong, Arthur. Forbidden City, USA (book and documentary)

Robbins, Trina. Forbidden City: The Golden Age of Chinese Nightclubs

“Chop Suey Circuit and China Doll Nightclub.” Museum of Chinese in America.  
https://www.mocanyc.org/collections/stories/chop-suey-circuit-china-doll-nightclub/

Hix, Lisa. “Dreams of the Forbidden City: When Chinatown Nightclubs Beckoned Hollywood.” Collectors Weekly.  
January 31, 2014. https://www.collectorsweekly.com/articles/when-chinatown-nightclubs-beckoned-hollywood/

Jensen, Karin K. “The Dream of the Famous Forbidden City Still Inspires.” Karin K. Jensen. January 15, 2021. 
 www.karinkjensen.blog/2021/01/15/the-dream-of-the-famous-forbidden-city-still-inspires/

Sumangil, Eric. “Tea with Toy: Chatting with the Star of the Chop Suey Circuit.” Park Square Theater. January 12, 
2017. www.parksquaretheatre.org/tea-with-toy-chatting-with-the-star-of-the-chop-suey-circuit/

Kwan, SanSan. “Performing a Geography of Asian America: The Chop Suey Circuit.” The Drama Review, Volume 
55, Number 1, Spring 2011. https://escholarship.org/uc/item/23p3k5tx

Clubs on the Chop Suey Circuit were segregated, placing performers of 
color before audiences who were white. Like other clubs at the time, notably 
the Copacabana and the Cotton Club, people of color could perform, but 
they could not be served. Conversely, the acts on the Chop Suey Circuit 
itself were often fairly diverse, with Black bands playing for Asian American 
singers or dancers, and famous Latino musicians like José Cabello and Tito 
Puente working with both.

The Chop Suey Circuit often offered in miniature a picture of the racial 
tensions of the United States. Asian American performers touring in 
segregated regions needed to orient themselves quickly regarding what was 
permitted and what was not, and those rules changed with the crossing 
of a county line. By the 1940s, after the attack on Pearl Harbor and the 
internment of Japanese Americans, Asian American performers gathered 
under the umbrella of being seen as Chinese, no matter where their ancestry 
lay. When Dorothy Toy’s parents were interned in Utah, she and her sister 
escaped to Chicago to perform as the Toy Sisters, who were of course 
Chinese and not Japanese. 

The history of performance is the history of visibility, and the Chop Suey 
Circuit was an important chapter in the history of Asian American visibility 
in the United States. As Luli herself might say, simply because you didn’t see 
her doesn’t mean she wasn’t always there—and when it comes to being seen, 
some singing and dancing doesn’t hurt!
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HOLLYWOOD
H 

ello dear readers, and welcome to another installment of Dottie's own Stars in 
the Dark! I've been a busy little bee this week, and some of the things one hears while 
buzzing around at all the best parties would set the coldest ears on fire. What's been go-
ing on with Hollywood's dazzling stars? Make your best guesses on these blind items... 
and remember, you didn't hear it from me!

CREATURE  
FEATURE?

SHOTGUN 
WEDDING?

BUBBLING 
OVER?

DADDY 
ISSUES?

LIGHTING 
A FUSE?

We know all about the 
green-eyed monster here in 
Tinseltown, and apparently 
they know all about it in 
Spain too! At least, this 
actor has his hands (and 
maybe his dance card) full 
when it comes to a certain 
exotic creature with whom 
he’s been seeing leaving 
the set. Can a monster tame 
one of Hollywood’s greatest 
confirmed bachelors, or is 
she going to end up on the 
cutting room floor? 

The dust has barely settled 
from this famous pair’s last 
fight, and it seems as if they 
don’t know any more than 
we do if they’re on again or 
off again. However, sources 
close to the actor have been 
saying that his rough ways 
are leading to a rift with 
his fair lady, and unless he 
ties this filly down with an 
offer of marriage pronto, we 
might see a certain lovely 
actress give up a home on 
the range for European 
bonhomie. 

These  two ladies, one as 
bubbly as champagne, the 
other a bit of a reptile, have 
never had any time for one 
another, but recently things 
have gone straight to the 
bottom of the deep blue sea. 
Rumors run rampant about 
fights on set, and you’ll 
never guess over who! As a 
writer, I know less is more, 
but maybe a certain up and 
coming screenwriter doesn’t 
agree....

mature gentleman must be 
telling a certain bright-eyed 
young lady! He’s old enough 
to be her daddy, but with 
the properties in Cannes, 
Acapulco and Atlanta, the 
racehorses, and an iron-clad 
(sorry, Mr. Wolfe!) contract, 
she probably wouldn’t mind 
him spreading some of that 
sugar around!

Sometimes, what you 
need is a firm hand on the 
backswing and the voice 
of experience in your ear, 
or at least that’s what this 

her beau is rumored to 
be attached to a string of 
leading ladies. What a hill to 
die on!

I know, I know, everyone 
always like to think that the 
on-screen chemistry doesn’t 
just end on the screen, but 
these two new stars are 
lighting it up and dancing 
with belles—er, bells on!  
Of course, this mysterious 
female newcomer has her 
work cut out for her, as 
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Q U E E R  D E S I R E  A N D  H I S T O R I C A L  H O L L Y W O O D
Q U E E R S ,  F E A R S ,  A N D  H O L L Y W O O D  C A R E E R S :

When Luli enters Wolfe Studios, she is fascinated to find a queer culture 
already in place and playing by its own rules of romance, alliance, and secrecy. 
While a modern audience might find cinema from Luli’s era to be limited in 
scope and diversity, the truth is that with queer people both in front of the 
camera and behind it, the history of film is queer history in every way that 
matters. 

Part of the reality of Hollywood from the very beginning was the creation 
of identity. The earliest movies, silent films in black and silver, didn’t list the 
names of the actors who starred in them at all. Later on, when stars were listed 
and began to receive attention as talents in their own right, the studios quickly 
stepped in to manage their public personas—and truth, whether the stars 
were queer or not, was a malleable thing.

An actress might be presented in the papers as an innocent orphan from the 
Midwest for one role and then four months later as the daughter of some 
exotic nobleman for another. Similarly, especially after the introduction of 
the Hays Code, actors and actresses were expected to conform to a code 
of conduct, up to and including appropriate marriages if the studio heads 
decided that a star’s reputation called for it. Sham marriages and fast divorces 
were some of the tools that the studios used to conceal everything from 
pregnancy out of wedlock to affairs to substance abuse, and luxurious lives 
were lived in fear of attracting the wrong kind of attention.

Image was everything, and no star could afford to be seen as anything less 
than a sterling example of American morality. Queer desire was called sexual 
perversion, but tellingly, this informs us that it was visible and widely known, 
if not understood. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, queer desire was something that 
was regularly seen, though it might be and often was ridiculed, exaggerated, 
and exploited. The first gay kiss in American film came in 1927, as seen in 
Wings, a film about two American pilots during World War I. Jack and Dave 
are interested in the same woman but eventually realize their love for each 
other. In 1930, Marlene Dietrich appeared in drag in Morocco, equally 
seductive towards men and women in her famous cabaret scene. In 1933, 
Design for Living, based on the play of the same name by Noël Coward, was 
released, a story about two men and a woman who decide that living together 
and honesty is more important by far than respectability. 

In 1934, the implementation of the Hays Code forbade the depiction of 
so-called sexual perversion unless it was seen in a negative light or otherwise 
punished. This had the effect of removing the more lighthearted depictions 
of queer people while pushing forward frustrated queer villains and queer 
tragedy. It would take decades before Hollywood began producing more 
complete and nuanced queer stories, before queer characters could again be 
seen as individuals who did not have to die in the final reel. 
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FURTHER READING:  
Barrios, Richard. Screened Out: Playing Gay in Hollywood from Edison to Stonewall

Bowers, Scotty. Full Service: My Adventures in Hollywood and the Secret Sex Lives of the Stars

Belonsky, Andrew. “Today in Gay History: Ramon Novarro’s Murder (and Birth).” Out. February 6, 2014.  
www.out.com/entertainment/today-gay-history/2014/02/06/today-gay-history-ramon-novarros-murder-and-birth

Freeman, David. “Closet Hollywood.” The New York Times. January 7, 2001.  
www.nytimes.com/2001/01/07/books/closet-hollywood.html

Ehrenstein, David. Open Secret: Gay Hollywood 1928-1998

Mann, William J., Behind the Screen: How Gays and Lesbians Shaped Hollywood, 1910-1969

Monteil, Abby. “A history of LGBTQ+ representation in film.” Stacker. October 14, 2021.  
www.stacker.com/stories/4331/history-lgbtq-representation-film

At the same time, however, the movie industry itself attracted a significant 
number of queer people. Marlene Dietrich, mentioned above, was a famously 
outspoken actress who refused to return to Germany unless her Jewish 
director was also welcome to come, a significant thing in the late thirties and 
early forties. She maintained an open but tempestuous relationship with her 
husband, Rudolf Sieber, and at the same time was also romantically involved 
with the playwright Mercedes de Acosta. De Acosta herself was romantically 
linked to performers such as Isadora Duncan and Greta Garbo. Ramon 
Novarro, a Mexican American actor, was one of the most well-paid leading 
men of the silent era, known as the successor to the great Valentino, and 
he was also known to have had relationships with men, including his own 
publicist, Herbert Howe. 

The fifties saw the rise of leading men like Rock Hudson and Tab Hunter, 
both men who had serious romantic relationships with other men. Where 
Hudson chose to live closeted, Hunter left the film industry and pursued a 
relationship with his eventual husband of thirty-five years, film producer Allan 
Glaser. Dorothy Arzner was the first woman to direct a sound film, and her 
relationship with the choreographer Marion Morgan lasted for forty years. 
Luli and Jane’s relationship, far from being impossible, is a reflection of those 
men and women who could only be themselves, loving who they loved.

There was no shortage of queer people working in movies throughout the 
history of the medium, and many things were allowed to exist as more or 
less open secrets. There’s a modern tendency to assume that the past was 
somehow more staid and more conservative than what we experience today, 
when the truth is that people have always been people, and some of those 
people were queer.


