Introduction

This online exhibition pays tribute to Eileen Chang (1920-1995), a major twentieth-century
writer and one of the most illustrious alumni in the history of the University of Hong Kong,
on the occasion of the centennial celebration of her birth. With this collection of images and
documents selected largely from the HKU Archives, we hope to identify new material and
help generate fresh scholarship in the burgeoning global Eileen Chang studies. By piecing
together a narrative that highlights the beginning of an extraordinary literary career, we
celebrate Chang’s connection with HKU as an important chapter in the history of both the
Faculty of Arts and the larger university community.

Eileen Chang was educated bilingually from an early age. She had a tormented childhood
growing up in an aristocratic family, with an opium-addicted father and a flamboyant
mother who often left her and her younger brother behind for long periods of sojourning in
Europe. Chang attended St. Mary’s Hall in Shanghai and enrolled in the University of Hong
Kong in 1939, only to see her college education abruptly ended two and a half years later
by the bloody Hong Kong Battle of December 1941. In May 1942, she left the war-torn
colony and returned to the equally ravaged metropolis of Shanghai, where she formally
launched her bilingual (Chinese and English) writing career. At the age of 23, Chang had
become an overnight literary sensation. Two volumes marked Chang'’s early literary
success in Shanghai: a collection of short stories and novellas entitled Romances (1944)
and a book of prose entitled Written on Water (1945). Her “tales of two cities”—Shanghai
and Hong Kong—were some of the most endearing narratives in her early literary output,
contrasting two urban environments as mirrors and shadows of one another.

In 1952, Chang bid farewell to Shanghai and returned to Hong Kong to complete her college
degree. Though she never finished her studies, her bilingual mode of writing was switched
back on. Writing, rewriting, translation, and self-translation kept her busy and productive.
For three years, she was employed as a translator for the United States Information
Agency, rendering works by Ernest Hemingway, Washington Irving, and Ralph Waldo
Emerson into Chinese while transmitting Chinese propaganda material and narratives into
English. Her own fiction writing also persisted. In the fall of 1955, Chang boarded a ship
sailing for Honolulu and began four decades of diasporic life in America until her quiet
death in a West Los Angeles apartment in 1995.

In recent Eileen Chang scholarship, the focus has shifted from her early canonical works to
later works of her American years. The scholarly consideration of her as a bilingual writer,
with a unique place in world literature, has gained momentum with recent publication of a
series of formerly unpublished manuscripts, including novels, essays, letters, and notes.
Three novels stand out among these “new” old works: Two were written in English— The
Fall of the Pagoda and The Book of Change—and the third, the most critically acclaimed of
all, in Chinese, titled Little Reunions. Significant portions of the latter two texts are a
retelling of her wartime Hong Kong experience. Her time spent as a college student in Hong
Kong continued to find its manifestation in a literary career deeply haunted by memories of
war, of migration, and of permanent loss.

The University of Hong Kong hosted several Eileen Chang events and exhibitions in the past,
but we still have hidden treasure on this campus. Drawing from previously unseen material



from the HKU Archives and other public and private collections, this exhibition seeks to
redefine Chang’s solitary experiment as an important chapter in our collective knowledge of
global Chinese and global English. As Chang’s alma mater and a starting point of her literary
journey, HKU and the Faculty of Arts have a responsibility to help preserve her legacy. The
narrative that emerges from these images and documents in this online presentation is only
the beginning. When public events are permitted again on campus, we will unveil a physical
exhibition at the historic Fung Ping Shan Library with a larger collection of images and
documents. Our work will continue and the legacy of Eileen Chang lives on.
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