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_ The albums that Michael
" o produced for Susanna Kwan,
Anita Mui and Leslie Cheung in
the 80s propelled them to even

higher planes in their careers.

"HAEL DI R BN P AL -
"Nancy & Michael” was a well-known | §

group in the 70s.
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. Most of the TV theme songs composed by Michael and performed by Johnny Ip and
\ Michael Kwan in the 70s have now become all time favourites. The three of them
performed on the CASH annual dinner held in 1981.




Melody Dreams and Musical Heart
- The Gallery of Michael Lai's Art of Composition

Hong Kong in the 1980s was a long stem rose blossoming in the prosperous prequel to The Dream of The Red Chamber. Four million citizens were living

in great expectations, both as beneficiaries of amassed wealth below the Lion Rock and as leaders in cultural taste of East meeting West. Creative arts in

Hong Kong had a focus in sundown television serial drama diversifying into the three dimensions of TV, film and pop music. No place with significant

~ Chinese populations was unaffected by radial beams of Hong Kong popular culture.

It was only natural for an all-rounder in the song writing art like Michael Lai to emerge from such an exuberant ecology of culture. Beyond the War in
Vietnam, the Cultural Revolution in the Mainland and the 'curfcv:vs in Taiwan, Hong Kong belonged to the circle of the civilized world. Michael Lai's family,
with composer father Cao Tian, writer mother Wei Ni and choreographer sister Helen, was the veritable fictional setting in a Western novel. Hong Kong is
unduly self-belittling today when it looks to Europe where the arts are concerned. Michael Lai's talent was born first and foremost from a long lost nutrient

called “family upbringing”, and later primarily from the finishing process of a unique era.

The musical breeding of Michael Lai not only illustrated the constant upheavals of Chinese society, but also told a typical migrant's story. Hong Kong is an
anthology of millions of migrant stories - a city of short history and small area, but multifarious in substance and extremely rich in experience, regulated by
stormy changes of climate in international politics. For creativity, nutritional value here is very high. Michael Lai's pop song compositions were compounds

of the great historical background of China and Hong Kong,

Television in the 80s penetrated the common folk's households by means of theme songs of TV drama series. When housewives were preparing dinner,
children were finishing homcwo.rl.(, neighbors were taking down the ﬁashing and the men had just come home from work and were wetting towels to wish
their faces, at that moment, the first long sustained note of the TV soap opera's opening number, followed by a string of glissandi, accompanied the evening
cooking of millions of households, like the call of a bosom friend, gathering everybody in front of the box. The intro of bells jingling, like fluttering long
sleeves of the opera star on stage, spellbinding the viewers even before the singing started, was a trade mark of Michael Lai's works. Man of the sworn
brotherhood, love of mother earth, Michael Kwan's deep bellows, Lau Ying Hung's fickleness, the cynical Lam, the effeminate Leslie Cheung: they rolled out
scroll aft_ér scroll of pictures depicting the glamorous era of TV drama with Michael Lai's signature tunes. Such a grandiose picture of lights from ten

thousand households must have already unfolded in the heart before committing pen to score sheet, to enable such humanized movements to be composed.

For talent alone will not suffice. In addition to professionalism, one needs to be an all-rounder. That would entail a thorough mastery of the humanities,

_ which has today sadly become and old remote time so out of reach. Michael Lai played a part in the film "Poor Parents” as a child actor. The story had a

smack of early days of the Chinese Republic. The parent played by Bai Yan and Zhang Huo You are
a ciassu: pair of stock characters: not alien at all but rather very true to life for Michael. The "."l \w
father had to be honest and proud, the mother patiently suffering and hard—working. The

¢
kid had learnt fro_m very eatly days the coldness of human apathy and the ups and downs of 2\5 /I‘;‘ ‘f _’\" R v ‘ ‘

life, like never repeatirig patterns of a kaleidoscope in variety. In Michael's times, children
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mature eatly, but not to the sort of precocity nowadays. They had to adopt a complex [ﬁ:ﬁ %’E;Fﬁ{ ) gﬁﬁaﬁfmﬁ;
philosophy in interpersonal relations at an early age in order to survive later in life. ' &t g7 Mefa
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- All these years, Michael's works received many awards. Last year, in recognition
of his achievements in songwriting, he had received the "Hall of Fame:.
Composer" award from the "2005 Chinese Pop Music Media Awards"
organized by Nanfang Daily and Music FM, Radio Guangdong of China.



Next come, still not yet talent, but accomplishment. A composer must first have a grounding in music and phonology. Michael Lai once said a composer used
two yardsticks: one in traditional Chinese music with a pentatonic scale as opposed to the septatonic Western one, the other, Cantonese dialect with its inherent 9
pitches - Hence a composer had to have the skilled ears of a piano runer, so as to ensure every work fits the music. On such principle, his works exhibit a seamless
match between melodies and lyrics, so much so that any singer could render it most pleasing to the ear. After two decades, they have all been elevated to the
status of classics. Michael's art of composition combines Chinese and Western cultures: sounding heroic in a martial art series, erudite in a literary romantic

drama, always suiting the subject matter and characters perfectly. This comes from a broad and profound life experience.

To be able to appreciate Michael's scores down to the finest details, one needs to have digested hundreds of Song Dynasty Ci Lyrics. Nor just for grasping meter
and rhythm, but also to nurture the artistic perception of the diversity in imagery displayed in various schools of Song Lyricists: Wen Ting Yun's elegance, Qin
Guan's languor, Liu Yong's charm, Su Dongbo's loftiness, or Xin Qiji's profundity. Not archaic jargons in a Chinese lesson, but vividly living imagery in the age
when Michael Lai collaborated with lyricists such as Jim Lo, Cheng Kok Kong and James Wong. Hong Kong Cantopops in the 80s did boast of such divers and
dazzling schools. Both male singers of helden style, Johnny Ip's pathos was relatively more yin and somber than Michael Kwan's all sunny positiveness. Anita
Mui and Leslie Cheung were both glamorous, but while Anita showed a worldly Hong Kong gaudiness and sadness, Leslie smacked of classiness and affluence
from overseas sojourn. Listening today to I'm In Love again, “Love is like a series of dreams. Wake up and all is empry. Maybe [ was born sentimental, hence so
easily fooled by love” - makes one wonder how it was that Hong Kong had once possessed such gloomy nocturnal sighs and mature mind. The quality of the

lyrics and the song, as well as the singer's airs, all presented the benchmark of an international metropolis, without any blowing of one's own trumpet.

What does that prove? That Hong Kong people 20 years ago were very different from today. The entertainment field presented creative arts of a pop culture
which was popularized but not vulgar. Lyricists and composers without learning and accomplishment could not see the light of day. Singers giving concerts
without releasing at least ten discs first would ger cold feet on stage. And the audience showed commensurate level of appreciation. They could judge good and
bad in real life without the political burden of having to shift Left and Right so often. Josiah Lau
taught English on TV. Parents sent children to study in England. Boys formed pop groups
emulating the Beatles. Gitls yearned in their dreams for a cousin who looked like Leslie Cheung or

Danny Chan, who studied in an Anglo-Chinese school and played the guitar in Polo tennis tops.

However, “It was the best of times. It was the worst of times.” China and Britain signed the Joint o
Declaration in 1984. The Hong Kong dollar ' ' e American dollar. The land sales
policy was launched. Hong Kong

k of internationalization towards
regionalization and localization, of the Pearl River Delta on the one
West to produce the local brew on the other.

ns of 1980s idealism. By now it is a

time and space from the starlight of yester night, reverberating nonstop in the

rt far far away, hailing the youthful days Hong Kong had once passed through.
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