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JAMES WONG

A MASTER OF
CANTO-POP LYRICS

"Ask me how happy | am
Ask me how sad | am
How can | ever measure it?
Ask me why | am happy
Ask me why | am sad
I smile and reply: "It is me."

James Wong has been in the media business for decades, and is widely known as “The Devil Genius".
From writing songs, lyrics, movie scares and commercial jingles, to being a movie director, scriptwriter, stage
actor, journalist, long time TV program host, and even ane of the founding Directors of CASH, James has
worn almost every hat there is to wear.

He started learning to play the harmonica with Leung Yat Chiu at 15, and participated in broadcasting

and recording production. In 1960, Leung recommended his protege to the record companies and kick-
started James' career as a lyricist.

James is acclaimed as Hong Kong's canto-pop "lyric master'. Ai Hong, a famous sci-fi writer, called
him the "Father of Modern Pop Song'. Since the 1960's, James has written over 1,000 songs, his collaborations
with composer Joseph Koo on numerous TV drama theme songs being the most famous. In the 1970's,
some of his best work included Hotel, House is not a Home and Bund. The 1980's saw more brilliant pieces
including Legend of Master So, Brave Chinese and Over Mountains and Valleys - one hit coming after anather.
Throughout the years, these songs have raked in numerous awards in China, Hong Kong and Talwan. In
1989, James was presented the ‘Lyricist of the Year Award" by the Hong Kong Artists' Guild. It was followed
by RTHK's "Golden Needle Award" in 1991. However, these trophies are merely icing on the cake for a man
sa successful in his career as James Wang.

One of James' best writing tricks is to approach theme songs for TV swordplay dramas from the perspective
of the dialectical relationship between love and hate:

"Love and loyalty / revolving in my heart

Enmity and Hate / planted by whom?

Love can't separate from enmity / hate resides in love
Gratitude and resentment bear the same weight"

The Heaven Sword & The Dragon Sabre compares the magnitude of love to the boundless sky and the
depth of hatred to a ruffled sea, in an attempt to capture the feebleness of lovers trapped in the quicksand
of love and hatred.

"The girl's heart / The Hero's love / Speaks of the deepest affection ever
Promises made beyond the Great Wall / Poems kept next to the pillow
Reftaining the loving moments in heart
Unyielding will / Golden heart / Never sorry for the trust it placed
Giving all the love / In return for sadness / Now but sighs in the wind"

The lyrics of Forgetting Ourselves has been inspired by the chapter titles of Jin Yong's original novel
‘The Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils'. James delves into the clash between love and loyalty, rendering sweet
affection in elegant lyrics. The recurring parallel construction of the lyrics is unconventional for a duet. With
this song, James breaks new ground in the field of Cantonese lyric writing, and it is certainly one of his
personal favourites.

"When a line can't be drawn between drunk and sober

It's easy to live a happy life

Only the Heaven knows who wins after all

Wearing dishevelled hair and embarking on a lone journey
I take full responsibility for my success and failure"

James once said that Legend of Master So echoes his deeper feelings. The James we know is a man
of sanguine and ardent temperament, indeed rather similar to the protagonist depicted in the lyrics. ‘Buried
all the love in oblivion / Leaving affection and passion behind / Laugh away the sorrow / And let the wine
wash away the past" - it is about breaking away from the chains of life, inarguably an impressive statement
that burns a lasting mark in our memaory.

James is also good at crafting images of heroic spirit. For example, ‘Courage comparable to wind and
thunder / Drinks the icy cup of snow" (Over Mountains and Valleys) - a vivid description of Qiao Feng, one
of the heroes created by Jin Yong; 'Guts made of iron / Bones made of steel (Man Should Strive to Sirengthen



Himself) - a perfect rendition of a man's wilful spirit; "The fermale military
uniform adds to her beauty and adornment” (Young's Female Warrior)
- heroines never looked better than this; ‘The silhouette of sunset on the
chest is what that is left of my pride" (Laughter in the Sea) - an open
mind leads to a new horizon.

James has penned many songs about Hong Kong and China, but
Dream of China remains the most significant: "My dream and your dream
/ Every dream comes from the Yellow River / The prosperity of Han and
Tang Dynasty was a rare feat / When our fellow countrymen were free
from torment" James metaphorically juxtaposes the Yellow River, the
cradle of Chinese culture, with Dream of China to establish his longing
for “the prosperity of Han and Tang Dynasty'. Travellers on a Thousand
Miles Route, again recalls the "Greatness of Tang Dynasty"in order to
boost our courage to “explore a new silk route”.

My Chinese Heart (composed by Wong Fook Ling) garnered the 3rd
‘Morning Bell Award® for Best Song in 1984 as selected by the Chinese
Musicians' Association in 1984, and the “Ten-Year Reform (1978-1988)
National Best Song Award" in 1989. James' repertoire concerning Hong
Kong includes Under the Lion Rock, Hong Kong Hong Kong, and Beauiiful
Hong Kong. Written in the 80's, Under the Lion Rock still strikes a chord
in many people's hearts even today.

Infact, James s an all-round music professional. He was the composer
and lyricist of A Chinese Ghost Story, Laughter in the Sea, Evening
Breeze and Dawn Will Not Come. He even sings when he feels like it,
such as Laughter in the Sea and the theme song of the TV program
*Splendid Motherland".

James has worked on a great number of movie scores including the
following which have received "Best Original Film Score" Awards in Hong
Kong and Taiwan: *A Chinese Ghost Story”, *A Terra-Cotta Warrior', *Once
Upon A Time in China" and "The Lovers". In addition, he has created
countless caichy commercial jingles that we know by heart, such as
Remy Martin and Hilton cigarettes.

Surprisingly, James' first job after he graduated from the University
of Hong Kong in 1963 was teaching Bible in the first Chinese Catholic
secondary school. One of his students was hotshot talk show host Wong
Yuk Man. Frustrated, James joined the Advertising Department of British-
American Tobacco Co (HK) Ltd. as a management trainee and spent
the next 20 years in the advertising business.

However, James was still not satisfled. He kept working hard and
took an a variety of jobs. He was a newspaper columnist and so far he
has a collection of more than 30 publications, including essays, novels
and books on advertising techniques. He has been a TV host and in
1969, he received the 'Best Male TV Host Award" for his ultra popular
shows, such as "Happy Ever After" and "Stars Gathering". At that time,
he was known as the "Prince of TV". Since then, he has remained active
in the TV industry. ATV's "Celebrity Talk Show" broke all the rules of TV
praduction in one basket - the hosts (Including James, of course) drank
real liquor, interrupted one another, and engaged in heated debates.
Later on, his show "Splendid Motherland® on TVB also became very
popular which led to a trend of Chinese Cultural shows.

“In the past 30 years, never have | been taking on less than three
jobs at the same time." James is now studying for his PhD at the Sociology
Department and Centre of Asian Studies of the University of Hong Kong.
In fact, he returns to school every 15 years. He obtained his Master's
degree in Chinese Opera from the University of Hong Kong in 1983. Not
only is he an avid reader, he is so absorbed in studying the methodology
of creation and thinking, and is always on his toes to search for quick
and easy solutions to different problems.

Obviously, besides talent, it takes hard work to achieve such success.

A smaoth career has given James a heart filled with ambitions. After
retiring from the advertising industry he opened his movie company,
ready to score another success. To his surprise, he met his first Waterloo.

“"Don't you know that everything changes in this world
Change is the ultimate eternity”

What he has written many years ago has become a portrayal of his
own life. Thanks to his "confidence that even after falling down, he can
rise up and start again®, James survived the test and saw his own
shortcomings. He changed his style and made "peaceful is blessing"
his motto.

“Like the wind and the cloud
Happiness puts a smile on my face

Let the Heaven guide me on my way
Let fate bring me dreams and laughter"

Having witnessed the ups and downs life can throw at you, James
is ready to take it easy and enjoy himself.

James touched on the issue of retirement in one of his articles: *For
me, | would like to fade out from the media industry some day. By then,
| will stop doing anything and live everyday to my liking. It can be as
simple as enjoying the blue skies and the green trees.”

In reality, James never loses steam in his pursuit for innovation. In
1998 and 1999, he twice reunited with his long time collaborator and
old friend Joseph Koo in a series of "Koo & Wong Golden Hits Concert".
Last year, he joined forces with Clifton Ko in organising the "Creativity
and Creative Ability" Seminar, and initiated the "educational talk show"
format. He urges the young people to make use of proper thinking
methods and unleash their innate creative ability.

'l owed my success to the one who gave me the chance fo write.
Similarly, what | am doing now is to provide a chance for the young
people to develop their potential in music creation.”

In June this year, James took to the stage again and played the role
of a funny director in "Noises Off'. James' acting career dated back to
his college days when he took part in RTV's dramas and was also an
active member of Hong Kong Amateur Drama Club.

Nevertheless, as eventful a life as James' is, he still has one ambition
to complete - writing a quality musical. We certainly look forward to the
day when he makes his dream a reality.
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