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The Oral History Project is one of our major research and publication tasks. The recently published Oral History Series 

4: Director Wong Tin-lam is compiled from the several interviews we have done with Uncle Tin-lam. Ten years back 

when the project was first launched, we set off by targeting the most seasoned veterans to make up for lost time. Our 

effort has also extended to other filmmakers related to the veterans. Take this Wong Tin-lam volume for example, we 

have added the interviews with his son Wong Jing and protégés Johnnie To, Ringo Lam and David Lam Tak-luk. The 

most ideal scenario is to sit down once every few years with those interviewed veterans who are still active in the 

film circle. What we have in mind is to collaborate closely with the industry and academic institutions to conduct 

thematic research systematically.

 Although our team is small, we believe that every single bit of our work is well worth the effort. While verifying 

the materials that come to hand in our day-to-day work, we are always grateful for the interviews on file which offer 

useful reference or clues for further investigation. The audiovisual record of the interviews, together with the textual 

transcript, all went down in history as first hand information which recounts vividly to researchers the happenings in 

the cinematic world. [clkwok@lcsd.gov.hk]
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Boasting a diverse oeuvre with works in Cantonese, Mandarin, Amoy dialects and even 

Filipino, wizard-director Wong Tin-lam has an eventful career in film and television 

spanning 60 years. The HKFA put together a programme entitled ‘Entertainer: the 

Art of Wong Tin-lam’ to pay homage to our Great Entertainer with film screenings, 

seminars, exhibition and publication. The programme coincided with Uncle Tin-lam’s 

80th birthday, which made the occasion all the more auspicious. Among the guests 

gracing the opening ceremony on Nov 2 were Wong’s eldest son Director Wong Jing, 

protégés Johnnie To and Ringo Lam. Before the opening film All in the Family (1959), 

Uncle Tin-lam spoke on his career with HKFA Guest Programmer Law Kar, Wong 

Jing, ex-TVB senior executives Lau Tin-chi and Chan Kiu-ying. Lau remarked that it is 

Wong Tin-lam who first introduced the production techniques in film to television, 

paving the way for the golden age of Hong Kong’s television industry in the 1980s. 

Filmmakers like Johnnie To, Ringo Lam, David Lam Tak-luk and Benny Chan are all his 

disciples, yet another entry high on the list of his massive contributions all over the 

years. 
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《家有喜事》裡的（左起）羅維、王萊、尤敏和雷震
(From left) Lo Wei, Wang Lai, Lucilla You Min and Kelly Lai Chen in All in the Family.
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Unlike many southbound filmmakers of the 1940s and 50s such as 

Yi Wen (aka Evan Yang) and Tang Huang who had held in their hands 

the resume of a proud member of an elite alumni association, the 

former a graduate of Shanghai’s St John’s University and the latter the 

Nanjing National Political University, Wong Tin-lam had barely finished 

junior high. He was a war refugee toiling to make ends meet. His rise 

from a humble beginning was a hard-earned but truly remarkable 

accomplishment.

 Wong Tin-lam had worked in an array of genres in the 1950s, 

from Cantonese martial arts fantasy and folktale early in the decade, 

to musical, light comedy and wenyi of his more memorable and 

accomplished contemporary films. But it wasn’t until his collaboration 

with Zhang Shankun on the all-singing Songs of the Peach Blossom 

River (1956) for Hsin Hwa Motion Picture that he emerged as a force 

to be reckoned with in Mandarin cinema. 

 Chung Ching plays a village maiden who loves to sing. To a village 

which prides itself on the residents’ vocal prowess to relay sentiments 

comes a musician and ethnomusicologist Lo Wei and his camera and 

recorder, which sparks within the village maiden a curiosity of the 

outside world. Later Chung flees the war to the city where her passion 

is put to good use. She thrives in her adopted home—a golden place of 

opportunities and a far cry from the hideous concrete jungle portrayed 

in a number of melodramas of the period, and her singing reunites her 

with her long-lost lover Peter Chen Ho. Taking a leaf out of Hollywood 

musicals, Wong Tin-lam propelled the plot through music and scores and 

jump-started Mandarin musical along the way.  A chance encounter on 

the city streets with the musician redeemed Chung from the hand-to-

mouth existence as a shoeshine girl, who finds no difficulty in adjusting 

to the modern city life her host has to offer. In fact so at home is 

she that she pampers herself with a bubble bath. A scene that appears 

oddly out of place is admirably suited to its purpose to entertain, as the 

director desires.

 Wong pulled the same trick in Flower Princess (1959), casting 

Chung Ching in the dual roles of a wide-eyed flower vendor and a 

Wong Ain-ling

sophisticated singer. Flower girl falls for her English tutor, neighbour 

Chin Feng, who in turn is infatuated with his boss’s singer-lover. Picking 

up the ringing phone of his boss, Chin is connected to, meriting a close-

up, prettily pedicured feet with flamboyantly painted toenails, their 

proud owner the sensual and sensuous singer commanding gazes like 

a sex bombshell dropped from a Hollywood set. When the singer turns 

down the offer to appear on television, they find a double in the rustic 

flower girl and turn her into an object of desire. A television set was a 

novelty in the 1950s, its ownership a symbol of status and prestige. 

Wong wields his camera from capturing live action in the television 

studio to images beamed into the square box in a domestic setting, 

simulating in minute detail the operation of the latest media to feed 

the curiosity of a new generation of audience. Wong has always kept 

his finger firmly on the pulse of social awareness, his stories living and 

breathing modern lives and times.

 An acute observer of the modern life, and fluent in Hollywood film 

language, Wong fit perfectly in MP & GI with its Western business 

management and filmmaking practices. Working for a studio prolific in 

light comedy and urban drama, he quickly established his credentials 

with the sprightly All in the Family (1959), sweeping the 7th Asian Film 

Festival for Best Actress, Best Director and Best Screenplay awards. 

The two genres remained his signature fixtures and best vehicles in 

his repertoire throughout the ten years at MP & GI (and its offshoot, 

Cathay Organisation Hong Kong, formed after Loke Wan-tho’s fatal 

plane crash), despite the odd martial arts films and costume musicals 

to capitalise on fads. His North and South Trilogy The Greatest Civil 

War on Earth (1961), The Greatest Wedding on Earth (1962) and The 

Greatest Love Affair on Earth (1964) is best remembered among his 

comedies, featuring the tensions between northern transplants and 

southern natives undergoing a process of negotiation and interaction, 

and finally integration in 1960s Hong Kong. Having made a string of 

Cantonese films before his MP & GI tenure, and personally dabbled in 

the local culture, Wong was no greenhorn in Cantonese cinema. The 

Shanghainese blood in the director enabled him to nail the sarcastic 

The Pinnacle of Wong Tin-lam’s 
Films: Sentimental Wenyi
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humour in the scripts of Stephen Soong and Eileen Chang without 

making a farce of it. His mixed pedigree afforded him the ease to 

reconcile jagged cultural, geographical, and age differences.

 Wong told us in his interview that he preferred creating nichebusters 

to blockbusters which have something genuine to say about human 

relationships. His MP & GI wenyi films were pristine, delicate and 

refreshingly original, like Lily of the Valley (1962) and Father Takes a 

Bride (1963). In Lily, the lonely widow Wang Lai finds (cold) comfort in 

the untrustworthy arms of Zhu Mu. The thug swindles the mother out 

of her fortune and harbours sexual designs upon the daughter, Lucilla 

You Min. The mother is truly a deep and complex character, scarred by 

many flaws—sensing the imminent danger to her girl, yet too weak to 

tear herself away from the beau whom is treated leniently with a blind 

eye—the deadly maternal traits in domestic sexual violence. In the 

hospital, the distraught and remorseful mother is met with tight-lipped 

smiles and a defiant silence from her daughter. This is an exceptionally 

restrained scene refraining from emotional outbursts that were the 

stuff of populist melodramas. Screenwriter Wang Liuzhao pulled off an 

incisive portrayal of complex human relationships, a rare gem in Hong 

Kong cinema, if not marred by his penchant for the outlandish. 

 Approaching similar topic, Eileen Chang’s Father is refreshingly 

simple and straightforward in comparison, aided by Wong’s untainted 

execution. Widowed father Wang Yin lives with his three kids. Hung 

prominently in their sitting room is the portrait of Wang’s late wife. 

One day Wang makes a ceremonial visit to her grave with his girlfriend 

Wang Lai, his silent plea for her understanding and acceptance. As if 

reading his mind, Wang Lai murmurs nonchalantly: ‘I can’t compete 

with memory.’ Her voice forlorn and wistful imparted by Eileen Chang 

to so many of her characters forays into a populist melodrama of the 

1960s as an impalpable footnote.

 The Wild, Wild Rose (1960) is widely acclaimed as Wong’s magnum 

opus. His use of jaunty music and dance to further the plot has been the 

topic of many previous discussions, a knack proven viable by Because 

of Her (1963) co-directed with Yi Wen. I find it a fascinating notion 

to regard the film as his attempt at film noir. With his fame of being 

‘The King of Deputy’ preceding him, Wong ventured into Mandarin 

cinema, co-directing A Woman’s Love (1953) with Tu Guangqi, who 

was going through a divorce with Ouyang Shafei at the time and can 

be reasonably assumed to be distracted from his directorial duties. The 

film opens with the writer Lo Wei emerging from a misty drizzle. Taking 

the right turn, he approaches a street gang in the foreground gleefully 

heaping scorn on a siren, but drunk, woman, Ouyang Shafei. The 

cinematography is rudimentary but unmistakably noir. A lot of credit 

should go to Ho Look-ying, but Wong had certainly availed himself of 

the stockpile of post-war film noir. 

 Wong made three widely different films in his first year at MP & 

GI—Riots in the Outer Space (1959), All in the Family and The Iron Fist 

(1960)—a farce, a family melodrama and a gangster film respectively. 

In terms of his manipulation of visual form, it is fair to say that The 

Iron Fist had served a dress rehearsal for The Wild, Wild Rose. The scene 

where police officer Roy Chiao tracks down Black Peony at the White 

Horse Nightclub is immediately reminiscent of the murky and misty 

New Ritz Nightclub in Rose: the songstress Julie Yeh Feng singing in 

the background, a swirl of smoke inexorably spiralling from behind the 

column. In fleshing out her title character, Nellie Chin Yu is anything 

but conventional, and Rose is so bold and daring that she gives the 

chills of a man-eating flower. Wong was in his element, composing his 

mise-en-scène for the desired effects, sometimes frantic, and other 

times melancholic.

 The air disaster of 1964 had not only claimed the lives of Loke Wan-

tho and his key MP & GI executives, but also spelled the end of the 

heyday of both Wong Tin-lam and an era in film history. Wong joined 

the flourishing TV industry in the early 1970s, poised to write a new 

chapter of his remarkable career. The monograph out earlier this month 

is a collation of the several interviews Wong Tin-lam has had with the 

Hong Kong Film Archive over the five years between 1997 and 2001. 

The meetings with his son Wong Jing and protégés David Lam Tak-

luk, Ringo Lam and Johnnie To have documented the lineage tracing 

back to the master himself. The monograph also publishes a collection 

of his column that ran in T.V. Week in 1975, resumed a decade later 

in 1986 and continued well into 1989, offering personal and amusing 

anecdotes of post-war Hong Kong cinema.

 My sincere gratitude to everyone who has contributed to the book, 

especially Uncle Tin-lam who has displayed an immense amount of 

patience in answering our insatiable questions, spinning a tale that is 

the core of this book. (Translated by Agnes Lam) 

Wong Ain-ling is Research Officer of the HKFA.
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Thank You!本館特此致謝 !
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The 11th SEAPAVAA Conference & General Assembly was held this 

August in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. I attended with Pang Lo-mei, Chief 

Manager (Film & Cultural Exchange) as representatives of the HKFA, 

LCSD. The theme for this event was ‘Establishing Memory: Building an AV 

Archive for Our Great Grandchildren’. The gathering provided an avenue 

for exchange of ideas and experiences in core operations at archives 

among professional counterparts. By the arrangement of the organisers, 

three teams of high school students from Singapore and the US presented 

their research projects, so we also learned about what the next generation 

hopes to get from film archives.

 With a tight schedule of discussions, workshops and field trips to 

audiovisual organisations, finishing off with nightly screenings of cherished 

local and world archival films, we gained eye-opening experiences during 

the four-day visit to Phnom Penh. Compared to Hong Kong, Cambodia 

is hotter and even more humid. Such climate conditions are a big 

disadvantage to film preservation. This, coupled with ravages of war in 

the last century, resulted in most collections and data being lost. One of 

the aims of this event was to foster international ties and facilitate the 

assistance of other countries, to boost morale of Cambodian audiovisual 

industry and its professionals.

 After official events formally ended, the organiser arranged for us a trip 

to Siem Reap, where we marvelled at the beauty of Angkor. The sight of 

such an impressive historical monument reminded us of the challenges of 

restoration and preservation. Both monuments and films are the tangible 

traces of memory. Once lost, they can never be recovered. As keepers of 

the global village, our biggest responsibility to the next generation is to 

take good care of our historical inheritance so we can bestow memory 

from one generation to the next. (Translated by Maggie Lee)  

Mable Ho is Acquisition Manager of the HKFA.
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Following the 2005 study tour to Washington D.C.’s Library of 

Congress and New York’s Museum of Modern Art on the east coast 

(Details in Newsletter No. 35), I was blessed with another chance to visit 

several film archives in San Francisco and Los Angeles on the west coast 

in June. Once again, I had encountered problem after problem before I 

set off. But as they say, ‘every cloud has a silver lining.’ The ‘pilgrimage’ 

turned out to be very rewarding and this saying really struck me as 

true.

 During my stay, I walked through the Pacific Film Archive, Academy 

Film Archive and UCLA Film and Television Archive, grasping an 

overview of their mode of governance, institutional structure, source 

and allocation of funding, acquisition policy, copyright and collection 

management, etc. The network formed with our counterparts is also of 

tremendous use for fruitful exchange in the future.

 With a view to promoting film culture and appreciation, the Pacific 

Film Archive (PFA) has been putting on screenings and exhibitions in 

UC Berkeley Art Museum ever since 1971. Located inside the museum, 

PFA occupies a small space yet houses some 7,000 movie gems from 

all over the world, priding itself on a massive collection of Japanese 

cinema second only to the country of origin. Their well-endowed 

library also came as a revelation. I was introduced to their copyright 

resources project entitled ‘Working with Copyright-Protected Materials 

in a Digital Environment’—an attempt to digitise and compile research 

materials of the films, namely reviews, press releases, newspaper 

clippings, coverage in festival brochures, newspaper columns, into the 

CineFiles Image Database. Researchers who cannot make it to the 

library are thereby given a means to browse the aforesaid information 

on the Internet. A project like this is no easy task; the clearance of 

copyrights alone should entail meticulous planning, immense patience 

and perseverance before the owners’ consent is secured. The painstaking 

effort of those behind the scenes may not be visible to the end user, 

but their willingness to place public service above personal gain is solid 

proof that they are genuine professionals having a vocation for what 

they are doing. Before I left, they offered to donate some valuable 
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early documentaries on China and Hong Kong in the center, and was 

told that these films, their copyright and property right alike, belong 

to the FTA. Thanks to the donors’ vision and foresight, both rights were 

handed over to the archive together with the films. The archive and 

researchers, either now or in the future, are thus allowed to utilise the 

materials at will.

 As a member of the archival community, I am truly grateful for the 

opportunities to tour around our overseas counterparts. Each experience 

has broadened my horizon and helped to equip me for the challenges 

lying ahead. Even more fulfilling about this trip is that I managed to 

make friends with staff of the three institutions. Their devotion and 

commitment assured me that my endeavour in protecting our cultural 

heritage is never meant to be lonely. There are comrades in other parts 

of the world who share the same faith, and their silent yet tireless effort 

is what makes the preservation and conservation of our film heritage 

possible.

Postscript: Special thanks to friends of the three institutions who took 

time out of their busy schedule to help me. (Translated by Elbe Lau)  

Priscilla Chan is Acquisition Assistant of the HKFA.

Hong Kong film stills that had eluded the HKFA. This is yet another 

example showing the principle of mutual support and exchange the 

archival community has held dear.

 My next destination was the Academy Film Archive (AFA) in Los 

Angeles. My tight schedule only allowed me to visit its Pickford Center 

for Motion Picture Study located in Hollywood. Founded in 1927, AFA 

began to build up its collection two years later and has since gathered 

over 140,000 items. The Oscars is their major acquisition target, ranging 

from the nominated features, documentaries, shorts and foreign 

language films to film and video footage of its history and ceremonial 

activities. For the convenience of researchers, works about Hollywood, 

the American film industry and the history of Los Angeles by family 

or amateur filmmakers also fall into the scope of collection. After a 

brief introduction, I was guided through their film inspection studio 

and storage vault. Seeing that they have almost 10,000 items pending 

follow-up, I was more convinced than ever that cultural preservation is 

a lifelong endeavour.

 The final stop of my trip was UCLA Film and Television Archive (FTA). 

Surpassed in size only by that of the Library of Congress, FTA’s colossal 

collection is roughly categorised into TV and film, the latter being my 

target of study this time. I was escorted to their inflammable film vault 

in Hollywood, the Stanford Theatre Film Laboratory (STFL) and its 

conservation room, and the Archive Research and Study Center on the 

campus. Upon opening of a new extension in 2010, all facilities will be 

moved to one single location. Although relatively far away from the city 

centre, the new site will provide more space and better accommodation 

for the collection. STFL is a well-equipped film processing laboratory. 

After sharing their views on shrinkage and tinting of black-and-white 

film, the staff, to my great delight, demonstrated with their skillful 

hands a few steps in the developing process. Lastly, I came across some 
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