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Andy Lau’s emergence as a pan-Chinese icon

Chair Professor John Nguyet Erni, Department of Humanities and Creative Writing, Hong
Kong Baptist University

The Chinese is a popular Canto-pop song of famous Hong Kong star Andy Lau. First
appearing in 1997 to coincide with the return of Hong Kong to Chinese rule, it sings about
generations of Chinese, those with yellow faces and black eyes, who have the same dreams,
heart, and blood to build a common future. This song, and the following case study, illustrates
Andy Lau’s transformation from a local celebrity to a regional icon and eventually a
pan-Chinese icon. It also highlights how pop music produces different meanings in different
political, economic and cultural contexts.

Research on pop stars involves a wide search for their profile and history in a variety
of sources, including trade magazines, record or film company reports, media coverage, and
even fan pages. The researcher should analyze this set of public records according to the
changing social, cultural, and political context of Hong Kong, so as to interpret the star as a
“cultural icon.”

Andy Lau started out as an actor in Hong Kong’s television dramas. He later moved to
concentrate on pursuing a motion picture career, finishing his 100™ movie in 2000. In the
early period, Andy Lau’s image in his movies was double-edged: a positive, righteous,
confident, and heroic image blended with the mysterious, unruly, defiant and wicked image
of a triad member. In the mid-1990s, Andy Lau’s popularity as a local hero reached a climax
with his performance in the movie The Full Throttle, featuring a romantic love story of a
motorist who at the end forsakes his motorcycle to reunite with his lover and lead a normal
life.

With the sovereignty transfer in 1997 that reintegrated Hong Kong into China, the
Hong Kong entertainment industries had to devise new strategies to market Hong Kong pop
culture to appeal to the potentially large market in China. One of the strategies was to focus
on cultivating working partnership with the Chinese authorities and market their products in
China. At this period, Andy Lau’s image changed. To establish a larger-than-local image and
to target a national market, Andy Lau had to shed his triad hero image. In Tian Di (1994)
Andy Lau was as a national hero while in The Adventurer (1995) he was a Chinese-American
FBI undercover agent gathering evidence to avenge the killing of his parents in Vietnam.
Furthermore, in search for a new position in the national market, Lau came to personify a
hero upholding national sovereignty. In A Moment of Romance 11l (1996), he acted as a
Mainland Chinese who risked his life as a pilot during the Second World War to combat
Japanese fighters; in the Island of Greed (1997), he portrayed the head of an understaffed

3



police force who fearlessly exposed illegal activities of politicians and triad members in
Taiwan.

In his music career, he was bold to produce albums with pure mandarin songs and
even inserted a few mandarin songs into the Cantonese pop albums. But the most classic was
his song Chinese, which helped him to transform himself into a Chinese icon in ways that
were commercially viable and politically acceptable to national ideology, and which
highlighted Andy Lau’s cultural roots and ties to ethnic China. The CD packaging was
sculpted in the shape of China, denoting national boundary and sovereignty. The lyrics
represented Hong Kong Chinese as if there were devoid of local agony, pains, and history
when the territory was reabsorbed into the motherland. Moreover, they told the younger
generation of a China with a bright future. He earned approval from the Chinese government
to film the MTV version of Chinese on the Great Wall. Subsequently, he was invited by the
Hong Kong Government to recompose this song in new lyrics to promote the Basic Law, a
mini-constitution that China formulates for the governance of Hong Kong.

Andy Lau’s triumphant entry into China and his newfound Chinese identity have
produced profits and brought him numerous rewards. Since 1996, he has been seen in
numerous commercial and advertisement campaigns in the PRC; State-owned television
stations showered him with numerous music awards. In 1998, he was allowed to perform six
mainland concerts. In 2000 he held ten more; to this day his concert tours have reached
almost all major coastal and southern cities of China. Among those concerts, the Tibetan
concert in 1999 was particularly notable, in which Andy Lau was the first Hong Kong star
ever to stage a concert in Tibet and express his love for China through his lyrics. Andy Lau is
now able to market his image in greater China bridging all forms of political gaps.

Perhaps Andy Lau is the best artist matching his company’s strategies in marketing
“correct Chineseness” via popular culture, and by doing so helped foster his local and
national stardom. Whereas other stars either used politics unwisely or simply avoided it, he
carefully used it, made it public and explicit, and yet did not irate the authorities. As global
corporations were eager to push their cultural products into the Chinese market, it did not
take long for them to learn from their local collaborators about what would work and what
the Chinese market could accept. Entertainment companies like Warner Music have signed
contracts with Chinese singers and are keenly exploring the pop music market in China. Andy
Lau may offer them a model. China allows importing “correct and acceptable Chinese singers”
like Andy Lau, but others singers not officially endorsed would probably only see their
pirated CDs and VVCDs in circulation and receive no profit at all.

Extracted and rewritten with permission from: Fung, Anthony (2003). “Marketing
popular culture in China: Andy Lau as a pan-Chinese icon.” In Chin-Chuan Lee (ed.),
Chinese Media, Global Contexts. London: Rouledge Curzon, 190-269.
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