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Grace in Her Bearing, World Within Her Song:
The Artistic Life of Yuen May at One Hundred

Prologue:

Iflife is like a river, then Yuen May’s river, just as it seemed destined to
flow quietly into the sea at dusk, instead caught the light of a sunset
and broke into a brilliant rainbow in a foreign land.

Where others see old age as life’s closing chapter, she transformed it
into a new cultural stage.

A towering figure in the performing arts whose career spans a
century, Yuen May journeyed from Hong Kong to Toronto, Canada.
After settling in the land of maple leaves in her seventies, she once
again took up the pen so deeply bound to her spirit and heritage,
using it to paint the many shades of Lingnan culture. This was more
than artistic perseverance; it was the migration of cultural roots.

Through her work, Cantonese opera was no longer a fading memory
of the past, but a living garden blooming anew on foreign soil —
infused with both the fragrance of faith and the dreams of childhood.

Blossoms in the New Territories, First Dreams of the Opera Stage

In 1926, amid the fragrance of flowers, Yuen May’s story began.

Born Wong Yuen-may into a modestly prosperous family of flower
growers in Yuen Long, Hong Kong’s New Territories, she came into
the world during a brief calm between two wars — after the smoke
of the First World War had cleared, yet before the shadow of the
Second had descended. The beauty and refinement surrounding her
childhood quietly shaped her earliest sense of aesthetics.

As a little girl, she followed her parents to theaters such as Tai Ping
Theatre in Shek Tong Tsui and Ko Shing Theatre in Sheung Wan,
becoming an enthralled young opera fan. Onstage were legendary
performers like Chin Lei-kui, Chan Fei-nung, and Pak Kui-wing,
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singing in the original Guilin Mandarin dialect once used in early
Cantonese opera, recounting timeless love stories in elegant, classical
language.

Offstage, the cries of street vendors selling preserved plums and
snacks rose and fell through the audience.

Young Yuen May watched in fascination — the stylized movements
of the bound feet, the graceful hand gestures, the rhythm of
performance. The ornate lyrics and melodies planted seeds deep
within her heart, waiting for the day they would bloom.

Then came 1941, and the fall of Hong Kong.

War shattered the peace of her youth, yet awakened a quiet courage
within her. To avoid Japanese soldiers, the teenage Yuen May
disguised herself as a boy. Even in those difficult years, her father
insisted on donating proceeds from the family flower stall to support
wartime relief efforts.

'That spirit — “never forgetting one’s country despite humble
circumstances” — later became the backbone of strength found in her
writing.

During the dark years of occupation, whenever air-raid sirens
sounded and the lights were extinguished, she read by flashlight:
Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio, Journey to the West,
Investiture of the Gods, translations of foreign literature, and works
by modern writers such as Ba Jin, Zhu Ziqing, Bing Xin, and Zhang
Henshui.

Recognizing her talent and hunger for learning, a local scholar
personally taught her classical poetry and prose.

This “stolen education” amid the chaos of war became the literary
foundation for the remarkable lyricist she would one day become.

At Fifty, Life Begins a New Movement

At nineteen, Yuen May entered the workforce. She worked as a
telephone operator for a foreign trading company and later as a
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seamstress.

In 1967, she founded the Rainbow Tailoring School, where she
taught dressmaking for eleven successful years. But after Hong
Kong’s 1976 stock market crash forced many factories to shut down,
student enrollment dwindled and the school eventually closed.

She then devoted herself to family life while balancing work and
motherhood.

For many people, fifty signals the approach of retirement. For Yuen
May, it marked the overture to an entirely new chapter.

At a tai chi class, she met a retired school principal who shared her
love of poetry and Cantonese music. Together, they rekindled their
literary passions.

In 1975, through this connection, she was invited to write lyrics for
famed actress Nam Hung for a television anniversary program on
Rediftusion Television. From that moment on, “Wong Yuen-may”
quietly stepped aside, and the lyricist “Yuen May” was born.

She went on to write extensively for television and popular music.
Close friends with Nam Hung, she adapted songs originally
performed by Shanghai singers such as Bai Guang and Zhou Xuan
into Cantonese versions for overseas performances in Southeast Asia.

Soon, record labels sought her out, and singers including Susanna
Kwan, Wan Kwong, Jenny Tseng, Lisa Wong, and Taiwanese star
Yu Ya performed her lyrics.

Her song Tell My Hometown deeply resonated with overseas
Chinese communities, expressing the longing and homesickness
shared by countless emigrants.

Over the years, she received multiple Gold Record awards for lyric
writing, earning widespread recognition within the music industry.

Cantonese Opera in Full Bloom: A Pioneer Across Hong Kong
and Guangzhou

Yet Yuen May’s artistic roots always remained in Cantonese opera.
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In 1979, encouraged by Nam Hung, she studied under the
renowned music master Fung Wah and formally entered the world
of Cantonese opera composition and ‘pinghou’ (natural voice)
performance.

Her debut works, Tears for the Southern Tang, immediately drew
attention for their poetic depth, refined structure, and emotional
resonance.

'The distinguished opera master Leung Hon-wai not only performed
her works personally, but also mentored her in the art of Cantonese
opera, scriptwriting, and stagecraft. He later invited her to adapt the
Shanghai Yue opera Li Xian Pierces His Eyes into a Cantonese opera
production.

Veteran legends such as Fong Yim-fun, Mak Bing-wing, and Fung

Wong-nui also performed her compositions.

In 1980, as Red A Plastics expanded into mainland China, Yuen
May was commissioned to write Sorrows of the Tang Palace. The
production became a landmark collaboration between Hong Kong
opera star Man Chin-sui and Guangzhou performer Lo Chau-
ping — one of the earliest major cross-border Cantonese opera
productions between Hong Kong and Guangzhou.

Its theme song, The Palace of Eternal Life on the Seventh Night of
the Seventh Moon, remains beloved by opera enthusiasts to this day.

Later, at the invitation of Hu Guixin, director of Singapore’s
Dunhuang Theatre Company, she wrote the full-length opera The
Fragrant Concubine. The production became one of Hong Kong’s
teatured works at the 1990 Singapore Arts Festival.

Together, Yuen May and the Dunhuang Theatre Company formed
a remarkable artistic partnership that transcended borders and left
behind enduring classics.

In 1994 and again in 2003, Yuen May received the CASH Golden

Sail Award from the Composers and Authors Society of Hong Kong
for Dreams of Rivers and Mountains and The Palace of Eternal Life
on the Seventh Night of the Seventh Moon.
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These honors cemented her place among the defining voices of
contemporary Cantonese opera.

Carrying Tradition Forward Under the Maple Tree

In 1996, at the age of seventy, Yuen May immigrated to Toronto.

Faced with a new culture and unfamiliar surroundings, she did not
retreat into silence. Instead, she continued writing tirelessly while
dedicating herself to preserving and reimagining Cantonese cultural
traditions abroad.

Gospel Cantonese Opera

Inspired by her Christian faith, she founded the Heavenly Melody
Gospel Opera Society, blending biblical stories with traditional
Cantonese opera music. Works such as The Life of Jesus became rare
and innovative examples of gospel Cantonese opera.

Academic and Community Work

Even after turning ninety, she remained extraordinarily active. She
collaborated with a local Cantonese opera organization on lectures
exploring the history and evolution of Cantonese opera, organized
local Cantonese opera competitions in Toronto, and hosted
educational lecture series.

Throughout her later years, she devoted herself wholeheartedly to
cultural preservation and transmission.

In 2024, she received the Canadian Outstanding Women Award
from CYC Network Canada, as well as a Lifetime Achievement
Award from the Canada-China Trade and Cultural Exchange

Association.

These honors recognized not only her personal achievements, but also
the flourishing of Chinese culture far from its homeland.

Looking Back at One Hundred: Gratitude and Contentment
In 2026, Master Yuen May celebrates her hundredth birthday.

Even now, she remains remarkably vibrant — bright-eyed, mentally
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sharp, and full of energy. She is still writing new lyrics. When she
sings, her voice still carries strength and resonance that make it hard
to believe she has reached a century of age.

Reflecting on the extraordinary sweep of her life, she smiles gently:
“Life often unfolds in unexpected ways. I'm simply grateful it has
been a full one.”

Over the course of a century, she has been many things: a cherished
daughter, a tailoring school teacher, an acclaimed lyricist, and
ultimately, a cultural bridge spanning continents.

Her secret to longevity?

“Stay optimistic. Don’t force yourself to stand out. Don’t compete.
Don’t ask for too much.”

To her, the hardships she endured simply became melodies in her
songs. Without bitterness or complaint, she has quietly remained at
her writing desk, adding one more rainbow to the world with every

passing dusk.

Epilogue:
A Tapestry That Never Fades

As the curtain slowly falls and the music drifts into the distance,
the name Yuen May has already been etched into the history of
Cantonese opera.

Across an entire century, she has shown that age is never the end of
creativity, and distance is never a barrier to culture. With her pen as
a plow, she cultivated a field of blossoms from the soil of time itself.
Wherever Cantonese opera is sung, the name Yuen May should be
remembered.
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