SG ARTICLE

Seong Koon Low Won (I B #it =): Sight and Sound of a Bygone Era
by Kong, Kam Yoke, written on 20th August 2010
National Library Board, Singapore

He has written many songs, filled with colloquial colour, humour and heartfelt emotions that
remain favourites even till today. Meet veteran singer-songwriter and getai performer Seong
Koon Low Won.

At Hong Kong megastar Sam Hui’s (V& 7%) concert held in 1990, there was a segment where
he and his group of two other singers dressed up as the Beatles. They sang two songs hang fai di
la ( {ATHRAIR) |, which means “walk faster” in Cantonese) and yat sum seong yuk yan ( {—»
A E N) , meaning “thinking about my loved one” in Cantonese). The humourous lyrics were
written to the tune of two The Beatles’ songs - Can’t Buy Me Love and I Saw Her Standing
There respectively.

The two songs were hits in Southeast Asia and Hong Kong after it was released in 1965. Some
lines became part of the daily lingo in Hong Kong. They were widely sung by many singers,
proving their popularity. But not many people know that the Cantonese lyrics were written by a
Singaporean artiste Seong Koon Low Won (_"'E #it z3), who released an album with these two
songs in it in the mid-1960s. The album cover photo was taken in front of the National Theatre,
which was built in 1963.

“I was inspired by The Beatles. They were really popular in the early 1960s. Even Rose Chan
sang my song hang fai di la when her striptease show was banned by the authorities and her
career needed a boost,” Seong Koon Low Won recalled, referring to the famous stripper whose
shows attracted full houses of patrons at the getai.

The veteran singer, songwriter and sometime movie director was born in 1922 to a poor family.
He had to help out with the family finances by selling sundry items like cigarettes and fruits on
the streets. One of his customers took a shine to him and offered to bring him along on a trip
back home to Shanghai. The young Seong Koon jumped at the opportunity. He was only 14
years old then.

“I had the time of my life. Shanghai was a swinging city then. I spent my days watching movies,
mostly films starring Ruan Ling Yu (Bt ). At night, I was at the amusement parks watching
the opera performances. I was mesmerized by the actors.”

These experiences provided the young boy with the confidence and inspiration to become an
actor. To him, actors only needed to look good and have the gift of the gab. There was no use for
academic qualifications, which suited him fine since he never had the opportunity for formal
education.

It was only after he returned to Malaya about one and a half years later after war broke out in
China that he got a chance to learn how to read and write. He was working in a rice shop and the
clerk there saw his potential and spent time teaching him. It was a blessing for Seong Koon for
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he realised the power of education after he joined the Black Cat Hokkien Opera Troupe (22 i [
J&I[41) as a cook. He soon started acting.

“The actor playing the role of the waiter dropped out because he was sick, so they needed a
replacement. I stepped in and was a hit with the audience. I guess I had the looks and talent. I
was promoted to lead actor some six months later.”

In those days, the actors did not rehearse nor were they given any proper scripts to refer to.
Seong Koon recalled, “I did not have any formal training. The director would brief us in the day
about the story and the actors are expected to improvise at the night-time performance. I would
often be drinking coffee in the kopitiam, cracking my brain on what to do and say for the show. I
came up with many songs with humourous lyrics to amuse the audience.”

“Back then, I don’t even speak Hokkien very well. But I learn whatever I could along the way. I
did it all myself — music composition, lyrics, etc. If you are willing to put your heart and mind to
it, you could pick up just about anything. A creative mind must be well read and familiar with
the literary classics. Without knowledge, you are just like a blind man, blind even in the face of
beauty.”

It was at the troupe that Seong Koon met his first true love, the female lead on the show. She was
musically trained and talented. She would teach him how to read the musical scores and they
would compose songs together. It was after one steamy date by the sea with her that he wrote
Midnight Kiss ( {‘FFX#¥W)) ), which till this day remained a perennial favourite with many
singers.

Their relationship did not work out though. Seong Koon left the troupe to join the gerai, which
had skit performances aside from song and dance items. He wrote many plays there like
Mermaid ( {3 NA4) ), Farewell My Concubine ( %7 LYKWi) ), etc. He was also the director
and would come up with his own stage design, often painting the backdrop himself.

“The getai business was very competitive back then. We work seven nights, no rest. We must
constantly come up with new shows to attract the audience who pay to watch us. The program
must change every couple of days. I would sit in the kopitiam raking my brain on what to put up
and who to cast.”

On where he gets his ideas or inspiration from, Seong Koon was adamant that one has to be
naturally driven and not dependent upon inspiration, “It’s a joke if we have to wait for
inspiration to strike. Rather, it’s a habit. Someone who often writes would simply continue to do
so. And in order to be able to write, one must be knowledgeable. You can only learn more and
move forward if you already have a foundation.”

His songs, written in many different languages, including Hokkien, Cantonese, Hakka, Mandarin,
English and Malay, could still be heard on the airwaves. Two of them, Malay Love Song ( {3t}
KAEHK) )(may be the first local song with mixed lyrics in Mandarin and Malay) and Indian
Love Song ( E[EE1#HK) ) are very popular. These songs were composed in the late 1950s and
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early 1960s when Mandarin pop songs with “nanyang flavour” were the main musical trend then.
One could still hear them being sung or played at festive occasions and weddings.

“My songs are filled with the colloquialisms of the language or dialect used. If you have constant
exposure to the language, you would be able to write songs like that. The words have to go well
with the tune. It is much easier in Mandarin than in the different dialects.”

Seong Koon remained creative even in his later years and was said to have a hand in the creation
of more than three hundred songs. However, he was told in his younger days that songwriters
would be heavily taxed for each song they wrote, and since he was never paid much to begin
with, Seong Koon hid behind many pseudonyms. That added to the difficulty of tracing all the
works of this prolific songwriter. According to his wife, the Composers and Authors Society of
Singapore (COMPASS) that helps songwriters and music publishers administer the rights to their
musical works, would still send her a cheque every year for public usage of Seong Koon’s body
of work.

In 1956, Seong Koon started acting in the movies. One of his first, I Love This Young Man ( {3
% /DAESK) ), was a Hokkien movie he starred in with Xiao Juan or Ling Bo (/M or #27%) in
her pre-stardom days. He was also asked to compose 16 songs for the film. That started a new
career for him — the movie actor and film composer. He would act in another ten more movies
and composed songs for many of them, like Romance in Malaya ( %>k 2 758) ), Blooming

Age ( {1+t /UEXEY ), Beauty and the Beasts ( {IfAt4di’l-PR) ), Breaking the Vinegar
Jar ( {GEUEBSESY ), etc.

In those days, musical movies were the in thing, so Seong Koon’s services were in great demand,
composing for famous directors like Yuan Qiu Feng (ZZFK#), Ma Xu Wei Bang (L5 15 4EF),
Cheng Gang (F£H1)), etc. He also translated five songs for the Shaw Brothers’ movie Orang
Minyak.

He would also spend time on set learning the tricks of the trade. Later, he helped shoot some
insert shots in Singapore for these Hong Kong-produced films made primarily for the Singapore
market. He would eventually direct his own movie in the 1970s, the Chong Gay film The Two
Nuts ( {918 _L51d) ), with a cast made up of local talents. He was also the scriptwriter, actor
and music composer for the movie.

“I have a finger in many pies. So if something doesn’t work out, I’ll branch off and work on
something else. When the getai and nightclub scene died down in the 1970s, and jobs there dried
up, I did more songwriting and composition of background music.”

For the significant contributions he made to the development of local music, Seong Koon was
presented with the Meritorious Award by COMPASS in 1998. Three years later, on 23 June
2001, Seong Koon passed away from heart problems at the age of 79.

Seong Koon may be gone but his songs, filled with colloquial colour, humour and heartfelt
emotions that captured the sounds and spirit of a bygone era, continue to live on.
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Quote

“Sometimes, you are simply forced by circumstances to write. I had a family and many mouths
to feed. That was inspiration enough.”

Awards

1998: 4" Composers and Authors Society of Singapore (COMPASS) Annual Awards,
Meritorious Award

Discography
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