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Japanese film director Hayao Miyazaki is an
animation magician, a superb storyteller and a builder of
worlds. He conjures up a mysterious kingdom where huge
aircraft buzz across rolling green landscapes, whizzing
between ruined castles. He brings the viewer into the lush
primeval forest inhabited by friendly tree sprites and
ferocious beasts, a menagerie of companions and
adversaries for his young hero and heroine. He turns a
young girl into an old woman and makes her work for a
gorgeous and powerful wizard, setting the scene for a
heartwarming love story. Noted for their smooth action
sequences, Miyazaki’s films, be they nostalgic or
sentimental, explore a wide range of topics which
invariably capture the hearts of both children and adults.

Many of Miyazaki’s tales take place in ravishing
settings, featuring nature and humanity in harmony. In
My Neighbour Totoro, ten-year-old Satsuki and her four-
year-old sister Mei move into an old house in the Japanese
countryside with their father. Fascinated by the bucolic
surroundings, the girls venture into the nearby forest.
Later, while waiting at a bus stop for their father on a rainy
night, they make friends with a huge cuddly furry creature
named “Totoro”, a guardian of the forest. Close
connections between humans and the natural environment
are vividly portrayed throughout the film. For example,
farmers in the village are grateful for the variety and
abundance of foods found in nature. They visit shrines to
pay their respects to forest spirits. Led by their father,
Satsuki and Mei bow before the big camphor tree standing
next to their house. Miyazaki creates a world where a
balance is struck between cultivated fields, human
habitations and untamed wilderness. Beneath the lovable
characters and the tranquil pastoral scenes lies an
important message — humans are part of nature and
meant to live in it, not destroy it.

Miyazaki’s films, more often than not, also convey

an anti-war message. In the director’s eyes, wars are
senseless and horrible. The protagonists of his stories
are against war, and when they intervene in a
conflict, their goal is not to win, but to defuse it.
In Nausicad of the Valley of the Wind, two
post-apocalyptic kingdoms are locked in an
existential struggle over the control of the
“Giant Warrior”, an ancient weapon of

mass destruction. Tolmekia, one of the

warring parties, plans to use the powerful
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weapon to destroy the spreading toxic jungle which is
threatening humanity. Clashes between humans and the
Ohmu, gigantic mutant insects living in the jungle, erupt
from time to time. As a messianic heroine, Princess
Nausicad of the Valley of the Wind attempts to resolve
the conflicts between all parties by peaceful means. To
stop a raging herd of Ohmu attacking the Valley, she
strives to pacify the mutant insects, but is slain in the
process. But amazingly, in front of the people of the Valley,
the mollified Ohmu bring Nausicaé back to life with their
golden tentacles. The end of the film hints at a rosy future
where people and insects live in harmony, bringing home
to the viewer the message that compassion, instead of
hate, is the most powerful weapon of all.

Miyazaki’s optimism about humans and nature is
reflected in his obsession with flight. In his movies, there
are always characters flying, whether in aircraft, on gliders
or atop mysterious creatures. In Kiki’s Delivery Service,
the female lead flies on a broomstick. Under a full moon,
Kiki, a 13-year-old apprentice witch chaperoned by a
talking black cat, flies off to a seaside city where she has
to follow tradition to become a full-fledged witch.
Encouraged by her landlady, a bakery owner, Kiki sets
up a flying delivery service. It is, however, not at all plain
sailing. Attacked by a flock of birds, she falls from her
broomstick and loses a toy cat she is supposed to deliver.
Failing to send a freshly made pie on time, she is chided
by an unfriendly customer. Chilled to the bone after flying
in the rain, she shivers uncontrollably on the bed. With
these setbacks, she loses confidence in herself and cannot
fly anymore. Luckily, after talking to Ursula, an artist
living in a forest, Kiki regains her flying power and
rescues her friend Tombo from an airship accident. Filled
with warmth and tenderness, this coming-of-age story is
all about a young girl’s journey to find her place in the
world and gain her independence.

Many an animation fan still find great joy in
Miyazaki’s films when revisiting them as adults. It is
hard to explain what makes his films so memorable.
You know it when you feel it: the pictorial beauty, the
quirky characters, the director’s yearning for an idyllic
world, the great details in every expression, movement
and setting. ... Each story is a beautiful mix
of ideas, images and emotions. To watch
a Miyazaki film is to reminisce about
what it was like to be a curious child.
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Wearing an orange leather bomber jacket and penny
loafers, his knees bent and his head lowered, he twirled
effortlessly, chirping “Just beat it, beat it, beat it, beat it
Always able to command an audience, he knew how to lift
his fans to exultation with his moves and then silence them
to the point of tears with his voice. Michael Jackson liked
to be known as the King of Pop, and only a few performers
could challenge him for the title of the greatest popular
music entertainer of all time.

Born into a family of musicians in Gary, Indiana,
Michael aspired to become a singer as a child. In 1963, at
the age of five, he delivered an amazing rendition of “Climb
Every Mountain” in school and brought the house down.
A year later, as a scraggy kid from an industrial city,
wearing cute bell-bottoms and a shy smile, Michael joined
his brothers, and first stepped onto the stage as the lead
singer of the unforgettable The Jackson 5. He was only 11
when their first hit, “I Want You Back”, characterised by
its unique dance beats, nudged out B.J. Thomas’s
“Raindrops Keep Fallin’ on My Head” for Number One
on the Billboard chart. One year later, Michael first saw
his own face — innocent and boyish back then — on the
cover of Rolling Stone magazine.

At 21, Michael stepped out of the Jacksons, and
invited veteran producer Quincy Jones to produce his solo
album, Off the Wall, which marked the start of his passage
to stardom. Michael and Quincy attempted to crawl over
from disco music, which was still holding sway in the early
1980s. They got out of the box and came up with their
magnum opus Thriller, an eclectic combination of R&B
and pop, disco and rock, funk and ballads. With the sale of
53 million copies, Thriller won a record-breaking
eight Grammy Awards in 1984, setting the tone for the
development of pop music well into the next decade.

Why was Michael so phenomenally successful? His
startling falsetto voice? His crowd-pleasing tunes? His
stunning live performances? His nimble footwork? The
answer is all of these. Michael emerged as a consummate
all-rounder — a vocalist, a songwriter, a dancer, a producer:
— at a time when pop music was taking over as the
mainstream form of entertainment in the world. He bridged
the gap between R&B and pop music and made it into a
global culture.
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Michael had a unique singing voice, which was
compared to the “breathless, dreamy stutters” of Stevie
Wonder by Rolling Stone. He skilfully made vocal
“hiccups”, somewhat like gulping for air, to express
excitement, sadness, or fear. His vocals were fierce and
demanding in “Smooth Criminal’, mellow and sad in “Earth
Song”. Renowned for his vocal versatility, he could sing
both staccato and legato rhythms in perfect timing. Even
at the age of 43, he still performed, as Rolling Stone put it,
with “exquisitely voiced rhythm tracks and vibrating vocal
harmonies.” The beauty, the aggression, the growling, and
the softness of his natural boyish voice marked him as a
great singer.

Michael was not only a singer-songwriter, but also an
extraordinary performer. He transformed music into a
brand-new art form through enticing stories, funky dances
and special effects. His dance moves — the moonwalk, the
anti-gravity lean, the hip thrusts, the toe stand — were
legendary. His performance in “Billie Jean”, whether live
or lip synced, mesmerised audiences. The group dance
sequence in “Beat It” has been replicated across the world,
and the short film of Thriller was named the most successful
music video by the Guinness Book of World Records.

What made Michael stand out most was perhaps his
addiction to the stage. “Being onstage is magic. There’s
nothing like it. You feel the energy of everybody who’s out
there. You feel it all over your body,” he once told an
interviewer. When he was not touring, he danced every
Sunday to quiet his stage addiction. In addition, Michael
was a perfectionist. It took him five years to release Bad,
the follow-up to Thriller. As he said about his work, “A
perfectionist has to take his time and cannot let go before
he is satisfied...That’s the difference between a Number
30 record and a Number One record that stays Number
One for weeks.”

There was, however, an on-going tug of war inside
Michael, who was torn between the joy and pain of being
in the limelight. 11l health dogged his career in later years.
In June 2006, only weeks before his final concerts in
London, he died of cardiac arrest at his Los Angeles home,
marking the end of a music legend. Behind the fame and
fortune, what was it like to be the King of Pop? The lyrics
Michael wrote for himself in “Bless His Soul” may provide
a clue:

Sometimes I cry ‘cause I'm confused
Is this a fact of being used?
There is no life for me at all

‘Cause I give myself at beck and call.
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Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) wrote nine great
symphonies that jolted music out of itself. He broke many
compositional rules of his time, and turned the rationality of
structure, harmony, form and melodic development of classical
music into open-ended possibility. Viewed as an influential
figure in the transition between the Classical and Romantic
eras, he led music into a new realm. Nearly 200 years after
his death, his music is still widely popular, often played in the
concert hall and on the silver screen.

More than any other composer before him, Beethoven
could create large architectonic structures characterised by
the extensive development of musical themes and motifs. He
was able to juxtapose different keys and notes to create a vast
musical space. He took simple melodic themes and developed
them, dividing them into sections and putting them back

together in different ways, all without being repetitious or
boring. The first movement of the Eroica Symphony (No.

3) alone, for example, is as long as an entire typical

symphony of the 18th century.

When you listen to Beethoven’s music, there is
always something interesting going on, not only
melodically but also rhythmically. His music is noted
for the extensive use of forceful and marked
rhythmic patterns. Symphony No. 5, one of the
best-known pieces in all of classical music, opens
with a famous “Fate” motif — “da-da-da-daaa”
— basically a non-melodic rhythmic figure
consisting of notes of a single chord. Even
in less famous passages, Beethoven’s works
always throb with an intensity that comes
from the unleashed rhythmic forces,
giving his music the distinctive flavour

that characterises much great art.
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BEETHGVEN

Beethoven changed not only music, but also the role of
composers. It was he who came up with the idea that
composers should not only adhere to tradition but also
recast it in their own image. Thus throughout the
remainder of the 19th century and into the 20th
century, the idea of progressive composers
asserting their individual voices became the
yardstick of value. Composers came to be
judged by the inventiveness of their musical
output and the extent to which they re-shaped
the existing understanding of the genres in
which they worked. No wonder symphonists
after Beethoven such as Brahms, Mahler and
Schoenberg kept asking themselves the question:
“What’s a symphony?” In searching for an answer
to this question, they charted new musical paths
that would have made Beethoven proud.

Beethoven was a prolific composer.
Symphonies aside, his output includes
concertos, string quartets, sonatas
and songs. From the unrestrained
joy that flows through the finale
of Symphony No. 7 to the
unsettling intensity of those
late string quartets,
Beethoven explored the
language of music to
express his feelings and
imagination. Right to the
end, he never ceased
pushing new musical
boundaries. He was a
revolutionary in every
sense of the word.
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Music is but one arrow in the filmmakers’
quiver of magic. Nevertheless, it is not just there
to adorn the projected dream. Once this arrow is
notched, drawn, and loosened, it heads straight

for the audience’s heart, and sets free emotions
that can even transcend what appears on screen.

Yet while musical scores remain an
indispensable element of filmmaking, the same
cannot be said about movie theme songs. Today’s
movies rarely bother with them. But there was a
time when a theme song was front and centre of the

movie experience.

Take Casablanca. What is it about? A love story
set against the tumultuous times of World War I1?
Very true. But the rest seems a bit hazy, doesn’t it? If

s0, try humming this to yourself: “You must remember
this. A kiss is just a kiss, a sigh is just a sigh.” The
picture slowly comes back into focus....

The theme song is, of course, “As Time Goes By”,
a timeless melody and lyrics for a heart-wrenching love
story: In December 1941, when the ruggedly charming
Rick Blaine (Humphrey Bogart) and the coolly gorgeous
Ilsa Lund (Ingrid Bergman) meet in Paris, IlIsa is a bereaved
widow whose husband, Victor Laszlo, has apparently been
killed in a botched escape from a Nazi concentration camp.
Rick and Ilsa fall in love and decide to flee the city together.
But fate is a harsh mistress. Victor is still alive. Ilsa chooses
Victor, and leaves Rick waiting at the train station with
only a broken promise.

A year later, Rick is running a nightclub in Casablanca,
and Ilsa stumbles into it one day. She beseeches the pianist
to play “As Time Goes By”, a symbol of Rick’s and her
loving past. On hearing the song, Rick bursts into the room
and sees Ilsa nursing a drink at a table, every bit as beautiful
as he remembers. He learns that IIsa and Victor are hunted
by the Nazis. The hurt from Ilsa’s betrayal feels fresh to
Rick, yet his love for her is stronger still. Taking great
risks, he puts the couple on a plane to freedom and gives
them the precious letters of transit — free passes to escape
the Nazi-infested Europe. Before they part ways, he tells
Ilsa, “We’ll always have Paris.”

A thematic recurrence in the movie, “As Time Goes
By” and its various arrangements cover every feeling from
yearning and romantic to longing and woeful, tracing the
trajectory of a love that has been lost, found and then lost
again. Film composer Max Steiner, for some reason, had
second thoughts about it. Fortunately, Bergman was
unavailable to retake her scenes and the song had to be
retained.

Interestingly, another celebrated movie theme
song, “Moon River” from Breakfast at Tiffany’s,
also came close to being scrapped and was saved
by the leading lady, Audrey Hepburn.

The movie tells the story of one Holly
Golightly (Hepburn), a Manhattan socialite who
strings along a long line of wealthy suitors, hoping
to marry one of them someday. Her new upstairs
neighbour Paul Varjak (George Peppard) is a
struggling writer trapped in an affair with a rich man’s
wife. The two lost souls quickly strike up a friendship.

Paul soon realises that his feelings for Holly go
beyond that of a friend. He hammers away at his
typewriter and gets a story published, and the two
celebrate this small victory by going on a date. Now
falling haplessly for Holly, Paul puts an end to the
unsavoury affair. However, Holly has decided to marry
a wealthy Brazilian so that her brother Fred will be taken
care of. Even when a telegram arrives announcing Fred’s
death in an accident, the devastated Holly is too frightened
to stray from the only path she knows. But Paul confronts
Holly with his love. His bluntness gives her the courage
to accept love as it should be: unembellished and honest.
And they Kkiss.

Written by Henry Mancini and Johnny
Merecer, the lyrics of “Moon River” capture the
affection between two friends (“Two drifters, off
to see the world’) weighed down by the shards of
heartbreak (“Old dream maker, you heartbreaker”)
as they pursue their elusive dreams, holding on to
one another’s hands (“We're after the same
rainbow's end, waiting, round the bend. My
Huckleberry Friend, Moon River, and me”). It is
a perfect commentary on the story of Holly and
Paul.

Though reluctant at first, Hepburn sang the song
beautifully. In an iconic scene, Holly croons the song while
strumming her guitar on the windowsill of her apartment,
her hair wrapped in a towel, her eyes shining with the
hopefulness of a child. It is such a lovely rendition that
Hepburn rushed to its defence when the studio suits flirted
with the idea of removing it. “Over my dead body!” she
said, putting aside her usual sweetness.

In a letter to Mancini, Hepburn wrote, “Everything
we cannot say with words or show with action you have
expressed for us.” So listen close next time you come
across these cinematic classics, because they feature songs
and potent lyrics that are part of the narrative, and you will
be missing out if you don’t.

Life is a tragedy when seen in close-up, but a
comedy in long-shot.




o —

ﬁﬂt*—ﬁ*h‘liﬂdbﬁf]ﬁlfl‘

-— - — =

Music makes the world go round. In English, there are many idioms that are related to music. A person
who is calling the tune is someone who is in a position of power or control in a particular situation. If you are
as fit as a fiddle, you are in perfect health. Have a quick test. Complete the following sentences by filling in the
blanks with one of the choices given in the box:

Leonard competed in the Olympic Games in Beijing, which was his

out of tune playing second fiddle play by ear for a song

broken record singing the blues swan song blow the whistle '

face the music fiddling while Rome burns jazz it up ring a bell I :‘.._.4

1. We haven’t had time to prepare for today’s meeting. So we’ll have to : [_ f

I 2. I’'ve made a big mistake. Sooner or later, ’'m going to have to :‘ ",

: 3. His suggestions are with reality. : "
I 4. Peter is tired of to Jane. He is better trained and has more experience. i
. : 5. We found a second-hand bookcase that was going :
B 'F 6. Mom! Stop telling me to go to bed early. You sound like a ! :
3 "-'t__ 7. He refused to on his boss for fear of losing his job. !
/ @ 8. John has been since he broke up with Susan. :
:, :

2310, High Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong before 15 February 2016. Watch out for
our coming issue to see if you get all the answers right, and better still, if you are one of the lucky five to win a prize. The

/ ) < 10.The Prime Minister’s visit to the trade fair was criticised as an example of fr‘
" B ——— el
/ ‘ Please send your entry to the Editorial Board of Word Power, Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room
Editorial Board will have the final say on the answers.
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Word Power is also uploaded to the webpage of the Civil Service Bureau (http://www.csb.gov.hk/english/publication/2006.html). If you have any comments or suggestions about this publication, please write
to the Editorial Board of Word Power (Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310, High Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong or csbolrs @csb.gov.hk).
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