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M ost Chinese born since the 1990s 
know the quote: “Genius is one per-
cent inspiration and 99 percent per-
spiration”. This saying is frequently 

found on posters that grace their primary school 
classrooms’ walls. 

This adage, widely attributed to American invent-
or Thomas Edison, emphasizes that great accom-
plishments rely less on innate talent than on 
relentless hard work. And it has long served as the 
motto for pop star Zhang Yixing, who was born in 
Changsha, Hunan province, in 1991.

Zhang, who’s also known by his stage name, Lay, 
wears many hats, including singer-songwriter, 
music producer, dancer and actor.

Scouted for his adorable appearance at the age of 
6, he first appeared on TV in the drama, We the Peo-
ple. 

Later, his early exposure to music, and his study 
of instruments like piano and guitar, paved the way 
for his participation in various TV musical-talent 
shows.

In 2008, Zhang launched his music career after 
winning a global casting audition for South Korean 
giant SM Entertainment. Four years later, he rose 
to fame as a member of K-pop boy band EXO. 

Since 2015, he has shifted his focus to the home 
market, expanding his repertoire to include film, 
TV dramas and reality shows. He has garnered over 
50 million followers on Sina Weibo.

He says the importance of hard work on the path 
to success is indisputable. 

Despite juggling multiple roles, he finds himself 
easily transitioning among them.

“Entering a scene naturally puts me in the right 
mindset,” he says.

But Zhang explains that he began to question 
this inspiration-versus-perspiration motto that 
had guided him as he entered his 30s and reflected 
on his career. 

“I sometimes felt exhausted,” he admits. 
“Could I achieve success without the one percent 

inspiration? Not necessarily. Now, I believe both 
hard work and inspiration are equally vital.”

Today, Zhang is determined to find his own bal-
ance between diligence and inspiration on the road 
to new achievements.

Mixing it up
He wants to relax more. Since collaborating with 

many international music professionals, he has 
noticed his foreign counterparts often seem to be 
more chill, while he tends to take things too seri-
ously.

On April 17, Zhang released a new single, Psychic. 
It is a collaborative effort with foreign music pro-
ducers, namely Americans Rykeyz, Sean Douglas 
and Kyle Reynolds, and British singer-songwriter 
James Abrahart.  

The song’s music video was shot in Dubai, with a 
production team of people from 20 countries.

“It’s been a wonderful time,” says American cine-
matographer Idan Menin, who served as the vid-
eo’s director of photography. 

“Lay has been outstanding. He’s one of the hard-
est working people I’ve met.”

The track is available in Chinese, English and 
Korean, and features a dynamic blend of genres, 
melding emotive R&B chords with garage-style 
beats and bassy undertones.

“Once one of my songs catches the attention of 
overseas listeners, curiosity leads them to search 
my name, exposing more people to my songs 
infused with traditional Chinese cultural ele-
ments,” Zhang says.

Zhang’s signature musical style is “M-pop”, 
which entails blending Mandarin pop music with 
outside influences. He introduced this concept 
with the release of his third album, NAMANANA, 
in 2018.

By the time his fourth full-length album, LIT, was 
released in 2020, he had clarified his vision for what 
kind of music he wanted to create within the 
“M-pop” framework. 

“These songs blend traditional Chinese and West-
ern pop instruments, feature lyrics in both Chinese 
and foreign languages, and tell Chinese stories. The 
music videos are visually enriched with Eastern aes-
thetics,” he explains.

He discovers boundless inspiration for pop music 
from his Chinese roots. Such influences include the 
iconic book, Shanhaijing (Classics of Mountains 
and Seas); the Silk Road-era cave murals of Dunhu-
ang in Gansu province; and Xizhouqu (Song of West 

Isle), a ballad from the Northern and Southern 
Dynasties (220-589).

“Many traditional Chinese music pieces are slow. 
Their grand, expansive feel is derived from their 
plodding rhythms. But younger audiences prefer 
catchy rhythms. Typically, I choose to preserve this 
atmosphere while sacrificing the catchier beats,” he 
explains.

“So, some of my songs are very distinctive in style 
but not necessarily pleasing to the ear.” 

Sounding out
Likewise, he has explored the rich tapestry of 

Chinese narratives to carve out a space for self-ex-
pression. 

Take, for instance, the song, Lian (Lit), the title 
track of the album, LIT. 

It derives its name from the Chinese word for 
lotus — lianhua — which symbolizes purity and 
nobility in traditional Chinese thought. 

The song commences with a grand operatic 
introduction that recounts the saga of General 
Xiang Yu (232-202 BC), a tragic hero in Chinese his-
tory. 

Along with such traditional Chinese instruments 
as the xiao (a vertical bamboo flute) and pipa (a 
four-stringed lute), the song also integrates a con-
temporary industrial bass line, drawing a parallel 
between the tragic hero, Xiang, and the poetic 
lotus. Zhang has been called “white lotus” 
by detractors, who perceive him as less innocent 
than he appears, and he uses the song to shrug off 
their criticisms.

The lyrics include the line “taking China to the 
world”, which represents Zhang’s greatest ambi-
tion. 

He has long hoped that more Chinese music 
could be enjoyed overseas. 

“Singles such as Lian (Lit) and Flying Apsaras 
serve as my ‘calling cards’. When interacting with 
foreign musicians or producers, I often show them 
the music videos for these songs,” he says.

He has found they’re most captivated by songs’ 
visual presentations, which is why he invests a lot of 
time and effort in producing music videos with pow-
erful Eastern aesthetics.

“Numerous treasures from traditional culture 
await exploration by today’s young artists. 
Through our creativity, we can showcase the rich-
ness of Chinese culture to the world in a cool way,” 
he says.

The ambition of “taking China to the world” 
extends beyond his own music. Recently, he has 
taken on the role of producer of an online program 
aimed at forming an influential Chinese girl group. 

The program, Show It All, provides a platform for 
Chinese singers and dancers to engage in 
exchanges and compete with international coun-
terparts, such as the American group Boys World, 
the Thai girl group Pixxie and the Malaysian girl 
group Dolla. 

The program allows young female singer-dancers 
to compete to match international standards by per-
forming alongside talented female music groups 
from around the world. 

Simultaneously, it fosters cross-cultural dialogue 
between Chinese and foreign youth across various 
dimensions of cultural life. For example, the adop-
tion of the mutual visa-free policy between China 
and Malaysia enabled the Malaysian girl group 
Dolla, on their inaugural visit to China, to perform 
local songs and present traditional Malaysian 
attire to Chinese singers and dancers. 

Zhou Kui, director of the China Online Video 
Research Center affiliated with the Communica-
tion University of China, says that, for Chinese par-
ticipants, this peer-to-peer competitive pressure is 
not only a series of challenges but also a force driv-
ing progress. The program assists these Chinese 
contestants in exploring and defining their unique 
cultural and stylistic positioning in the interna-
tional arena, providing multiple rounds of simula-
tion before they formally enter the international 
market.

“I hope to introduce our Chinese girl group to the 
world and offer these young women a broader 
global perspective,” says Zhang.

“Balance” is something Zhang used to highly val-
ue in pop performances. Now, it’s what he also val-
ues in his life and work, and effort and talent. Yet 
the 32-year-old says he is still on the journey to 
achieve balance.

Contact the writer at xingwen@chinadaily.com.cn

A Chinese beat for 
the world stage

Singer-songwriter Zhang Yixing enables 
mainstream music from his homeland 

to go global, Xing Wen reports.

Top left: Pop idol Zhang Yixing 
acts as the producer in a recently 
aired international talent show, 
Show It All. Right: Zhang performs 
the single Flying Apsaras which 
was inspired by the Dunhuang 
murals in Gansu province. Above: 
The versatile singer-songwriter 
aims to promote traditional         
Chinese culture to a larger foreign 
audience in his own way. Left: 
Members from the Malaysian girl 
group Dolla strut their stuff.
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Teacher-turned-livestreamer inspires viewers to fall in love with books
Hundreds of thousands of book-

worms tuned in to Xinhua’s lives-
tream interview with teacher-
turned-influencer Dong Yuhui on the 
eve of this year’s World Book and 
Copyright Day, which fell on Tuesday.

Known for his engaging speeches, 
encyclopedic knowledge and witty 
ad-libs, Dong shared his personal 
story and thoughts on reading.

“Inside books, we can find the 
most intense feelings, the most pro-
found wisdom, the loftiest moral 
sentiments and the highest aspira-
tions of human beings,” the teacher 

says during the show.
The quote quickly circulated online 

and featured in media headlines.
The 31-year-old influencer, who 

was born in rural area of Shaanxi 
province, is popular on China’s vid-
eo-sharing platform Douyin. He is 
also a senior partner at New Orien-
tal’s e-commerce unit, East Buy.

As an enthusiastic book-lover 
since childhood, Dong has always 
peppered his livestream sessions 
with anecdotes and quotes from 
renowned figures in history, ran-
ging from Confucius to Shake-

speare, from ancient Chinese poet 
Du Fu, to the late Colombian novel-
ist Gabriel Garcia Marquez.

“I am reading with Dong right 
now. So thankful that you have 
inspired me to read print books once 
again,” one netizen from Guangdong 
province writes in the interview’s 
comment section on Weibo.

Two years ago, Dong was an ordi-
nary livestreamer pitching agricul-
tural products to online consumers 
on East Buy’s Douyin channel, 
which was grappling with a luke-
warm market response and stagnat-

ing subscriber numbers.
During a show in early June 2022, 

he cited German philosophers 
Nietzsche and Hegel.

Over 10,000 viewers watched that 
show, catapulting Dong to unex-
pected stardom. Within two weeks, 
the tally of subscribers surpassed 10 
million, boosted by Dong’s shows. 
According to a report from East Buy, 
net profits in the 2023 fiscal year 
reached 971 million yuan ($136.64 
million), with 10 billion yuan in 
gross merchandise volume. 

“Put down the mobile phone and 

enjoy the fragrance of books. Over 
the past two years, my biggest take-
away from Dong Yuhui’s livestream 
channel is to fall in love with books 
and awaken my love of reading,” 
says a viewer from Sichuan           
province.

In January, New Oriental 
launched a new Douyin channel for 
Dong, which currently has over 18 
million subscribers. Books and mag-
azines are a major category in the 
new channel’s window display. 
Thanks to Dong’s recommendations 
in several shows, The Last Quarter 

of the Moon, by novelist Chi Zijian, 
has sold nearly 3 million copies 
through the channel. 

In the interview on Monday, Dong 
also weighed in on the question of 
how books can change a person’s life. 

“The life that we refer to here can-
not be merely defined by results — 
what kind of job you get, whether it 
is decent and well-paid or not, or 
how much profit you get from read-
ing. That is too narrow a definition. 
In life, we read to enlighten             
ourselves.” 

Xinhua       


