
MoMA pays tribute to Lau Kar Leung 
 
The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York City will host “The Grandmaster: 
Lau Kar Leung”, a retrospective for the acclaimed martial artist, choreographer and 
film director who passed away five years ago in Hong Kong at the age of 76. 
 
Lau was trained by his father whose teacher was a direct disciple of Wong Fei Hung, 
the legendary martial artist whose life has been fictionalized in over 100 films. This 
lineage formed the foundation of Lau’s work as both a director and kung fu 
practitioner. 
 
Lau entered the film industry as an extra and stuntman at an early age before joining 
the Shaw Brothers film studio in the 1960s as a martial arts instructor, responsible for 
choreographing and directing action scenes. His collaboration with director Chang 
Cheh created such stunning swordplay films as One-Armed Swordsman and Golden 
Swallow.  
 
Later, Lau became the first martial arts instructor ever to rise to the position of 
director. Diverging from Chang’s world of gut-spilling bloodbaths and machismo, Lau 
used his unique vision to honour the holistic practice of kung fu - a discipline of both 
the body and mind. 
 
His work was also unlike director King Hu (Come Drink with Me, A Touch of Zen) 
who constructed fantastical, impressionistic movements inspired by Peking opera–
style acrobatics and theatrics.  
 
“Lau favoured realistic combat, informed by the southern kung fu form that he had 
practiced all his life,” writes MoMA. “While many films feature invincible fighters at 
their pinnacle, Lau had a penchant for a martial artist’s training stage, dedicating 
ample screen time to the depiction of rigorous practice and the development of 
humility, kindness, and moral standing — the qualities that make a true master.” 
 
The retrospective, running from July 5-17, presents 10 films Lau directed for the 
Shaw Brothers. He appeared in six of them in a variety of leading and supporting 
roles, alongside many kung fu stars such as Gordon Liu, Kara Wai and Hsiao Hao. 
 
The retrospective is programmed by La Francis Hui, associate curator in MoMA’s 
Department of Film. The 10 films are: 
 
Challenge Of The Masters (1976) 
The 36th Chamber Of Shaolin (1978) 
Mad Monkey Kung Fu (1979) 
Dirty Ho (1979) 
Return To The 36th Chamber (1980) 
Martial Club (1981) 
My Young Auntie (1981) 
Legendary Weapons Of China (1982) 
The Eight Diagram Pole Fighter (1984) 
Martial Arts Of Shaolin (1986) 
 
 


