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Introduction

In June 2025, at the Hong Kong Coliseum in Hung Hom, a

Chinese-American comedian of modest height and small eyes

stood at the centre of the stage, switching effortlessly between

English and Cantonese. Imitating his father's heavy

Shanghainese accent, he declared: “Become a comedian?

Following your passion will only make you homeless.” Nearly

ten thousand audience members erupted into thunderous

laughter and applause.
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This was Jimmy O. Yang's first solo stand-up comedy

performance in Hong Kong, his birthplace, after an absence of

ten years. Tickets for the two originally scheduled

performances sold out within one minute, prompting organisers

to expand the engagement to five shows, all of which were

sold out.

From a thirteen-year-old immigrant who arrived in Los Angeles

unable even to understand the expression “What's up?”, to his

memorable portrayal of Jian-Yang in HBO's Silicon Valley, his

role as wealthy socialite Bernard Tai in Crazy Rich Asians, and

his starring appearance in Netflix's Space Force, Yang spent

nearly twenty years following a path from desperately wanting

to fit in to rediscovering his own identity. People magazine

recognised him as part of a generation of actors changing the

face of Hollywood, but his story is considerably richer and

more complex than that description alone suggests.
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Chapter 1
A Hong Kong Childhood: A Shanghai Family's
American Dream

Jimmy O. Yang was born in Hong Kong on 11 June 1987. Both

of his parents came from Shanghai. They subsequently moved

to Hong Kong before crossing the Pacific and eventually

settling in Los Angeles, California.

Yang came from a family with a distinguished history. Among

his ancestors was Zhang Yiyun, a prominent Shanghai

businessman once known as the “King of Monosodium

Glutamate.” Zhang provided financial backing to the chemical

industry expert Wu Yunchu to establish the Tianchu

Monosodium Glutamate Factory, helping break the monopoly

held by Japan's Ajinomoto brand in the Chinese market.

Following the outbreak of the January 28 Incident in Shanghai

in 1932, Zhang and Wu donated 110,000 silver dollars to

purchase a German fighter aircraft and a training aircraft. The

aircraft were associated with the name Tianchu and donated to

support China's resistance against Japanese aggression.

Yang's father, affectionately referred to as Uncle Ouyang,

remained committed to preserving Shanghai traditions while

living in Los Angeles. When he could not obtain Jinhua ham to

prepare yanduxian, a traditional Shanghainese soup, he

substituted Italian prosciutto. Yang later reflected: “Living in
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America, if you want to preserve Shanghai traditions, you need

a little creativity.”

His father also prepared traditional Shanghai-style wontons

filled with vegetables, pork and shrimp, wrapped in the

distinctive dark-skinned wrappers associated with the dish. He

frequently told young Jimmy stories about old Shanghai,

including the Peace Hotel and the Tianchu monosodium

glutamate business.

In 2000, at the age of thirteen, Yang immigrated to Los

Angeles with his family. For a young teenager raised in Hong

Kong, the move meant beginning almost every aspect of life

again.
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Chapter 2
An Outsider in Los Angeles: From Language
Barriers to Cultural Awareness

When Jimmy O. Yang first arrived in the United States, he

encountered difficulties familiar to many young immigrants:

language barriers and cultural differences.

He later repeatedly drew upon these experiences in his stand-

up performances. When classmates greeted him with “What's

up?”, he literally looked upwards. Hoping to improve his

English, he began watching television, only to discover after

two months of diligent practice that he had been watching a

Spanish-language channel. When he subsequently turned to

the hip-hop programme Rap City, he mistakenly assumed that

all Americans communicated through rhyming slang.

These awkward experiences eventually became classic

material in his comedy routines. At the time, however, they

were obstacles he had to overcome. Following his parents'

educational expectations, Yang attended Beverly Hills High

School in California and subsequently entered the University of

California, San Diego, where he majored in Economics.

After graduation, his father arranged an internship for him at a

financial consulting firm. His father's philosophy was

straightforward: “Your job isn't supposed to make you happy.
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You work hard, make money, and then use that money to do

the things that make you happy.”

It was a clear and dependable career path: finance, business

and a stable income.

Yet Yang made a decision that convinced his father he had lost

his mind. He rejected a career in finance and decided to

pursue stand-up comedy.
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Chapter 3
The Open-Mic Years: Trading Five Dollars and a
Hamburger for Stage Time

“I spent at least three years doing open mics without earning a

penny. Sometimes I even had to pay five dollars just to get five

minutes onstage, with only five people in the audience,” Yang

later recalled.

To support himself, he sold used cars, drove for Uber and

worked as a DJ at a strip club. Although these jobs appeared

unrelated to comedy, they helped him develop valuable skills in

communicating with audiences. He acknowledged that the

techniques associated with high-pressure sales, including

reading people's emotions and establishing eye contact with

potential customers, helped him develop his comedic timing.

He continued refining his craft, driving across San Diego and

even towards the United States–Mexico border for

opportunities to perform in run-down local bars. Sometimes his

only payment was a hamburger.

“For us, stage time was money. It was the only way to improve.

Stand-up comedy can only be refined through the genuine

reactions of an audience.”
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His father warned him: “Following your dreams will make you

homeless.”

Yet in his autobiography, How to American, Yang later wrote: “I

turned down a job in finance to pursue stand-up comedy. My

dad thought I was crazy. But I figured it was better to

disappoint my parents for a few years than to disappoint myself

for the rest of my life. I had to disappoint them so I could

pursue what I loved.”
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Chapter 4
The Turning Point of Silicon Valley: From Guest
Appearance to Regular Cast Member

The turning point in Yang's career came during an audition for

Silicon Valley.

The HBO comedy series was searching for an actor who could

convincingly portray a Chinese immigrant, someone with the

manner and bearing of a foreign newcomer holding an

American green card. The description closely resembled

Yang's own background. He was initially cast in a guest role as

Jian-Yang, but through his persistent development of the

character, he progressed from a guest performer to a regular

member of the series.

Jian-Yang, a Chinese entrepreneur combining an almost

absurd innocence with a distinctly mischievous personality,

became one of the show's most memorable supporting

characters. Yang incorporated observations drawn from his

own immigrant experience into the performance. His

character's imperfect understanding of American social

conventions and his awkward position between two cultures

were exaggerated for comic effect, yet remained recognisably

authentic.
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In 2020, his first stand-up comedy special, Good Deal,

premiered on Amazon Prime Video, helping establish his

position within the North American comedy industry.
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Chapter 5
Crazy Rich Asians and a Collective
Breakthrough for Asian Actors

In 2018, Jimmy O. Yang appeared in the highly successful film

Crazy Rich Asians, portraying Bernard Tai, a wealthy young

Asian socialite known for his gold chains and extravagant

lifestyle.

The significance of the film extended far beyond the success of

a romantic comedy. It was the first major Hollywood studio film

since The Joy Luck Club in 1993 to feature a predominantly

Asian leading cast. Its commercial and cultural success

represented an important collective breakthrough for actors of

Asian descent in Hollywood.

In an interview with The Atlantic, Yang discussed his family

background: “My mom was a manager at a high-end fashion

store. She was very stylish. She sold clothes to rich people. My

dad was a businessman. He worked for Dow Chemical for a

while, then started his own company selling medical

equipment.”

He continued: “I thought my dad had the coolest job. I wasn't

exactly sure what he did, but I knew I wanted to be a

businessman.”
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Ultimately, however, Yang chose a path quite different from his

father's.
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Chapter 6
A Leading Figure in Stand-Up Comedy:
Connecting East and West Through Humour

Jimmy O. Yang has become one of the most prominent Asian

performers in contemporary stand-up comedy.

The scale of his comedy tours bears little resemblance to his

early years performing at open-mic events. During his Big &

Tall tour in 2025, two performances in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia,

attracted a combined audience of 9,000 people. All five shows

at the Hong Kong Coliseum sold out, while subsequent

performances in Macau and Singapore also generated intense

demand for tickets. His touring plans additionally included

Australia, Japan and the United States.

At the centre of Yang's comedy is the collision between

Eastern and Western cultures, particularly the familiar

personalities of Asian parents. He imitates his father's

distinctive Shanghainese accent, repeating the warning:

“Become a comedian? Following what you love will only make

you homeless.”

He also jokes about his mother's habit of returning home after

shopping and immediately asking: “Guess how much I paid?”
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Yet the broad appeal of these jokes comes from something

deeper than cultural stereotypes. They reflect East Asian

parent-child relationships in which affection and criticism

frequently coexist.

Yang recalls onstage: “I've never heard anyone tell me how

great I am. Nobody ever said, ‘Jimmy, you're amazing. You

can do it.’ Usually, they'd just say, ‘Don't screw it up.’”

Among audience members who grew up in East Asian families,

such remarks provoke enthusiastic applause. Many recognise

their own parents in his stories and realise that their

experiences are not unique.

Yang gradually came to understand that his most effective

comedy did not depend upon exaggerated scenarios. Instead,

it emerged from stories that audiences could connect to their

own lives, particularly those that made people think: “My

parents are exactly like that.”
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Chapter 7
Returning to His Roots: From Fitting In to
Rediscovering Himself

In 2025, Jimmy O. Yang returned to Hong Kong, the city of his

birth, before travelling to Shanghai, his parents' ancestral

hometown.

“I never really felt that America was home,” he remarked during

an interview. For an actor who had achieved substantial

success in Hollywood, the statement was particularly candid.

Yang began consciously reconnecting with his cross-cultural

identity. During his Hong Kong performances, he moved

fluently between English and Cantonese, sharing humorous

memories of the city and reflecting on experiences that felt

both familiar and newly discovered. His stories touched upon

his former school, classmates, family members, local customs

and traditional food, as well as the longing for home and sense

of belonging that can endure after many years abroad.

In Shanghai, he participated in an interview with Xinmin

Weekly conducted partly in Shanghainese. His speech carried

a distinctly old-fashioned quality, reflecting the dialect spoken

by his father and preserved within their Los Angeles household

over many years.
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“I learned all my Shanghainese from my parents,” he explained.

From a young immigrant determined to assimilate into

American culture to a successful comedian increasingly

embracing the different cultural influences that shaped him,

Yang entered a new stage of personal discovery.

His journey had moved beyond the desire simply to fit in. He

was now reclaiming the different elements of his identity and

recognising their value.
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Concluding Reflections
A Comedian Who Builds Bridges Through
Humour

Jimmy O. Yang's life can be summarised through one word:

translation.

What he translates is the cultural language of East Asian family

life.

When American audiences hear a Chinese mother ask,

“Guess how much?”, they may laugh because they recognise a

familiar cultural stereotype. When Chinese audiences hear the

same joke, they laugh because they recognise their own

mothers.

Yang's comedy creates a bridge between two cultural worlds,

allowing audiences from different backgrounds to understand

one another through laughter.

He is not simply a comedian who complains about his parents.

Even when his routines affectionately mock their habits and

attitudes, they contain an underlying sense of love and

understanding.

He explains: “American parents tell their children, ‘I love you.’

But in my family, my parents never said, ‘I love you.’ Instead,
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they cooked five dishes for me every day. That was how they

expressed their love.”

From Hong Kong to Los Angeles, and from a financial intern to

a leading stand-up comedian, Jimmy O. Yang followed an

extraordinary journey. His career took him from portraying

Jian-Yang in Silicon Valley to Bernard Tai in Crazy Rich Asians,

and from struggling to understand the expression “What's up?”

as a young immigrant to commanding the stage at the Hong

Kong Coliseum while switching effortlessly between Cantonese

and English.

Over nearly twenty years, he progressed from the margins of

American popular culture towards its mainstream, before

embarking upon a renewed exploration of his cultural roots.

His story illustrates an important principle of living between

cultures: the most powerful expression of identity is not

necessarily declaring where one belongs, but demonstrating

an understanding of both worlds.

Jimmy O. Yang has made that understanding the foundation of

his comedy, using laughter to help different cultures recognise

something of themselves in one another.
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