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PORTRAITS UNTILCHAN

SECOND IMPRESSION

After laying down bis brusbes and palette for the best part of 50 years,
celebrated restaurateur Michael Chow bas returned fo painting. He explains why -
and a whole lot more - to MATHEW SCOTT
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ICHAEL CHOW
kxows all there iz
to know about the
importance  of  first
impressions. Those
distinctive owl-like
glasses were, after all,

designed to take peoples
aitention away from his
ethnicity, when he emerged
in the 19508 on & misson o
showease Chinese culture
toxthe world.

Chow's carly years were speni at the fool of his father, Zhou
Xinfang, the most commanding presence Beijing opera has
ever known and a man who redefined the art form. It has long
been said that once you saw Zhou stepping oul on stage, you
never forgol him.

By 1952 —at the age of 13 - Chow had been sent off to boanding
school in the United Kingdom. It was an experience that would
shape him, for better or for worse, and eventually Chow found
himsell on the swinging streets of 1060s London, where his
restaurant Mr Chow became the place (o see and be seen.

Part of the fascination with Mr Chow ever since - and
through the opening of branches in New York, Beverly Hills
and Miami - has heen the art that lines the walls, initially
showecasing the work of Chow's contemporaries in the
London art scene. But Chow himself had tucked away his
brush and easel by the time that first Mr Chow opened - and
he lefi things that way for almost 50 vears.

Thanks io the urgings of a friend, however, Chow - who
paints under the name of Zhow Yinghua - has turned his
focus back on to the canvas, as highlighted during the Recipe
for a Painter solo exhibition at Pear] Lam Galleries in Hong
Kong. Walk through the doors and you're greeted by dazzling
mixed-media canvases that grab vour attention, and hold it
fast,

Interesting, then, that as we leave the photo shoot and walk
towards Four Seasons Hotel Hong Kong and a quiet place to
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chat, Chow reveals that one of his many skills
is being able to recount the opening scenes of
any movie you might care to mention. The
Searchers, Reservoir Dogs, Ome Fiew Over the
Cuchoos Nest = the man nails all three in an
instant.

It's those first impressions, he says. They
set the framework for everyithing that is to
follow:,

What it that imitially led you into life as an
arfist?

Itwas very simiple. | was borm into the theatre,
through my father and Beifing opera. He
started very young and was famous by the
time he was seven years old. He wasa star for
maore than 60 years, played over 800 robes and
wiolé many operas. Basically, he radically
changed Beifing opera from just opera to
acting. He was the great influence on Befjing
opera. He created his own style - 7 — and this
spirit of understanding the creative process
was with me all along. His work was
expressionist work - like Beethoven — which
can be very violent at times, but it can also be
very tender. His work was very much about
dealing with the moment, like all good art.

Dvid you everwant to folloe fn bis foolsteps?

It was entrenched in me. [ abways wanted (o
be in the theatre. But it was too tough. In
Beijing opera they used to say that actors are
beaten out of people. It was true. It was very
viodent. Toovioleni forme.

How aware were you from a_ ypoung oge of bis
Jome?

Oh, very aware. People were always pointing
ai me saving. “There is his son!™ And [ would




look in the mirror and 1 would say, “I am the

small Qiling Tong™ ~ which was my father’s
stage name, which means Unicorn Boy. 5o 1
was very much sware of and very much
intrigued by the theatre.

Werepon frwa cloge?

[ wasn't very chose to him. T was very close to
my mother. | had asthma so [ was pampered,
a spoilt brat and all that stuff, My father was
this kind of forbidding image, When we ate
with him we had to be very quiet, things like
that. Memorably, [ did spend two weeks with
him alone. Two golden weeks - which |
treasure - when Late with him and he took me
tothe theatre. | was aged around 1o.

Awd by the age of 13 you'd been packed off to
bogrding school in the UK. How much of o
Frawma was fhai?

As Muhammad Ali said after his fight with
Joe Frazier, it was the closest thing todeath. It
was 3 panic attack, Devastating, Evervthing
that was familiar was taken away. DNo
language, no food, no rce. 1 remember one
day at school they said we were going to have
rice pudding and T got 5o excited - and then it
was sweet. | was so disappointed.

W did pou furn to for sappori?

After one vear [ went to a vicarage in Suffolk.
They had a few boys there. [ only realised
later that they all had problems. But the vicar
educated me. He was well versed in Brilish
history and British society. All kinds of
things.

At that age, bow were you accepted by the ofber
kidls back at boarding sclhool?

Oh, I was bullied. I'm Chinese, Let me puk it this way, it wasn't
a walk in the park, T didn't stay there that long, though it
peemed fike an eternity. But in life everybody gets damaged
and gets nourished. Youhave touse everything, especially the
Chinese. Like the chicken - the onby thing we don't use is the
feather, Make the most of evervthing.

Hotwdid your interest in art enterge?

Well, I wanted to be in the theatre at 2 young age, [ wanied o
act. Onee 1 got to England it just seemed a natural thing to
draw. On the way there - the 30 davs or whatever on the P&:O
liner - I'was interested in photography. But the first painiing
that hit was when [ saw Dali's Soft Construction Witk Bofled
Bewrrs in a book, 1 thought, “What the fuck?” So 1 decided io
copyit. It started there.

It led pou fo studyping at 8t Mortin's Schoof af Art in Losdon,
wlieh must - again - bave been a buge change.

Life was completely different. Dancing and life classes and |
was beginning to feel free. [ never really got a job - apart from
washing dishes and things. 1 did 16 movies, gmall roles with
some great ones, like Micholas Ray. So I was very lucky, |
survived. | painted for 10 vears. By 1957 | was part of my first
group exhibition at the Young Contemporary. I had some
success but eventually [ just guoit.

And yow turned ponr aitemifon fo restenrants, Why
resfaurants?

Well, basically I wanted to express how great China is. And
how great my father was. That's the truth. I was shocked that
noone knew who he was - nobody cared. T wanted the West to
experience Chinese culture, and the only medium I found the
opportunity todothat with was in a restaurant,

You walked aweay from art completeli?
Yes. ] amaman of extremes. When [ stop, | stop, When | start,

I start. Kohalfmeasures.

I the suecess of e restauranis surprize you?

FEBRLIARY 2004 - PRESTIGE - 301



THEWELL | ART |

202

FRESTHE

FEBRLUARY 3004

Notat all. For the few vears before we opened
you had this British culiure revolution
Creative power and the breakdown aof
classism. Art was the name of the game. 1 was
part of that - incleding The Beatles, the
Stomes, Mary Quant, all those people. All that
circle in London were looking for restaurants.
At that time Chinese restauranis were the
lowest of the low. | said, let's make sure the
food is authentic, make sure everything is
contemporary. The idea was to make people
respect Chinese culiure. [t might sound corny
It s frue.

Hors did it feel to see the most fomous peaple on
the planet walking throngh your doors?
When we opened, everybody was there
Beatles, Stones, everybody came, Pow! It was
the height of Swingin® London and then you
had Hollywood movie-making people -
Sinatra, Paul Newman - dropping by It
really wassomething.

Were yow afways been at the same Hime o use
these extablishments aza platform for art, too?
That was actually modelled on a restaurant in
Switzerland, which had promoted local
artists. The prople we used were all my
friends and the idea was to have it art-driven,
and fo attraci musicians, film people,
photographers, sfars. The whole world is
doing that now, but then it wasn't really
happening. The celebrity obsession. London
was the epicenire of the world in terms of
creativity and | was lucky to have been a part
ofit.

What bove been the attractions - and he
experiences — of running restourants?

My restaurants have always been theatre. [t
like directing a musical. [n musicals yvou have
conventions. You have 3 stage, you have an
audience, vou have backstage, soenery,
costumes, music. Its the same with a2
restanrant. [n every crealive process, you use
everything. It's like that chicken again. So |
made it as creative as possible. Theatre
Everything is boring until you make it
exciting. 5o | would direct everything. Tell
the maitre d” how to walk, who to look at or



niol bo look at. That kept me going for 46 vears!

Areyon g good boss?

Well, people never seem to want to leave. 1
think they get addicted to my bullshit. T take
that asa compliment though.

What led pou back foart?

I'd had memory wipeout. I'd forgotten about
it. But [art dealer and curator] Jeffrey Deitch
saw something in the corner of my house one
day - something I'd done, And he said he
thought it was pretty good. We talled more,
he taught me a few things, and it's all started
from there. I'm a blank page. | haven’t painted
for almost 50 vears solean dewhat [ want.

Does it conne eagily fo poul

Painting is & very sensitive medium. [i's like hitting the
jackpat when vou get it right. And my first painting back
worked. Sonow ['m like a man possessed. That first painting,
I don't really feel like I did it. An out-of-body experience. 1
finished it in two weeks. The second one was tougch,

Like w sevond alfmn?

Or a second movie! The second one took a lomg tme - but it
turned out good, Now you can't stop me. I'm the unchained
melody? It's all coming out. ANl this memory. 1t's like writing
miy own bio.

Ir’s allowing you to explore pour sense of self?
Absohutely. I'm having a field day. Shock and surprises - and
excitement, @
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