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Michael Chow poses in front of his artworks displayed in a gallery in Hong Kong. AFP PHOTO/ 
Philippe Lopez 
The celebrity restaurateur once again picks up a paintbrush 

Best known as a celebrity restaurateur whose 1960s mission to change Western attitudes to 
Chinese food has lasted nearly 50 years, Michael Chow is also a trained painter who, until 
recently, had not picked up his brushes for decades. 
 
Mr Chow restaurants became glamorous centres for Swinging London, New York's disco days 
and today's Hollywood and art world elite. The man behind them has unveiled his first solo 
exhibition in Asia, a show he says reflects his complicated relationship with China and the father 
he last saw when he was 13. 
 



Zhou Xinfang was one of China's best loved stars of Beijing Opera - a discipline combining 
dance, music, mime, singing and acrobatics - who died in the chaos of the Cultural Revolution. 
 
"Something I had forgotten about, something wiped out of my memory, has been reunited. I 
didn't know I could paint that well," the 74 year-old says, surrounded by his imposing mixed-
media canvases at Pearl Lam Galleries in Hong Kong. 
 
"It's like me coming home to reclaim my Chinese heritage, and reclaim the name Zhou - my 
father's name," says Chow, who paints under the name "Zhou Yinghua". 
 
Born into a wealthy family in Shanghai, Chow enjoyed a privileged upbringing. 
 
Wanting to follow his famous father's footsteps into theatre, he was instead packed off by boat 
to Britain in 1952 at the age of 13, leaving a life of pampered opulence. 
 
In doing so he avoided the ravages of the 1966-76 Cultural Revolution. Chow never saw his 
father again. He saw his mother Qiu Lilin - to whom his show is dedicated - only once more 
when she visited him earlier at school. 
 
Chow studied architecture at Central Saint Martins in London before struggling as an artist. He 
eventually sacrificed his artistic ambitions, beginning what he calls a "50-year radical sabbatical" 
during which he focused on food and design and later, collecting art. 
 
His first Mr Chow restaurant opened in London in 1968. Its formula of high design, authentic 
Beijing cuisine, Italian waiters and steep prices was a game-changer at a time when, in Chow's 
words, Chinese food was regarded as "the lowest of the low" in the West. 
 
"You couldn't get lower. It was a terrible, tough period for stereotypes and so there was this 
need for me to tell the Western world how great China is. The only practical way to do that was 
through food - thank God Chinese food is great." 
 
His success spawned openings in New York, Miami and Los Angeles. A Las Vegas restaurant 
is due to open soon. They have always attracted the rich and famous, including the Beatles, 
Andy Warhol, Jean-Michel Basquiat as well as Hollywood royalty. 
 
"We've survived 46 years. It's impossible for a global restaurant to survive for that long, unless 
the internal will, desire and vision is there," says Chow. 
 
"This need to recognise Chinese culture is beyond food. Food is a means to the end." 
 
A part-time actor, Chow also appeared in 1967 James Bond film "You Only Live Twice" and the 
"Rush Hour" series. 
 
With three children from four marriages, Chow was briefly married to Grace Coddington, former 
model and now creative director of Vogue who starred in the 2009 documentary "The 
September Issue". 
 
In 1992 he married his present wife, Korean fashion designer Eva Chun. She encouraged him 
in 2012 to paint for the first time since his late teens. 
 
"Food is craft, it has to be the same every time," says Chow, sporting his trademark, thick-
rimmed bespoke glasses. "Art is different - every time you're trying to make magic and poetry." 
 



The large canvasses that make up his "Recipe for a Painter" show, which runs until March 8, 
incorporate materials including gold leaf and silver, household trash, acrylic paint, blow-torched 
metal and broken eggs in what one critic has described as a "fusion of the performative and the 
painterly." 
 
"I'm coming home and this exhibition completes my journey, my life," said Chow. "Art has been 
suppressed for 50 years. Now I am free." 
 


