


“My Chinese chop, the seal I use for my collections, reads,
Once in the Chao Household'. 'T'hat means that these things

are in my possession for a short time only’.
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Former managing director of Dragonair, the
Hong Kong airline founded by his father,
Ronald Chao is one of the leading collectors
in Hong Kong. He has made generous
gifts of his collections of Chinese carved
lacquerware and paintings to museums in

China.

What is your approach to collecting?

| never want to admit that | am a collector; |
am just an impulsive buyer. But | follow two
basic principles: | only buy what | like and | only
buy what | can afford. From the beginning, |
have adhered to these principles. In addition to
lacquer, | also collect some ceramics. | have a
celadon that a Chinese prince gave as a gift to

the Japanese emperor.

Do you ever sell pieces from your
collection?

I never sell. | only donate. | donated 160
pieces of Chinese lacquer to the Zhejiang
Provincial Museum; they are setting up a
special pavilion for me. 1 think that all the
pieces that pass through my hands have
come to me after many generations.
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AN EXTREMELY RARE AND IMPORTANT COURT
PAINTING OF THE BANNERMAN KE ER CHUN
BATULU WAN TING

Qing Dynasty, Qianiong Period, dated to

The Wushen Year (Corresponding to 1788)
HK$4,820.000, 8 October 2009
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It is destiny, or yuanfen, that so many things
should be gathered in my household after
so many years. My Chinese chop, the seal
| use for my collections, reads, ‘Once in the
Chao Household’. That means that these
things are in my possession for a short time
only. This expresses how | feel towards all the
things | acquire.

How has the auction market changed over
the years?

A few years ago, Chinese painters were
happy to give away their paintings. In 1984,
some friends and | sponsored the first
exhibition of the painter Fan Zeng outside of
China in our company's Kowloon office and
invited all my friends. At that time, we priced
each painting at HK$1,000. A friend of mine
bought a few as an act of friendship to Fan.
Two weeks ago, he sold one of them at an
auction in China for RMB600,000. That is
how the market has changed.

Do you also buy jade?

| bought a beautiful jade bangle for my
wife about ten years ago. By accident,
though, it broke cleanly in half. Chinese are
superstitious. We thought the jade would
protect her. Later, | had a jeweller repair the
bangle, but my wife refused to wear it.

It sounds like you are superstitious.

No, but in Chinese we have the saying, “If
you believe in destiny before the age of 40,
you are a fool. And if you do not believe in
destiny after 60, you are a fool”. What that
means is, if you are young and do not take
risks, you will be a failure. When you are old
and look back on your life with regrets, that
is also foolish.

INTERVIEW BY DON J. COHN
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