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LIM HAK TAL: A LIFELONG DEDICATION TO ART
RETROSPECTIVE EXHIBITION IN XIAMEN

By Ms Allison Liu Daisong
Beijing Art Collector

The history of Chinese literati painting began with Wang Wei of the
Tang Dynasty. Through the ages, towering figures like Dong Yuan,
Ju Ran, and the Four Masters of the Yuan and Ming came and went.
Eventually Western artistic influences left their mark on China. Artists
were constantly seeking to break new ground as they inherited the
past and inspired the future. In the case of Mr. Lim Hak Tai, a refined
temperament, an elegant artistic style and a fusion of the East and
West had converged marvellously to make him the pioneer of Nanyang
licerati painting,

Mr. Lim established two art academies. In the turbulent years chat
were the earlier half of the 20th century, several outstanding men had
headed art academies in different parts of China. In the north, Xu
Beihong (1895-1953; a native of Jiangsu) became the first Director
of Beijing’s Central Academy of Fine Arts. In the central region,
Lin Fengmian (1900-1991; a native of Guangdong) became Xu's
counterpart at Hangzhou’s China Academy of Art. In the south, it
was Lim Hak Tai (1893-1963; a native of Fujian) who co-founded
the Xiamen Academy of Fine Arts in 1923, and then went on in 1938
to participate in the establishment of the Nanyang Academy of Fine
Arts (NAFA)—of which he was also the first Principal. NAFA’s students
from as far as Britain, USA, Australia, Czechoslovakia and India, not
to mention Indonesia and Malaysia. The influence of the Academy
was felt in southern China, Taiwan, and throughout Southeast Asia.
Through the years of hardship and setbacks, Mr. Lim pressed on with
perseverance and determination. He is known today as the champion
of Nanyang Art, a style characterised by tropical qualities unique to
this part of the world, as well as a sense of cultural plurality.

Being under of one tertiary educational institution would have
constituted greatness in itself. To have founded two is the stuff of
legends. Although the Xiamen Academy of Fine Arts be closed due
to the Sino-Japanese War, NAFA, on the other hand, has become
the most prestigious (academically speaking) and influential tertiary
institution for arts education in Southeast Asia today. Indeed, its
influence is far from limited to a single country or a small area, but
reaches across Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand and Taiwan.
Thus, it was only natural that highly renowned Chinese artists like Xu
Beihong, Zhao Shao’ang, Liu Haisu, Guan Shanyue, Luo Ming, as
well as Lin Yu-shan, a national-treasure level artist from Taiwan, came
visited NAFA in the past and met Mr. Lim, with whom they engaged
in amicable artistic cxchanges.

Being preoccupied with academic duties, Mr. Lim left only a small
number of artworks. These include oil paintings, traditional Chinese
paintings and calligraphy, as well as collages, that represented a rather
avant-garde genre in those days. Each piece is charged with inspiration
and personal feelings. They generally show a firmly grounded style and a
strong personal distinctiveness. Mr. Lim’s works of Chinese calligraphy
and painting exemplify the traditional literati’s taste as they incorporate
influences from Han steles and Western life painting (with its interest
in variations of light and shades). What he often rendered in ink were
plum blossoms and bamboos. These are both time-honoured symbols:
the former are about the way of a hermit, lofty character and resilience,
while the latter speak of uprightness, simplicity and steadfastness. By
virtue of such symbolism, they became the subjects closest to the
artist’s heart. As for Mr. Lim’s Western-style paintings—some of which



had been exhibited in Britain—the artists sheer brilliance, classic
composition and tasteful colouring embody not only the fine essence
of European Impressionism and Fauvism, but also a classical elegance
rooted in the East. For example, in Still Life—Flowers painted in 1938
(the year of NAFAs founding), there is a settled courtliness, in which
we see a collected yet well-executed romantic realism, underpinned by
a literatus’ refreshing vision. In Malay Wedding (1952), the colours are
controlled, the composition exquisite, even as the steady brushwork
creates pictorial depth. Half-hidden amidst coconut trees, Malays are
marrying and feasting, their relaxed temperament and ateachment to
Nature so evident in this masterpiece that overflows with Southeast
Asian flavours.

Mr. Lim’s paintings are not large in size, but each one is a remarkable
piece. Most of them are found in the collections of Singapore’s
National Art Gallery, the National Art Gallery of Malaysia, NAFA
and SO oOon, Sllch th[lt they rare[y gff{ to bC pOSSﬁSSCd by privatf:
collectors. Those who do keep these treasures do not show them to
others readily. I myself am fortunate enough to have collected two oil
paintings and one Chinese ink painting by Mr. Lim. One of these,
Lu Xun Statue (1955), depicts the titular helmsman of China’s New
Culture Movement (along with his books and writings) by means of
three masses of colour, which are white, red and yellow respectively.
This painting vividly brings out the spirit of Lu Xun, a leader of the
early 20th century literary community—i.e., his lofty uprightness,
vigour and condensed incisiveness. Also encapsulated here are certain
sentiments of the artist himself-his desire to edify the masses and keep
fine cultural traditions alive through art education. The second work
is Study (1952), which deals with a racher difficult subject (a literatus’
study) ingeniously. There are close similarities in terms of forms and
colours between the old-fashioned window lattice, bookshelves and
desk, and also between the books and sheets of paper on the shelves.
Resolving this difficulty demands not only technical prowess, but also
cleverness in deciding what to keep and what not to. The final piece,
the ink painting Loquat, bears Mr. Lim Hak Tai’s personal inscription.
Here, the chiaroscuro of Western art is integrated in the ink rendition.
Through this xieyi approach enhanced by realism, an aura of physical
sparseness and quiet austerity is formed, mirroring the artist himself.

% K5 I 46 | CROSSING VISIONS

We are reminded of a leisure seal in Mr. Lim’s possession that says,

FHEF R FE, % =", These words were taken from Du Fu’s
poem A Song of a Painting, which proclaims, “Painting indefatigably,
oblivious us to age, I deem riches and honour to be floating clouds.”
Surely they are an apt description for how Mr. Lim had been enjoy-
ing art and showing commitment all his life (but hardly any interest
in gaining fame and fortune). Geographically, Mr. Lim Hak Tai was
based in Southeast Asia (Nanyang), a confluence of the East and West,
a region where multiple ethnic groups commingled. Chronologically,
he was a witness not only to the brutal Second World War, but also to
the period of seething social turmoil that erupted in its wake. These
were very difficult times for founding a school, yet he proved to be

indomitable as he stayed with NAFA through thick and thin.

He considered art to be a reflection of social ideologies, an expression
of human emotions and experiences, an endeavour that requires firm
tenacity and much honing, an outflow of true feelings. He insisted on
carrying through his ideas about art education, through which he sought
to inspire, instruct and elevate others so as to bring good to society.

Mr. Lim was working on barren land, ﬁguratively speaking, over 70
years ago when he laid the foundation for art education in Singapore
and Malaysia. Driven by his sublime personality and a tireless passion,
he strove to live out this famous quote by Mr. Sun Yat-sen, the Father
of the Nation of China: “With a life that will surely end in a matter of
decades, we shall establish a foundation for our nation that is to last for
aeons.” Having devoted his life to art-related work in Southeast Asia,
he is honoured today as the Father of Nanyang Art.

Now, nearly halfa century after his death, there is finally an opportunity
for Mr. Lim’s artworks to return to his hometown. The vicissitudes of
the 75 years since he left China are like a silk thread that goes through
these beautiful, precious pearls. And what a fine jewel it is to present to
the country and city of his origin!

(Translated by Ng Kum Hoon)
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