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A LIFE WITHOUT REGRETS:
PRINCIPAL LIM YEW KUAN

By Ms. Xu Mei Yan

“Poised to march into the future, the statue gazes ahead, its centre of
gravity placed over the right foot in front. Taking a wide step forward, the
dynamically posed figure is dignified in bearing and decidedly forward-

going in spirit ... ~

A 1.8-metre portrait sculpture of Lim Hak Tai is now being sculpted in
Xiamen as part of an intensive preparation. It portrays the man as an
educator, with the right hand holding a jacket flung over the shoulder.
Paintbrushes clasped in the left hand speak of his contributions to art.
Previously, a portrait sculpture of Lim Hak Tai had been created for
the celebration of the 70th anniversary of the Nanyang Academy of
Fine Arts (NAFA) in Singapore. But now, the upcoming version will
be returning to Lim’s place of origin, and shall stand in the Xiamen Art
Museum not only in conjunction with the present exhibition, but also
as a permanent remembrance.

Subsequent to the success of the exhibitions “Quintessential Nanyang
— Lim Hak Tai” (2009) and Lim Yew Kuan (2010) in NAFA, Xiamen’s
renowned history expert Mr. Hong Puren has been actively working
towards the touring of these shows to the Xiamen Art Museum. The
result, which is to open in 2011, is the present exhibition supported by
the Foreign Affairs Office of the People’s Government of Xiamen, Fujian
Province, as well as the Xiamen Municipal Bureau of Culture, Radio-
Film-Television, Press and Publication. This event, organised jointly by
the Xiamen Art Museum and NAFA, features the artworks of a father
and his son together under the rubric of “Crossing Visions — Singapore
and Xiamen: Lim Hak Tai and Lim Yew Kuan Art Exhibition”.

Notably, the abovementioned portrait sculpture has the support of
Singapore’s National Heritage Board, and will be added to the Xiamen
Art Museum’s collection at the end of the exhibition. Central to the
exhibition are bonds — the bond between father (Lim Hak Tai) and
son (Lim Yew Kuan), the continued connections between the Xiamen
Academy of Fine Arts and NAFA, as well as the historical links between
Xiamen and Singapore. This will, in fact, be the first instance where
Singaporean artists are invited to exhibit in Xiamen.

This exhibition with such profound historical significance is
generously sponsored and supported by Singapore’s National Heritage
Board, Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts, the National Arts Council
of Singapore, the Singapore International Foundation, and the Lee
Foundation. Besides these sponsors, we also extend our gratitude
to Singapore’s Minister of Information, Communication and the
Arts Dr. Yaacob Ibrahim, NAFA’s President Mr. Choo Thiam Siew,
Director of Institute of Southeast Asian Arts & Art Galleries
Ms. Bridget Tracy Tan and Assistant Manager Ms. Iris Lim, the
Singapore Society of Chinese Artists, Director of the Xiamen
Culture Bureau Mr. Luo Caifu, Director of the Xiamen Art Museum
Mr. Cui Yong, Mr. Chen Xin, Mr. Zhou Yu, and Mr. Hong Puren for
their support and assistance. In addition, we thank Xiamen Jing Xuan
Sculpture Engineering’s Mr. Cai Wenjia, Mr. Wong Luying and staff

members for their warm hospitality.

Our special appreciation hereby goes to Mr. Low Sze Wee for giving
us consistent, patient and detailed guidance and assistance in spite
of his busy schedule. The exhibition would not have been possible
without these efforts on his part. Last but not least, we would also
like to thank Professor Ushiroshoji Masahiro, Ms. Jessica T. Lyu-Hada,
Ms. Yvonne Low, Professor Yow Siew Kah, Mr. Ng Kum Hoon,
Mr. Tan Kian Por, and Ms. Allison Liu Daisong for their sincere
encouragements and support. Again, it is the bonds between people
that make this endeavour such a meaningful and memorable one.

Ina long artistic career,

One walks in the company of many teachers
and confreres;

With no care of losses and gains,
There are no regrets this far down the road.

(Translated by Ng Kum Hoon)
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MESSAGE

By Dr. Yaacob Ibrahim

Minister for Information, Communication and the Arts, Singapore

Both Mr Lim Hak Tai and his son, Mr Lim Yew Kuan, are important
figures in Singapore’s arts and culture landscape — they were
accomplished artists, dedicated educators and pioneers who played
significant roles in shaping our early cultural development.

As founding principal of the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA),
Mr Lim Hak Tai inspired and groomed generations of young artists
to become future pillars of Singapore’s artistic heritage. He also laid
the foundation for arts education in Singapore, steering NAFA to be a
prominent arts institution in the local landscape. Today, NAFA equips
students across a range of ages, levels and specialisations, partnering
with established institutions both locally and internationally.

Mr Lim Yew Kuan continued his father’s legacy as an artist, educator
and as the next principal of NAFA, contributing significantly to the
Nanyang style of art in these capacities. He nurtured NAFA students in
their pursuit of artistic excellence to become leading Singaporean artists.
I am heartened to see that he remains an active practitioner today, and
am confident that his continued contributions to our cultural landscape
will be a rich source of our art history for future generations.

% &5 7 46 | CROSSING VISIONS

I congratulate Mr Lim Yew Kuan and his family on the launch of the
“Crossing Visions” exhibition, that celebrates the life and work of
Mr Lim Hak Tai and Mr Lim Yew Kuan, as well as the connections
between Xiamen’s and Singapore’s art histories and their influence
on each other. Through the lenses of these artistic pioneers, this
exhibition will showcase Singapore’s artistic heritage to audiences
in China, building anticipation for the opening of our National Art
Gallery in 2014.

Exhibitions like “Crossing Visions” also play an important role
in recognising artistic excellence of our local artists, fostering
cultural exchange and strengthening cultural ties with our overseas
counterparts. The strong support and commitment of talented and
passionate artists like Mr Lim are critical to fulfilling our vision to
be a global city for the arts, and inspiring the next generation of arts
audiences and practitioners.

I wish Mr Lim continued success in his artistic endeavours.
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ART IN NANYANG:

THE LEGACY OF LIM HAKTAIAND LIM YEW KUAN

By Mr. Chen Xin

Assistant Curator, Xiamen Art Museum

When we look back at the historical evolution of modern art in
China and Singapore, the lives and art of Lim Hak Tai and his son
Lim Yew Kuan strike us as the stuff of immortal legend. The didactic
accomplishments of the duo are an integral monument in the history
of the two countries’ (modern) art education, while their artworks
stand as unique combinations of Western artistic elements and an
Eastern cultural spirit. To unravel the Lims' artworks on the level
of art-for-the-sake-of-art is to be prone to misinterpretation, but to
make sense of them only in terms of art-as-rooted-in-life would yield
an incomplete picture. The Lims had been through momentous times
of historical conflicts, transformations and expansions marked by the
vyings of war and peace, of autocratic monarchy versus democracy, as
well as the traditional versus the modern. In the midst of the Chinese
diaspora and surging movements of national independence and
ideational liberation, each of them found his foothold in life and a
place to break new ground. Their achievements in both art education
and art-making are far from trivial in the regional or even the greater
international art scene. Arguably, the Lims are interconnected and yet
individually distinct. Between the two men there are both inheritance
and independent developments. In other words, the father and son
are not only mutually complementary halves, but also wholes in their
own right. Lim Hak Tai, for one, wholly deserves to be called the
Father of Nanyang Art. He was not only a co-founder of the Xiamen
Academy of Fine Arts in the early 20th century, but also the founder of
the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA) in Singapore during the
period of the Second Sino-Chinese War. His son Lim Yew Kuan later
took over his work and carried it even further. He was an art educator
as much as he was (and still is) an artist, having contributed greatly to
the pioneering of Southeast Asian art education and the development
of art in Singapore. It is therefore constructive for us to take a good
look at the Lims, for they supply pieces to the jigsaw of Xiamen's art
history — and, indeed, of the lineages of China’s early modern art
education.

[. Lim Hak Tai: Founder of the Nanyang School

of Art in a turbulent era and a foreign land

Lim Hak Tai, a native of Xiamen, was born at the end of the 19th
century and grew up in the early 20th century. The years of his youth
coincided with one of the darkest periods of China’s history, during
which the country was painfully transitioning from a feudal autocratic
monarchy to semi-feudal state plagued by constant invasions, civil
unrest, national humiliation and widespread starvation. This was also a
pivotal juncture where China’s closed agrarian society was coming to an
end and giving way to an open industrial society. As the domineering
Western culture and its traditional Chinese counterpart clashed
dramatically, their ebb and flow, fusion and conjunct development
gave rise to a freakish ecology of sorts — one that is incredibly unique
and complex in the annals of world culture. Many an aspiring patriot
(including culture enthusiasts) were looking for ways to save China. As
they turned to external sources in the tragic bewilderment of cultural
introspection, different ways of thinking and learning featured in
the epistemic progress of the Chinese people, ranging from all-out
Westernisation, moderate assimilation, to the mere instrumentalisation
of Western knowledge in subservience to old Chinese structures.
Naturally, Western ideas and modes of education were also introduced
extensively, the effects of which had a direct impact on the students
who studied in the new schools.



Lim Hak Tai enrolled in the Fujian Provincial Teachers’ Training
College in 1913, where he took two years to complete his studies in
the applied arts. There is a need for us to elaborate on this school here
in order to gain a better understanding of Lim’s academic background.
The Fujian Provincial Teachers’ Training College was originally founded
by Emperor Guangxu of the Qing Dynasty and Chen Baochen (the
teacher of Puyi, the last Emperor) - more notably by the latter when
he was living in his hometown Fuzhou after being relieved of official
duties. This was China’s earliest modern university, developed on the
basis of the Dongwen School, the All-Fujian Teachers’ Training School
and the Superior Teachers’ Training School of Fujian. It was also
considered to be a predecessor of the contemporary Fujian Normal
University and Minjiang University. It was under Chen Baochen’s
influence and organisation that interested parties both within and
outside of the government converged to eventually establish over
30 public and private schools in Fuzhou, thus initiating the trend
of new-style education in China. The students of this school system
not only made a difference in the progress of Fujian (and, indeed, of
China as a whole), but also served as trailblazers of modern civilisation
elsewhere as they went on to establish modern schools in Southeast
Asia. Graduates from this Southern Chinese network of institutions
included people like Lin Juemin, Lin Lanying and Zheng Zuoxin.
Although little can be known today about how these schools organised
themselves, how classes were taught and exactly who the teachers were,
relevant material indicate that the early teachers of Western painting
were mostly Japanese instructors. They taught and exposed students
to the techniques of various Western styles. As the founder and
organiser of a good number of these schools, Chen Baochen was more
knowledgeable and accomplished in traditional Chinese learning than
many of today’s so-called “masters of Sinology”. Moreover, Chen had
an open vision and mind, and truly understood the circumstances of
his times. These inner strengths undoubtedly had a deep influence on
the teachers and students of his schools.
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After graduation, Lim Hak Tai returned to Xiamen, where he taught
art initially at Fujian's No. 13 High School (originally Siming Middle
School) and later at the Jimei Schools. He actively attempted to push
the establishment of a Jimei Art Academy through, and was involved
in the founding of the Xiamen Academy of Fine Arts. Notably, Xie
Touba (who made significant contributions to art in Fujian) and the
celebrated calligrapher Liang Piyun had studied in the Jimei Schools.
Indeed, the mode of teaching in those days with its incorporation of
both Chinese as well as Western cultural contents and forms must
also have had shaped Huang Yongyu, an important figure in Chinese
modern art who emerged from the same schools.

These were times of drastically changing trends. Many scholars and
artists were educated in both Eastern and Western disciplines, their
artistic expressions marked by a crossing of boundaries. In the Chinese
art circles, foundation-layers of modern art education like Xu Beihong
and Liu Haisu were adept at both traditional Chinese art forms and
Western-style oil painting. The same was true for Lim Hak Tai, who was
a contemporary of theirs merely two or three years older. However, with
Lim Hak Tai enjoying greater fame as an art educator than as an artist,
there is a lack of objectivity and depth in the general understanding
of the artistic value of his works. To me, Lim Hak Tai’s oeuvre may be
divided into three main categories: oil paintings, Chinese paintings,
and calligraphy. The first category consists of still lifes, landscapes and
figural paintings. The second category consists mainly of flower-and-
bird paintings as well as examples of the clerical script, besides which
Lim also produced excellent pieces in the regular and running script.
If I have to rank all of Lim’s creations, I think the oil paintings would
be at the very top, followed by the Chinese paintings, and then by his
calligraphy. Lim’s works of the latter two categories are basically very
much in the Chinese traditional vein. It can be seen in the 43 pertinent
works currently exhibited (including seal carvings) that Lim Hak Tai
had a solid grounding in these genres, his level of artistry therein being
higher than that of many Southeast Asian virtuosos. That he did not
further develop into a master of the traditional art forms in his own
right was due to the lack of an environment that would have been
conducive to such a development. This had to do with the authorities
choosing to promote the English language and to limit the influence

of Chinese.
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Generally speaking, a romantic pictorial feel and a realistic humanist
concern are the basic features of Lim Hak Tai’s oil paintings. Till this
day, we have yet to see any oils painted by Lim in Xiamen depicting
the natural or human landscapes of his hometown (or elsewhere in
China). This means we have no basic idea of what the artist’s early oils
were like. The 35 oils showcased in the present exhibition mostly seem
to be painted by Lim Hak Tai in the 1950s. He was then in the prime
of life, and had already been tempered by the hardships of national
crisis, migration and enterprise-building, which would have made him
a man with rich experiences, an acceptive attitude towards life, and
a strong will. As an overseas Chinese and a Singaporean citizen, he
deeply appreciated how important cultural independence would be
for a nation to gain independence and to strengthen itself. With this
in mind, he put forth and put into practice the idea of the Nanyang
Style, embodiments of which mostly portrayed natural (and urban)
landscapes and social life in Malaya / Singapore.

Born out of the idea of the Nanyang Style, the Nanyang School of
art was mainly driven by ethnic Chinese artists. Theirs was a regional
cultural movement that identified itself with Southeast Asia as a
whole; the style they created was underpinned by a respect for diverse
cultures, the fusion of Eastern and Western art, and the highlighting
of the Southeast Asian spirit. The Nanyang School actually went one
step further than the deconstruction of colonial art and introductory
inception of national art spearheaded by Southeast Asian painters
like Edades in the Philippines and Soedjojono in Indonesia, for its
significance lay in the assimilation of diverse cultures and in local-
based culture-building. Its adherents were artists with a clear cultural
objective, independent cultural acts and a distinctive cultural style, all
of which arose on the basis of a cultural self-consciousness. With their
open vision, forward-looking mentality and groundbreaking artistry,
the Nanyang Art practitioners earned their place in the history of
Southeast Asian art, which in turn established Lim Hak Tai’s historical
importance as the Father of Nanyang Art.

Lim Hak Tai’s oil paintings are masterpieces born from an attentive
perception of reality. They are like some sort of belletristic prose, soulful
and distinctively of the Southeast Asian culture. Unlike the “great”
works of contemporary artists that seek to deliver visual impact via
sheer physical dimensions, Lim’s works rarely measure beyond 1 metre.
Yet, what appear to be diminutive to us today manage to powerfully
convey the “Nanyang” qualities of warm ocean currents and tropical
jungles, not to mention the varied, nuanced feelings of the artist himself.
Technically, the artist did take realism into meticulous details, but
very much into emotive imageries instead. He was deeply influenced
by romantic styles with a primitive bent, such as Impressionism and
Fauvism. That these were suited to the mentalities and choice of
expressions which arose in the relevant geographical-historical context
(that is, the context of Southeast Asia or Singapore in tumultuous
transition towards order and independence) is discernible in Lim Hak
Tai’s works. His oil paintings are predominantly representations of
Southeast Asian social sights. The figural ones form a major group.
These include two versions of Malay Wedding from 1952 — one
completed and the other unfinished — in which the lushness of tropical
vegetation and the joyous bustle of a wedding unfold splendidly before
us in a seemingly casual manner. Another group would be the purely
landscape- or object-based paintings. Amongst these is the entire St
Thomas Walk series, inclusive of NAFA at St Thomas Walk (1949) and
Front Yard of St Thomas Walk (1954). These two paintings, one in the
horizontal format and the other vertical, create a strong chiaroscuro
by means of a simple palette, thereby accentuating the way sunlight
makes all things look bright and fresh. Another piece known as Old
NAFA at St. Thomas Walk (1954) gives us a totally different feeling,
with the artist directly capturing the NAFA of the moment with dark
tones and a brooding brushwork. Equally noteworthy is yet another
work of the same subject matter painted by Lim in 1956. Here, the
artist continues to employ an uncomplicated combination of colours
but applies them lightly; the relaxed and highly concise brushwork
testifies to a truly masterful fusion of Eastern and Western artistry. The
opus is somehow reminiscent of both traditional Chinese paintings
and watercolours, and is absolutely distinctive even if placed alongside
the works of other artists of the world. All such figureless paintings of
architecture are, as it were, narrative poetry of personifications. With
the artist painting the same NAFA from different perspectives, we can see
how much Lim Hak Tai had equated the Academy to his own dear life.



