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Public and Social Concern: Relation between Ho Te-Lai's

Painting and Pierre Puvis de Chavannes’ Art

Ko Hui-Huang

. Introduction
Humans, think about Earth’s future! Wars, Public Hazards, Overpopulation.’

A painting often consists of two aspects — privacy and publicity. Although they account
for different proportions, privacy and publicity cannot be completely separated, as it all
depends on the place and context in which the artist creates the painting. Privacy refers
to the expression of personal emotions, where the viewers are often times the artist
him/herself or close friends; publicity means that the artist has exhibition in mind when
creating the work, so the work is targeted at public viewers whom the artist does not know.
Therefore, the private or public nature of the painting will affect the artist's choice of forms

and styles.

People know Ho Te-Lai (1904-1986) as an artist who refused to participate in official
exhibitions, and did not sell paintings to make a living; he led a life of a hermit, who
lived away from people and did not worry himself with worldly issues. However, when we
read his poems, we get a totally different impression of him. Deep down, he seemed to
be most concerned about improving human wellbeing through art. He reflected on and
criticized wars and public hazards resulted from people’s greed and social issues such
as overpopulation, demonstrating strong public and social concern awareness. From
1950 to 1960, Ho created a series of large paintings that reflect this core concept. The
themes often demonstrate ideas such as peace, happiness, and eternity, accusing the
unprecedented catastrophe of WWII. These paintings are critical in nature, and exhibit in
details the artist's expectation for peace and social stability.” This paper will focus on five
of Ho Te-Lai's most iconic paintings: Flower of Happiness (Fig.1) and Spring (Fig.2) from
1953, Eternal Spring (Fig.3) from 1954, Beautiful Night (Fig.4) from 1955, and The Death
Indicates What Our Life Is (Fig.5) from 1957, to illustrate how Ho Te-Lai mirrored the style
of French painter Pierre Puvis de Chavannes (1824-1898), and explore possible factors
behind this.
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®%& Eternal Spring, 1954
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H A&+ 2478898 Tokyo Fuji Art Museum
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XBIEHE Beautiful Night, 1955
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HARE X885 Tokyo Fuji Art Museum

1 Ho, Te-Lai. Translated by Chen, Chien-Wu. My Journey: Poems of Ho Te-Lai (Taipei: National Museum of History, 2001), p. 112.

2 Many studies have suggested that humanity is a key theme in Ho Te-Lai’ s works, reflecting especially on the scarcity of resources and depression of
people after WWII. These studies include: Lee Chin-Hsien, A Stranger without Nationality: Japanese Thinking of Artist Ho Te-Lai. Artist Magazine, Issue
289, p. 104-105. Chuang Shih-He, Regretless Pursuit in Legendary Career: Ho Te-Lai’ s Life-Long Devotion to Art. Lion Art Magazine, Issue 215, p. 126-
127. Dialogue between Foreign Land and Home Soil: Catalogue of Ho Te-Lai, Taiwanese Artist in Japan published by National Museum of History (Taipei:

National Museum of History, 2001), p. 60, 62, 66.
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Researchers have noticed that Ho Te-Lai began to use large canvas for oil paintings during this period, with widths and

lengths between 3 to 2 meters (or 2 to 1 meters). Although the paintings have different themes, but they obviously have

similar features and forms, such as the use of relatively thinner colors, elegant color tones, and flat color application

technique.” The actual paintings do not depict many objects, nor do they feature complex compositions, so why the larger

sizes? In other words, normally when an artists compose larger scenes, there is a risk of paintings turning out to be empty

and vacant, so it is safer to opt for smaller sizes. But why did Ho Te-Lai go the other way? Does this mean Ho Te-Lai had

specific intentions and that he had to use larger paintings? Thus, regarding the sizes of the paintings, | believe further

discussion is warranted. Furthermore, the question we should really think about is how was Ho Te-Lai able to create large

paintings that are substantial and not empty?
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Draft Composition of Talk on Ancient Romance, 1896
JRYEE R Original Painting Destroyed

R B3 E ) 87 Tokyo National Museum
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Pierre Puvis de Chavannes

Rest, 1867

Washington, D.C., National Gallery of Art

Some clues may be found in Ho Te-Lai's poems. In an undated poem, Ho reflects
on a fellow Kozo-sha (Structure Company) member’s demise due to illness in 1964,
and reminisces on their friendship. The poem is titled Catalogue of Chavannes. It is
mentioned in this poem that the friend had once given Ho a catalog of Chavannes's
works, and believed that Ho liked the artist. “Chavannes” in this poem refers to
19th Century French symbolist artist Pierre Puvis de Chavannes (1824-1898). Further
examining of Chavannes’ works, it is evident that Ho, to an extent, mirrored his style
after the French artist. In addition to borrowing themes and forms from Chavannes, it is
also interesting seeing how Ho Te-Lai transformed the unique features of Chavannes’
paintings. In fact, Chavannes was profoundly influential to Japanese art, as many
artists, including Kuroda Seiki (1866-1924), Fujishima Takeji (1867-1943), Aoki Shigeru
(1882-1911), and Kosugi Misei (1881-1964), were inspired by his paintings.® Presumably,
Ho was influenced by this trend, and he absorbed and converted the elements and
created these works of unique styles. The following section will briefly introduce the

relation between Chavannes and Japanese painting.

[I. Pierre Puvis de Chavannes’ Influences on Japanese Painting

In late 19th Century, Japanese artists were fully committed to study Western European
art. Kuroda Seiki, Fujishima Takeji, and Aoki Shigeru were intrigued by murals
created by Raphaél Collin (1850-1916), Pierre Puvis de Chavannes (1824-1898), and
Ferdinand Hodler (1853-1918), and introduced their styles to Japan. Although they
adopted Western techniques to depict human body, the artists also strived to explore

Japanese themes; as a result, their paintings often depict stories taken from Japanese

3 Lee, Chin-Hsien, A Stranger without Nationality: Japanese Thinking of Artist Ho Te-Lai. P.105.

4 Ho, Te-Lai. Translated by Chen, Chien-Wu. My Journey: Poems of Ho Te-Lai. P.139.

5  Takahashi, Saki. Murals and Japanese and European Trends in Aoki Shigeru’s Koso-ga. East Asia Cultural Interaction studies. Issue 5, p. 425-448.
Hayashi, Yoko. Opening Up to Fujishima Takeji's Landscape Paintings — on Decorative Paintings. Art History. Issue 131, Feb. 1992, pg. 50-65. For
influences of Chavannes on Japanese painting, refer to Kuraya, Mika. Murals and Tableau: 1900s — 1940s in Lectures on Japanese Art History 6: Things
that Support Art (Tokyo: Tokyo University Press, 2005) compiled by Kinoshita, Naoyuki. Pg. 115-137.
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history, myths, and literature.® Scholars have pointed out that Kuroda Seiki's Talk on Ancient
Romance (Fig.6) exhibits traits of a mural. The large-scale painting is 189 cm high and 307 cm
wide.” Tanaka Atsushi surmises that the painting was intended as a wall panel at the entrance of
Sumitomo Shunsui’s bedroom at his villa.® The characters’ gestures in Talk on Ancient Romance,
as well as the painting’s composition and color tone, may be related to Chavannes’ Rest (Fig.7).’
Public buildings constructed from late Meiji era to the first decade of Showa era often featured
decorative murals, and most of these murals were the works of Kuroda Seiki's students, such as
Wada Eisaku (1874-1959) and Okada Saburosuke (1869-1939), who demonstrated Chavannes’
elegant style® Fujishima Takeji even replicated Chavannes’ Sainte Geneviéve veillant sur Paris
from 1898. Also, based on the size of the painting, Ueno Kenzo speculates that Fujishima's famous
work from 1920, Reminiscence of the Tempyo Era (Fig.8), was perhaps also intended as wall

decoration."

Aoki Shigeru's The Tempyo Era (Fig.9) does not feature bright colors, and leaves a harsh and
withered impression. Researcher Takahashi Saki believes that this is the result of Aoki's adoption
of mural painting techniques, where he limited the amount of oil used. Takahashi also points out
that in addition to being influenced by Ferdinand Hodler's murals, it is likely that Aoki Shigeru
also incorporated the traditional technique of outlining bodhisattvas in ancient wall paintings in
Kondo (the main hall) of Horyu-ji Temple for Gifts of Sea, in which he specifically used red paint
to outline human forms.” urthermore, influences of Chavannes’ mural style can also be seen in
Kosugi Misei's Spring (Fig.10) created in Yasuda Lecture Hall at Tokyo University in 1925." It is
thus evident that Chavannes was a popular interest among Japanese painters during the Taisho
era, but different artists had different expressions. What they had in common was that they did not
depict actual scenes in real life; rather, they created paintings through their imaginations. Ho Te-
Lai was perhaps also influenced by this trend. However, did Ho Te-Lai develop unique techniques,

and express own ideas through his paintings?

[1l. Transformation of Chavannes’ Murals in Ho Te-Lai's Paintings

From discussions above, we understand that Japanese art circles were intrigued by murals painted
by the three French painters. Ho Te-Lai's series of paintings beginning from 1950 should also

be related to Chavannes, and the following section will provide further evidences proving that

B10 Figlo

INIZAREE Kosugi Misei
JESR Spring, 1925
HRARBLZHBZNES
Mural in Yasuda Lecture Hall,
Tokyo University
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The Dream of Peace Still Depicted Today, 1951
145x 12 cm

6 Takahashi, Saki. Murals and Japanese and European Trends in Aoki Shigeru’s Koso-ga. P. 436.

7 The original painting was destroyed during WWII; many draft compositions survived the war. The picture is taken from National Research Institute for
Cultural Properties, Tokyo webpage. http://www.tobunken.go.jp/kuroda/gallery/japanese/slide_mukashi/ (accessed on June 10, 2015).

8  Tanaka, Atsushi. Places where Painters Lived: From the Bottom of Modern Japanese Art (Tokyo: Seiunsha Publisher, 2005), p. 77.

9  Takahashi, Saki. Murals and Japanese and European Trends in Aoki Shigeru’s Koso-ga. P. 431.
10 Hayashi, Yoko. Opening Up to Fujishima Takeji's Landscape Paintings — on Decorative Paintings. P. 50-65.

1 The painting is 198.5 cm high and 94 cm wide. Ueno, Kenzo. The Establishment of Japanese Modern Painting: Hakuba-Kai. (Tokyo: Chuo Kouro Art

Publisher, 2005), p. 154.
12 Takahashi, Saki. Murals and Japanese and European Trends in Aoki Shigeru’s Koso-ga. P. 443.

13 Oil on canvas. The painting is 540 cm high and 540 cm wide. Western Painting and Japanese Painting: Modern Art Il (Tokyo: Kodansha, 1992) compiled

by Takashina Shuhi, Kagesato Tetsuro, and Tanaka Hisao, p. 203.
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Ho Te-Lai did mirror Chavannes’ works, especially “murals,” in terms of expression, presentation, and theme. Contextual
understanding on mural production will also help us understand the intentions and motives of Ho Te-Lai's use of this form

(including size, chroma, thin coating technique, and silhouette).

It is worth noting that The Dream of Peace still Depicted Today (Fig.11) from 1951 does not feature thick oil paints like
previous works. Ho uses thinner paints with higher chroma, and adopts flat coating technique for the bright yellow
background, and the arrangement of the angels exhibits an effect similar to scrapbooking. Viewers' attention is captured

by the bright and vibrant red, blue, and yellow hues in the painting.

Also, Tolling at Sunset (Fig.12) features a unique composition, where a monk is leaning slightly backwards with his right
hand pulling on a rope, ready to toll the bell. The enormous sun in the background gives the painting a unique silhouette
effect. The character and objects in the painting have all gone through a certain degree of simplification; the monk’s
right hand, body, feet, and shadow come together to form an integrated image of a person with smooth lines. Through
the distribution and flat application of yellow and orange color patches, Ho creates a pure and clean scene; the chroma
of the colors is not as high as The Dream of Peace still Depicted Today, and the overall atmosphere seems much warmer.
| believe Chavannes’ le Ballon (Fig.13) from 1870 may have inspired the composition and use of colors in this painting. le
Ballon depicts a lady with her arm stretching out; the yellow and brown hues form the setting sun in the background that

further sets off her silhouette. Both works feature similar warm colors and silhouette effects.

Ho Te-Lai may have used Chavannes’ works as his creative inspirations, and this is even more evident in the following
four works: Flower of Happiness (Fig.1), Spring (Fig.2), Eternal Spring (Fig.3), and Beautiful Night (Fig.4). Not only are
they larger in size, Ho uses white color for the complexion of the characters and purplish blue for their hair in these
paintings. There are also some unique traits in these paintings. First, Ho uses flat coating technique on large areas and
duller colors unlike the bright colors from before; it seems that he consciously reduced the saturation and thickness of
the colors, adopting a thinner and dryer color coating technique, and the paintings show no overpowering brushstrokes,
further enhancing the perception of a pure world. | believe this effect is resulted from Ho Te-Lai borrowing Chavannes’
mural painting techniques. Studies show that Chavannes may have been influenced by decorative wall paintings of Neo-
Byzantine architecture since the Medieval Period, and so his works often feature thin color application and large areas
in golden yellow."* Ho Te-Lai also borrowed the image of angel that often appears in Chavannes’ paintings; for example,
Eternal Spring (Fig.3) and Generosity (Fig.14) are extremely similar in
presentation, depicting at the center a female with her arms stretched
out as if she has comforting power, and surrounded by little angels. Ho
Te-Lai's large paintings further illustrate that he intentionally modeled
after Chavannes’ mural paintings, as almost every one of the paintings
features beaming golden yellow color that makes people feel the

brightness and warmth.

Therefore, it is evident that Ho Te-Lai had the intention to adopt

Chavannes’ way of painting murals, but we should further question
o . . o B4 Figl4
why he opted for this kind of expression? | believe this is closely Puvis de Chavannes
Generosity, 142 x 284 cm
Oil and pencil on paper, mounted on canvas, Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

14 Aimée Brown Price with contributions by Jon Whiteley and Geneviéve Lacambre, Pierre Puvis de Chavannes, New York: Rizzoli, 1994, p. 142.
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related to the “themes” that the artist wants to convey. In Paintings of Chavannes published in 1926, Japanese oil painter
Saito Yori introduced Chavannes's style, training, and even his creative philosophy and objectives in much detail. This
book provides important clues that show us how Japanese art circles in late Taisho era to early Showa era understood the

meaning of Chavannes’ paintings.” Saito compares Chavannes’ art with Impressionism to highlight its importance:

In contrast to Individualist interpretation of painting by Impressionism, (Chavannes’) painting interpretation is socialist. ..
because it is unrelated to actual requirements for human survival, such as food, clothing, housing, and transportation; it
is more spiritual. Painting is not a necessity in life, nor is it something that people must learn, and thus it has lost social
universality. Painting becomes a recreation of specific social classes, or is only understood by a small group of people,
losing its connection with ordinary people. For people aspired in a career in painting, it is reasonable that they pursue and
explore beauty, and this attitude should not be criticized...(Chavannes’) interpretation of painting has taken a big step
forward. His attitude towards painting is not for self-satisfaction; in addition to pursuit of beauty, he also projects his ideal
of edification.”®

More importantly, Saito believes that Chavannes' intention was not just to gain recognitions or sell paintings; rather,
Chavannes believed that it was his duty and right as a member of the society to create and publish works. In other words,
Chavannes' paintings exist solely for the purpose of edification.” Thus, Chavannes chose to create many murals that are
accessible by the public, rather than entertain the noble or wealthy class; he did not limit his audience to just Christians,
as he chose themes based on his eternal concern about the humanity.” Saito’s description of Chavannes inevitably
reminds us how Ho Te-Lai did not participate in exhibitions and sell paintings. Maybe it was because of similar ideals they

share so that Ho Te-Lai strongly resonated with Chavannes' life story and experience!

If we read into Ho Te-Lai's works from this perspective, then we can understand better why he chose this form and style.
Flower of Happiness (Fig.1) and Spring (Fig.2) from 1953, Eternal Spring (Fig.3) from 1954, and Beautiful Night (Fig.4)
from 1955 share similar vocabulary. They all feature elegant and light hues that are almost covered by golden yellow
color; the angels are found in a vast grassland or seashore, and the horizon extending to both sides further adds to the
solemnness of the paintings.” We can also see the relation between objects and images the artist meticulously arranged:
the little angels are singing, dancing, playing instruments, or taking a break. Around them are pigeons that symbolize
peace pecking food, or cows and sheep eating grass, and butterflies flying, as if they are roaming freely without being
limited by time and space. This is the ideal paradise created by the artist, full of wonderful imaginations for the future of
mankind. Even the titles of the paintings reveal the artist's longing for an utopia. In his poems, Ho Te-Lai wrote, “Humans,
think about Earth’s future! Wars, Public Hazards, Overpopulation.”* “The society is progressing, super weapons are
being invented and manufactured, pathetic, West and East."* From the artist's concise words, we can see his views on the
world, and his tolerance transcending borders. Technology has propelled the society forward, but it has also brought along
exploitation and invasion of land resources, and even led to devastating wars. In the paintings, Ho Te-Lai creates a new

world, in which mankind returns to a more primitive and simple state to live in harmony with Mother Nature.

Saito, Yori. ARS Art Series No. 14: Paintings of Chavannes (Tokyo: ARS, 1926). Archived in Japan National Diet Library. Accessed June 14, 2015.

Translated by the Author. Saito, Yori. ARS Art Series No. 14: Paintings of Chavannes (Tokyo: ARS, 1926), p. 24-25.
Saito, Yori. ARS Art Series No. 14: Paintings of Chavannes (Tokyo: ARS, 1926), p. 8.
Saito, Yori. ARS Art Series No. 14: Paintings of Chavannes (Tokyo: ARS, 1926), p. 18-19.

This is a composition often used by Chavannes. Aimée Brown Price with contributions by Jon Whiteley and Geneviéve Lacambre, Pierre Puvis de Chavannes,
New York: Rizzoli, 1994, p. 142.

Ho, Te-Lai. Translated by Chen, Chien-Wu. My Journey: Poems of Ho Te-Lai. P. 112.
Ho, Te-Lai. Translated by Chen, Chien-Wu. My Journey: Poems of Ho Te-Lai. P. 82.
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The Death Indicates What Our Life Is (Fig.5) from 1957 manifests the artist's deep understanding of life. From the
painting, we are seemingly able to sense the complete journey of life the artist wants to present. From the love and lust
of men and women, the birth of a child, nurturing and fostering, and the death of the old, the artist depicts the birth,
aging, illness, and death of people. The naked bodies in the painting perhaps represent the whole of mankind, stripped
off nationality and ethnicity, social class, wealth, and clothes that set us apart; this is closer to the essence of human life
without any ideological labels. The painting also displays Chinese characters that represent the East, and English letters
that represent the West, as if the artist is trying to tell people of different origins that the symbols in the painting have
already transcended the boundaries between nationality, ethnicity, and genders, conveying the eternal truth of cycle
of life: “People are born, and people die, on Earth, only, as if, | know nothing but this.” % “All people will die, like fallen
leaves, like setting sun, one thing that has never changed since the beginning of time."” The artist reflects on death, and
describes it as natural phenomena such as fallen leaves or setting sun; on the other hand, he probably hopes that viewers
can also contemplate on the meaning of life. We can see how, in addition to adopting Chavannes' forms, Ho Te-Lai also
echoes Chavannes' creative objectives and creates paintings that act like “proverbs” that serve as warning to the people

in the world.

This is also why when reflecting on the devastation brought by WWII in 1945, and outlining the utopia in the future, Ho
Te-Lai specifically uses Chavannes’ painting vocabulary, hoping that the scars in human history can be reflected on and

comforted.

[V. Conclusion

Based on the analysis above, Ho Te-Lai created large paintings because he wanted to convey his expectations of life and
mankind. He strongly detested wars, and hoped that men could welcome a better future. His works from 1950-1960 help

to answer why his friend believed that he liked Chavannes, and guide us to further explore the hidden reasons.

In fact, Ho Te-Lai already expressed his great concerns for the society in Memory of the Great Earthquake (Fig.15,
painted in 1932), the work he painted for his graduation from Tokyo School of Fine Arts.” The painting depicts the scene
of reconstruction after the great earthquake in 1923. At a shelter for people who lost their homes, some are starting a
fire in order to provide hot water for others to shower, and there are babies waiting to be fed in the bottom left corner.
The painting exerts the warmth of people helping out one another. Japanese art circles’ interests in Chavannes and the
stimulations Ho Te-Lai got at Tokyo School of Fine Arts are potential factors that have shaped his creative views. The seed
of getting involved in society and expressing concerns for the public through paintings has long been planted since his
days at Tokyo School of Fine Arts, and it has ultimately blossomed and fruited

Ho, Te-Lai. Translated by Chen, Chien-Wu. My Journey: Poems of Ho Te-Lai. P. 141.

Ho, Te-Lai. Translated by Chen, Chien-Wu. My Journey: Poems of Ho Te-Lai. P. 136.

Ho Te-Lai went to Japan again in 1922 at the age of 19. The great Kanto earthquake took place in 1923, and Ho Te-Lai became acquainted with Kimura
Kenjiro and his family. Ho entered Tokyo School of Fine Arts in 1927, and graduated in 1932. See timeline of events in Ho Te-Lai's life in Dialogue between
Foreign Land and Home Soil: Catalogue of Ho Te-Lai, Taiwanese Artist in Japan published by National Museum of History (Taipei: National Museum of
History, 200T1), p. 190.
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