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Dialogues between Foreign Land and Homeland
Ho Te-Lai's Painting

Wang Su-Chin

"My life / there’s only one / my life / there’s only one / | believe it's very precious” — My Journey: Poems of Ho Te-Lai (1974)'

Taiwanese painter Ho Te-Lai (1904-1986) made Japan his permanent home, and it is not easy to include his painting
and poetry into the mainstream context of Taiwan'’s history of art and literature. Nonetheless, his insights into and
interpretations of own life are precious examples showing people how art creations vacillated over cultural borders in
Taiwan’s unique historical context over the past century.

As he lived in Japan, hometown Taiwan was destined to become the eternal topic of Ho Te-Lai's dialogues. A cohesive
pull made stronger by distance constantly triggered the artist's nostalgia, which made his memories of Taiwan blurry and
distant, yet intimate and private at the same time, becoming the source of Ho's endless creativity. The artist’s childhood,
memories of his mother, and sceneries of hometown Miaoli (Shinchiku Prefecture at the time) were all represented, one
way or another, in paintings that depict his landscapes of mind. In the memories and imaginations where the landscapes
he depicted encompass his emotions, Ho not only converted natural elements—sun, moon, stars, dusk, dawn, rain, and
dew—into poetic personal symbols of inner world, he also introduced poetry and calligraphy into paintings, creating an art
form that is a fusion of words and images.

"Children of the mountains / should work in the farms / why did I travel far across seas”

According to the artist, he was born in a place named Danwen Lake in Miaoli; it was not an actual lake, but a small quiet
village. His father was Ho Shui, and his mother was Ho Cheng Teng; he was their third son. Life was hard and his parents
struggled to make ends meet. Eventually, Ho Te-Lai was adopted by their landlord Ho Chai-Wu when he was five, as Ho
Shui could not pay the rents and had to give him up.

When he was nine, Ho went to study in Japan, and entered Kinka Elementary School in Chiyoda, Tokyo. Natsume Soseki,
the great Japanese writer, had also been a student of this prestigious school, and it was inevitable that this young boy
from “barbarian country” would have a hard time here. Three months later, Ho had no choice but to transfer to Yamabuki
Elementary School. Things were better there at Yamabuki, and Ho discovered his passion in painting when a lantern he
drew in art class was praised by the instructor, who posted the painting on the wall for the entire school to see.

After he graduated from elementary school, Ho Te-Lai returned to Taiwan, and entered the newly founded Taichung First
High School (1918). The seed of painting planted in his heart continued to grow here. In 1927, after many tries, Ho Te-Lai
passed the exam and entered the famed Tokyo School of Fine Arts (modern day Tokyo University of the Arts). Ho set off

1

Ho, Te-Lai. Translated by Chen, Chien-Wu. My Journey: Poems of Ho Te-Lai (Taipei: National Museum of History, 2001). Original publication was Ho Te-Lai's
collection of waka (Japanese poems), Watashi no Michi, published in 1974. All verses cited in this paper are taken from the translation.
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&1 Figl
AERIS B Formosa Sunset, 1929
¥~ R#R Oil on Panel, 33 x 24 cm
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for Japan once again, and this time, not only was he determined for a lifelong career in art, he also got to meet the family

of Kimura Kenjiro, and encountered his life companion, Kimura Hideko. After the demise of his loving adoptive father, Ho

was fortunate to be embraced by the warmth of another family on the foreign soil.

To prepare for the entrance examination for Tokyo School of Fine Arts, Ho Te-Lai had studied at Kawabata Art School for
a short period of time. He had probably also studied at Fujishima Takeji's studio. During his time at Tokyo School of Fine
Arts (1927-1932), Ho chose to be trained at Wada Eisaku's studio. In Formosa Sunset (1929) (Fig.1), the sky is lit by the red
setting sun, and the burning passion makes the trees dance. Large color patches and bold and rustic lines that seem to
be randomly painted jointly create a vibrant image where heaven dances with earth. Years later in Japan, a foreign land,
the artist wrote: "The sky at dusk / seems to have captured / my heart / thinking about the mountains at home / rivers at

home / | don't remember since when / that | grew fond of painting the sunset / and my heart always calms down.”

Self-Portrait (Fig.2) was painted in 1928. The artist was 25, and painted this painting as an exercise. This painting and his
graduation work, Self-Portrait from 1932, were only four years apart, but the two paintings exhibit a tremendous change
in the way Ho Te-Lai regarded himself. In the former, the artist depicts an almost front view of himself: thick eyebrows,
deep set eyes, long philtrum, rectangular face with willful features, and loosely combed back hair. Though somewhat
deliberate, his eyes still glitter with determination and confidence. The latter features a 45-degree side view, and his calm
attitude is put on full display without any uneasiness; he stresses the long and lean silhouette of the face, contrasting it
with the broad shoulders and tall build in white jacket. His body takes up nearly half of the painting, providing it a stable
foundation. He looks slightly downward, creating an upward angle for viewers. Despite being an oil painting, the artist's
use of delicate and calm strokes and light colors create an effect between pastel paintings and sketching. The simple and

calm style forms powerful contrast with the subject’s strong character, bringing refreshing sensations to viewers.

As for the hidden message here, Ho Te-Lai once had these straightforward words: “My older brother always says | am out
of place, and now | have to paint a portrait of this prominent forehead of mine,” “How come my forehead stands out like
a mountain; | must make good use of the brain cells inside.” Long face and large forehead are facial features that gave
the artist low self-esteem when he was younger, so even little things that took place in life, like
“how fortunate to go to a barbershop in Shinchiku (Hsinchu) and hear someone say my horse face
means wealth,” would be recorded by the artist. In Self-Portrait from 1932, Ho Te-Lai completely
converts facial features that he had disliked into his own self identity, and even takes a step further

by highlighting these unique features.

After graduating from Tokyo School of Fine Arts, Ho Te-Lai returned to Taiwan with his wife, and
cofounded Hsinchu Art Research Association with local friends such as Lee Tze-Fan. Two years
later, due to health and other factors, Ho Te-Lai moved back to Tokyo, and joined Shinkozo-Sha (the
New Structure Society), serving on the committee of operations and the committee of work review.
As a loving and sweet couple, Ho could find spiritual peace in the companionship of his wife, and
the two embarked on a harmonious journey of life together. With spiritual and economic supports

from wife and nephew, Ho was able to devote his life to art.

During wartime in the 1940s, Ho had once stopped painting as his nagging illness and financial

B & Self-Portralt, 1932 condition worsened. The shadow of war and fear of death continued to haunt the artist long after

RRBMTREB AT RR R

Archived in the University Art Museum, the war. But to Ho Te-Lai, only by picking up paintbrushes once again could he rediscover the source

Tokyo University of the Arts

of life through art.
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4 B{B1ERRZ Another Journey Day, 1951
JH% ~ 70 0il on Canvas, 160 x 130 cm
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In early 1950s, Ho Te-Lai used paintbrush to probe social issues on one hand, and
continued to reflect on own spiritual world on the other; through painting natural
phenomena such as wind, rain, thunder, and lightning, Ho captured the poetry
hidden deep down within. He deliberately used monochromatic and minimalist
compositions, removing realistic trivial details, to abstractly represent elements of
landscape, highlighting certain emotions or atmosphere. Whether it is the dynamic
raining scene depicted in Another Journey Day (1951) (Fig.3), or the tranquil lake, thin
willow branches, and light sails in Scented Breeze (1952) (Fig.4), Ho embeds poetic

[E6 Fig6 . . . . - . .
S 2 8 A Dream of Distant Past, 1985 narratives in the paintings to present the hidden landscapes in his mind. Unlike the
w3~ B Oil on Canvas, 130 x162.5 cm aforementioned mid-size oil paintings that feature visual effects simulating pastel and

pencil sketching, the small-size Dewdrops (1957) (Fig.5) preserves the authentic oil
painting look; the artist observes the reeds, and depicts the light-reflecting morning dewdrops in an intricate, weaving-like

manner, as if conveying the idea of “seeing the world in a grain of sand, realizing Bodhi through a leaf.”

A Dream of Distant Past (or Fireflies in a Quiet Night) (Fig.6) from the 1950s is one of the paintings in the West Lake
series the artist began painting in 1951. The artist uses elements such as historical clothing, hanging willow branches,
arch bridge, and black roof boat in the painting. Ho's endless yearning for his mother was obviously the source of the
creative drive behind this series, as he expressed in as poem: “My birth-mother who endured poverty all her life once
expressed her dream of touring the West Lake (Xihu).” Derived from his longing for a trip with his mother to the West Lake
are the fantasized beautiful sceneries. The painting depicts wavy lake water, weeping willows, elegant mother, dependent
children, and a surrealist scene constructed by short blue and purple lines. This is the distant dream his mother constantly

talked about, and the dream the son will always remember.

Ho Te-Lai's longing for a homecoming was finally turned into
action in 1956, as he returned to Taiwan with some expatriates
living in Tokyo, and held an exhibition at Zhongshan Hall. In
a notebook carefully kept by the artist, Ho Te-Lai organized
and collected newspaper clippings of the exhibition and
photographs taken with friends and family. On the cover of
the notebook, he wrote a poem: "Beautiful mountains and
rivers / heartwarming friendship / the things and scenes seen

from the sky cannot be forgotten.”
@7 Fig7

& 24 Mother and Son, 1958

. o ,
After his homecoming in 1956, Ho's memory of home flowed S« £75 Oil on Canvas, 130 X 194 cm

out like a spring. Mother and Son (1958) (Fig.7) is a portrait
of himself as an infant, featuring mother in blue shirt, baby in
halter top, and a warm embrace. Chubby bodies of the mother and son exhibit rich and full sense of happiness. The image
of mother and son together is a concept and an ideal. The gold color tone of the painting implies the ripeness of rice,
suggesting a rural ambience. Dustpan, hoe, cradle, and “Respect Gods, Love Friends” couplet on the wall, objects depicted
in details are all narrating the artist's childhood memory. The river and people outside the window under moonlight seem

like an oil painting on the wall, which is the artist’s intentional display of techniques acquired through academic training,.
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The candle light that fills the room and the silver moonlight that falls down outside the room are both warm, or even

sacred, just as the artist described in a poem: “"Look at the oil lamp / I think of childhood / How | miss Taiwan’s mountains

/ Taiwan'’s rivers” Moonlit night had since become a main theme of the artist's creative works, as it also became a subject

of Ho's poetry, where he used the moon to further express his emotions:

"“Take bamboo sticks / connect 20 of them / you will reach that moon / as a child | sincerely believed”

"Being with Mother / a distant memory / home / rain of Danwen Lake / Moon of Danwen Lake”

"Wherever you go the moon follows / just like / my loving mother”

The artist's repeated portrayal of the moon originated from his endless nostalgia. The stars high above in the sky are often

targets people away from home express their emotions to. Su Dongpo’s "Though thousand miles apart, we can still share

the beautiful moon together” describes how he used the moon as the medium to connect with his younger brother, Su

Che. Just as Ho claimed, sun, moon, and stars transcend all temporal and spatial barriers, and are shared by the entire

universe.

At Dawn (Fig.8) from 1962 shows a blurred crescent moon that has yet to disappear
into the bluish sky at dawn. A giant graphite ice sheet sleeps in the unlit corner at the
bottom of the painting. Above the bright line of snow is a vast sky, and in this painting,
Ho Te-Lai delicately captures the moment between day and night when the color of
sky changes. From the blue hue that spills over the edges, gradually changing shades
of graphite, to vague, light morning rays at the center of the intended blank drawn
through washing technique, the artist exhibits his delicate and intricate use of colors.
The overall ambience is pure and clean, and even though it is an oil painting, it has
almost the visual effects of a colored print.

The Moonlight (Fig.9) and The Moonlight (Fig.10) from 1963 are both painted in
black oil paint, but they display the effects of ink painting and print respectively, as
the artist showcases unique styles and techniques through the paintings. The large
painting, The Moonlight, features a number of horizontal lines on the large canvas to
outline the calmness of the surface of the sea; the small hill captures the attention
of viewers, and a crescent moon hangs in the sky. Though the composition is clean
and simple, the shadows and reflections of the moon on the surface of water, the
rhythmic arrangement of sails from far to near, and the hill’s gradually changing
silhouette all leave strong impressions in viewers’ mind. The medium-size oil painting,
The Moonlight, features rolling hills across the horizon far in the backdrop; the
curvy coastline stretches towards and connects with the hills. Soft white sand beach
embraces the bay, and the darkness of the night sets off the full moon in the sky

B9 Fig9
B8 A The Moonlight, 1963
JHF ~ &6 Oil on Canvas, 130.5 x194 cm

E10 Figlo
FA B The Moonlight, 1963
¥ ~ 270 Oil on Canvas, 72.5x 91cm
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BN Figll
A+AEI] Fifty-Five Waka Poems, 1964

S

=71 Oil on Canvas, 130 x 194 cm




and the clouds that radiate rays of silver light. An ink-black rock is placed at the front to balance the composition. In
comparison with the couple sitting on the beach under moonlight, the sea is vast and wide. Both paintings showcase a
powerful calmness, abstractly representing landscapes into poetic themes.

The period from 1950s to 1960s was when Ho Te-Lai reached creative pinnacle. As if he was looking desperately for a
power that would stabilize his life, Ho explored various forms of art. Among them, the most explosive work is Fifty-Five
Waka Poems (1964) (Fig.11), in which the artist introduced Japanese waka poems into the painting to experiment the

fusion of text and image.

These fifty-five waka poems, which can be regarded as the artist's autobiography, are scattered and interwoven on the
canvas. The shadows in light ink overlapped under the words help to create depth of the space. Dark and light shades
of ink are carefully arranged, and text and image are in perfect balance, yet full of tensions. The dense words construct
a night sky, and it is both the backdrop and the foreground. The long, sorrowful “autobiographic poem” seems to be
decorating the curtain of night with murmured words. The words written in dark ink at the bottom of the painting are not
just a half-hidden hill, they also indicate the themes of the painting with the characters of “weeping (i)” and “dreaming
(2)"and “people (A).” Compared to the text, the blank spot at the top, a small full moon, is the symbol of that stabilizing
power; although it is far out of reach, it represents the dim light of hope. Compared to his self-portrait a year ago (1963),
this large painting of “autobiographic poem” is an alternative kind of self-portrait. This fusion of innovative techniques

and deep meanings mark the creative peak of Ho Te-Lai's career.
When artists wish / to paint the best paintings of life / the artists / will paint their inner world at that very moment

Examining Ho Te-Lai's paintings, the artist explored different artistic themes at various stages to chronicle his journey
through life, searching tirelessly for balance between visual forms and artistic thoughts. Ho had fallen into desolation of
life as he wandered at the bottom of society, yet unique strengths possessed by artist often took him flying into the sky.
A traveller determined in art, Ho reveals a hint of bitterness even in the works that express love; as a result, even his most

expressive works are not overly sweet and conventional, and always trigger people’s curiosity to probe deeper.

Over the past century, from a Japanese colony to an ambiguous sovereign state, countless people have crossed national,
ethnical, and regional barriers to establish all kinds of connections with Taiwan. Taiwan may be the center, the beginning,
or unimportant border of their lives, but these are all precious life experience from Taiwan’s perspective regardless of what
kind of regional interaction it is. Even heterogeneous imaginations are alternative sources of Taiwan'’s rich culture. Unlike
other artists who lived overseas, Ho did not carry the heavy burdens of nationality and ethnicity; the greatest significance
of his art to Taiwan's art history is that he demonstrated an alternative fate for Taiwanese people, a value of life, and an
attitude of art.
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