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Ha Bik-chuen was born in a simple Chinese family. In 1949, he fled to Macau
and eventually settled in Hong Kong in 1957. Living in grinding poverty in his
childhood and experiencing the difficult wartime period, he could not get any
formal training in art. In his early years in Hong Kong, Ha earned his living by
making decorative mirrors, paper flowers and bamboo baskets. In a flash of
time, he had engaged in the making of handicrafts for more than thirty years.
Nevertheless, his zeal and quest for artistic endeavor remained unchanged
despite years of trials and tribulations. On the contrary, the difficulty of real
life was transformed into colorful and well-constructed abstract symbols in his
works, fully manifesting his optimism, self-confidence and persistence in
artistic endeavor.

As a self-educated artist with initiative, Ha Bik-chuen never confines himself to
certain art media. From sculptures, prints, photographs to ink paintings in
recent years, the artist, with his spirit of exploration, has endowed his artworks
with strong characters and local characteristics. Life in Hong Kong in the
sixties was rather difficult. Even though Ha did not have spare money to buy
books of art, he still frequented evening stalls, browsing through pages of
relevant magazines to enrich himself. His job as a technician also gave him
training in the processing of different materials and use of different production
tools. In the early seventies, he began to use materials such as bamboo and
iron for making sculptures. Ha’s artistic career began with processing stuff
easily available from nature with his exquisite skills.

To the artist himself, daily life is a spring for his artistic inspiration, raw
materials for making art can be picked up everywhere. Like a pair of old
shoes from his son, a crushed tin can... artist can render them with
personality like a magician, to tell people his feelings towards city life. Pairs of
old boots explore human relationships like the problems of identity, gender,
social status, etc. Wooden textures become humorous facial expressions to
make busy visitors laugh from their hearts. As said by the artist, the ‘Boots
and Figurative’ series satisfied his desire of ‘making art out of old stuff’, and
fulfilled the old oriental philosophy: ‘magic of immortalizing the decayed’ at the
same time.

In 1964, Ha met the famous sculptor Mr. Cheung Yee, who was holding an
exhibition of prints at the Hong Kong City Hall. This meeting kicked off Ha’s
artistic creation of print. Print in this period was mainly made from wood
carving, which represented a continuation of Ha's sculpture made of easily
available stuff. These prints were chiefly made up of natural elements, with
leaves being the most commonly used. To the artist, even a flower or a leave
embodies the mystery of the nature. “A flower, a world; a leave, a Bodhi tree”,
they represent the advance and retreat of four seasons and the ever-revolving
cycle of life. After 1984, Ha attempted to add new elements into his print.



Harmonious colors have been turned vibrant while static images vivacious.
The grain of natural wood has been replaced by carton paper and prints have
become diagrams for practicing gigong (deep breathing exercises).

Moving into the 21st century, Ha's artistic life enters into a brand new
phase — creation of ink painting. Different from sculpture and print, ink
painting carries with it a strong Chinese tradition and constraints. To break
away from traditional ink painting, Ha focuses on the tone of ink painting to
bring out the texture of sculpture. Through repeated experiments, the artist
has invented a unique brushwork that creates an effect of gradation
characterized by overlapping ink spots, then exaggerates the focal part with
heavy ink application. In this exhibition, visitors will have the opportunity to
view this groundbreaking ink painting technique. As for subject matter, Ha
attempts to draw inspiration from ancient Chinese characters as well as daily
life experience, in an effort to open up a new vision on traditional media for
visitors and to shed light on new possibilities for Chinese ink painting.

Apart from sculpture and ink painting, this exhibition also features Ha's
photographic works over the past twenty years. Photography has not only
trained the observation skills of the artist, but also enriched Ha’'s creative
inspiration. This batch of photos, on a premiere exhibition in Hong Kong, has
recorded images of numerous Hong Kong and Mainland artists and scenes of
exhibitions, and has all along been stowed away at Ha’s home, waiting for its
best destiny. From 1992 to 2003, | made several visits to Ha’'s workshop,
where | came across this batch of photos and learned more about the
development of the art circle in Hong Kong. | was also deeply impressed by
the undeclared support his wife gave him. May | wish that this batch of
invaluable photos, together with the Ha's couple themselves, be recognized
and cherished. After all, it is indeed worthy of praise to be able to persist in
artistic creation for half a century in such a commercial society as Hong Kong.
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A version of this essay was published as: Introduction, The Art of Ha Bik-
chuen. Hong Kong: Hong Kong Arts Development Council, 2004, 8-12.
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