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The Art Class Held Under the Yulania

The art class was held under the yulania tree, back in March. Behind our teaching
building stands an old yulania, said to have been there since the school was built.
Our art teacher took us around it to draw. The first lesson we drew the buds. Nothing
had opened yet. The branches were bare, each tip carrying one brush-nib bud, gray-
green and fuzzy. The teacher said do not find them ugly, let them into the picture. I
drew those buds for a long time, drawing how they stood on the bare branches, how the
wind shook the branches but the buds did not move. A classmate asked what the point

was of drawing only buds. The teacher said, come back in a week.

A week later, the whole tree was white. We replaced our drawing paper on the
spot. Nobody talked that day, only pencils moving on paper. Yulania white is hard to
draw. Inside the white there are layers of shadow, the petals thick, light running
along their edges. I drew one half-open bloom, like a brush pointing at the sky.
Looking up at the whole tree, hundreds of flowers open together, no leaves, every
branch all flower, the sky gray—-blue, the whiteness floating upward. The teacher
walked by, looked at my drawing, and said leave the background blank, the tree will

hold itself up. I did, and that drawing hung on the back wall of our classroom for a
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whole term.

The flowers fell in mid-April, less than twenty days after opening. Yulania falls
neatly, whole flowers at a time, onto the grass, onto the running track. During free
time in P.E. class, a few of us picked up the fallen blooms. Every one was complete,
white outside, with a faint purple mark on the back of the petals. I pressed one into
my dictionary and still keep it. Those days of falling were the quietest under the
tree. When the flowers were open, people gathered to look. When they fell, no one

swept them, no one stepped on them, everyone walked around.

I often think that class actually taught us three things, all taught by the tree.
Drawing it in bud taught me to wait. Drawing it in full bloom taught me to see.
Picking up the fallen flowers taught me to let go. It opened without noise and fell
without tragedy. From bud to fall, a little over a month, and each day was truly
itself, no pretense, no stalling. Now when I get frustrated with homework, I remember
those buds on bare branches in art class, the wind shaking the branches, the buds not
moving. They taught me that stillness is not nothing happening. It is something

growing inside.
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